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How do I get a library card?

Generally, public libraries require you show at least one form of identification, usually something showing your current address.  You will probably have to pay a nominal fee to get a card at a library outside the municipality in which you live; otherwise, public library membership is free.  In most cases, you will be issued a card during the same visit in which you apply for one.

How can I use public space in the library?

Public library meeting rooms can be used for events and meetings for little or no cost.  You may also be able to post flyers or leave informational literature in libraries as space permits (priority will probably be given for library-sponsored programs).  Ask the location’s manager for permission.  Postings, events, and meetings generally may not be of a commercial or religious nature or be in support of official political parties.  Events and meetings must be free and open to the public.

How do I suggest an item for purchase?

Speak to a librarian at your local library or look at the Web site for a way to submit an online suggestion.  The most important thing is – if you want to see more materials by a certain author or on a certain topic, library staff won’t know unless they hear from you!

What about Internet access in the library?

At least 98.9% of American public libraries provide free computer use and Internet access.  Many library buildings also offer wireless connectivity.  You may just need to sign a name on a sheet of paper to use a computer, or you may need to use your library card or get a free or fee-based “guest” card if your library has computer reservation software.  Filtering software may be used – ask library staff if you’re not sure.  Be aware that the reservation software may retain the URLs of sites you have visited during your session, making this data susceptible to being seized as part of a government search warrant. 

How do I know my privacy is protected in the library?

Public libraries are as a rule very concerned with the privacy of their patrons.  However, federal, state, and local laws supersede library policies.  Your library must turn over information if requested by law enforcement officials with a warrant or subpoena.  To mitigate this risk to their patrons, libraries generally keep only as much information as they need for administrative purposes – for example, in the New York and Brooklyn Public Library systems, once you return a book on time, there is no longer a link between your name and that title.

General Research Principles

* Find citations and actual journal and magazine articles in electronic resources like periodical indexes.  For these tools, you will need to visit your public library in person or online.

* Start your Internet searches through library Web site link lists (e.g. www.nypl.org/links/).  These lists will be especially useful for local information.

* Look for Web pages by keywords in search engines (e.g. yes, Google!).

* Look for Web pages by finding your topic in Web directories (like yellow pages, where websites are arranged by librarians and subject experts into topics and subtopics).

* The Librarians’ Index to the Internet has a good page of Internet search resources at lii.org/search/file/searchtools.

* Know when to use a print source – maybe you just need an encyclopedia or a telephone book, or maybe you need to search your local library’s catalog or the Library of Congress (catalog.loc.gov) to find a relevant book (don’t forget about interlibrary loan, available through your public library, where even university materials can be at your fingertips!).  You can also find the online catalogs of all public and other libraries at www.libdex.com.  

Sample Pathfinders

Statistics and Government Information

· Radical Reference: Tools for Statistics: radicalreference.info/statistics
· University of Michigan Documents Center: www.lib.umich.edu/govdocs
· Statistical Resources on the Web: www.lib.umich.edu/govdocs/stats.html
· OFFSTATS: Official Statistics on the Web: www.library.auckland.ac.nz/subjects/stats/offstats
· FedStats: www.fedstats.gov
· FirstGov.gov: www.firstgov.gov (U.S. government’s official Web portal)

· GovTrack.us: Track Federal Legislation: www.govtrack.us
· LexisNexis Congressional Publications*

Research on Associations, Organizations, and Corporations

· Who Owns What: www.cjr.org/tools/owners
· SourceWatch: www.sourcewatch.org
· NYPL: Searching for Company Information: www.nypl.org/research/sibl/company/c2index.htm
· Associations Unlimited*

· Encyclopedia of Associations*

· Business & Company Resource Center*

· Corporate ResourceNet*

* indicates electronic resource available through some public libraries
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