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Legislative Reference Service*:' 
By Louis J. Bailey, State Librarian, Indiana Sta te  Library, Indianapolis, Ind. 

I N the forty years of i ts  existence, the  
National Association of State Li- 

braries has seen the  growth and develop- 
ment of many ideas in library service. 
Perhaps one of the most striking and 
most beneficial of all has been the ser- 
vice relating t o  legislation. In  the first 
decade of the  new century, progressive 
political ideals were dominant. I t  was 
early observed that  one means of secur- 
ing legislation better adjusted to  social 
needs should ensue from the study of 
conditions and results obtained in other 
states and other countries. Only sel- 
dom could the  individual law maker 
profit by personal investigation and 
study. It was hoped that legislation, 
based on intelligent consideration of 
the trials and  errors made by others, 
would result In a better solution of many 
social problems. State libraries had 
been organized throughout t h e  past 
century with the avowed purpose of 
giving service t o  state officials and 
proved t o  be a ready resource to  embody 
the new experiments. The increase of 
special provisions for legislative refer- 
ence work tha t  followed was almost 
phenomenal. In  about  a dozen years 
three-fourths of the states had made 
some kind of definite provision for 
special service to  members of legisla- 
tures ahd t o  those actively interested 
in enacting or changing statutory laws. 
I t  was immediately realized tha t  funda- 
mental a s  proper information was upon 
which to base new laws, i t  was necessary 
that  the laws should prove successful 
from a legal standpoint. This led t o  
provisions for more expert drafting of 
bills, and bill drafting became an im- 
portant co-ordinate function of this 
servlce. 

For the last ten years there has been 
no change numerically ill the states 
making provision for legislative refer- 
ence work. There have been changes 

in appropriations and in departmental 
relations, but i t  is important to notice 
tha t  no s ta te  has abolished the legisla- 
tive bureaus after the work has been 
established on a fairly sound basis. 

T h e  activities that  form the legis- 
lative reference service have become 
fairly well standardized. Here and there 
added duties are carried out as  in other 
places not all varieties of work can be 
undertaken for lack of funds or au- 
thority. The  most general type of 
service relates to research work in re- 
lation t o  laws proposed for introduction. 
T h e  necessary data  upon which t o  base 
legislation may require wide ranging 
enquiry as t o  laws adopted in other 
states, the manner of their administra- 
tion, success in operation and evidences 
of general public opinion. To  secure, 
have on hand and immediately avail- 
able and supply this type of special 
material supplementing the general li- 
brary collectior~s is the primary field 
of the  legislative reference service. 
T h e  preparation or acquirement of in- 
dexes, digests, records and briefs is 
necessary; the material required may 
be books, pamphlets, clippings, letters, 
or manuscripts, but must be arranged 
for easy and quick consultation. This 
type of special service was a forerunner; 
and i t  led the way to a library develop- 
ment in many diversified fields which 
has resulted in the strong Special Li- 
braries Association of today. 

T h e  foregoing constitutes a reference 
service, pure and simple. To  achieve 
the  best results most organizations carry 
on varied activities connected with the 
legislative procedure, chief of which 
is the work of bill-drafting. The proper 
drafting of bills that  are expected to  
become laws involves a knowledge of 
constitutional provisions and statutory 
forms and the exact use of phrases 
and words to correctly express the intent 

*Address belora Wmhin~ton Conference, Natlonsl Aseoclation of S t a h  Llbnrlsa, May 14, 1929. 



aimed at. I t  involves also a knowledge 
of economic and social conditions and 
those political considerations that  must 
be met if a bill is to afford a means to 
achieve the ends desired by the legis- 
lative body. The proper drafting of a 
bill is one of the most important steps 
in the enactment of laws. Added to this 
as a help in procedure is the keeping of 
a record or catalog of all bills intro- 
duced and a status record as they ad- 
vance. One bureau prepares a periodical 
bulletin giving a brief of every bill in- 
troduced and a status record of each 
bill a t  the time of printing. The advice 
of the bureau chief is often sought by 
inexperienced legislators as to rules 
and customs of procedure. The work 
between legislative sessions is much 
reduced, but the chief and the first 
assistants are generally retained and 
occupied with preparations for coming 
sessions. In one state the bureau pre- 
pares a gloss or commentary on laws 
passed by a session showing their re- 
lation to and effect on previous statutes. 
In some states the codification of 
statute laws is handled by the legislative 
bureaus and the preparation and pub- 
lication of House and Senate journals 
and the indexing of the acts may be 
included. In Indiana the collection of 
statistics and reports for the annual 
year book are also part of the interim 
duties of the legislative bureau. In 
four states recently the bureaus were 
called upon to prepare data for the use 
of members of constitutional conven- 
tions. The duties are certainly varied 
as well as important. 

The organization of legislative work 
of this character must be on an entirely 
impartial and non-partisan basis or 
those who use it and appropriate money 
for i ts  support will abandon it. That  
there has been so little complaint on this 
score is a tribute to  the wisdom arid 
scholarly' standards of those engaged in 
it. Appointment of directors is some- 
times made by governors, in some 
cases by election in the legislature, but 
more generally by a board of trustees. 
Boards appoint in 27 states, the 
governor in three states, the supreme 
court in three states, the Legislature 
in two states and the secretary of state 
in one state. The organization in 20 
states is within the State library, in 
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three states i t  is under the State law 
library, in six states it is organized under 
a library commission or an historical 
commission, and in eight states the 
work is carried on as a separate bureau*. 
In California the bill drafting function 
is separate from the reference work 
which is done by the State library. I t  
has been suggested that we determine 
the best form or organization, but I 
feel that so much depends upon local 
conditions that it is presumptuous 
to  advocate one form above others. 
What works best is best. Changing 
conditions may warrant new cornbina- 
tions, but it will be the spirit that  
animates the service rather than any 
mould of organization that will carry 
on to the better achievements of the 
future. 

There are twelve states that  do not 
maintain a definite legislative reference 
service. They are Delaware, Florida, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, Nevada, New 
Mexico, Oklahoma, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Utah, West Virginia, and 
Wyoming. At the request of the 
Governor an attempt was made for a 
time in West Virginia to undertake this 
service under the Department of Ar- 
chives and History, but for lack of ap- 
propriation was feebly prosecuted and 
shortly discontinued. Good examples of 
successful, useful service will do more, 
probably, than anything else to en- 
courage the ultimate adoption qf legis- 
lative reference work in states now 
without it. 

There are in the future some hopeful 
possibilities and a t  the same time cer- 
tain hindrances to that free helpful in- 
fluence on legislation originally hoped 
for by early advocates. The very dis- 
interestedness and impartial attitude 
required to secure the trust and support 
of the law maker has prevented the 
exertion of much influence in the direct- 
ion of reform. The elective law maker 
is very jealous in maintaining his pre- 

*Mahama, Cnlifornla, Connecticut, Ceorgln, Iowa, Kansan, 
Kontucky. Malne, Mnsaachuaetta. Minnesota, New Hump- 
~blre,  New Jcmy,  Ncw York, Ohlo. Orwon. Rhodo Inland, 
South Dakota, Texan, Vermont, Waahmgton, place 
leglalntlve reference work In State library. Arizona, Idaho, 
Montana, in State law lihrnry. Arkansan, Mlasourl, 
North Carolina. North Dnkota, Weat V~rginln, Wiaconsln, 
in hlatorical commlaalon or hhrary commiasion and Colo- 
rado, Illlnoia. Indiana, Maryland, Michrgan, Nebranka, 
Pennnylvania, Virglnln, malnlaln Reparalo bureaua. 
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rogatives. Consequently the function 
of the  bureaus is narrowed in i ts  ten- 
dency and personal convictions cannot 
be allowed t o  affect in any way its du ty  
to its users. For that  reason, perhaps, 
i t  is easier t o  work out  certain co- 
operation between agencies. T h e  Public 
Affair* Information Service was an 
early instance of co-operative effort 
and most recent the development of the  
biennial index t o  s ta te  legislation through 
the Legislative Service of the Library of 
Congress. This last a s  a national service 
should in the  future prove t o  be an 
important central agency for unifying 
forms and clauses in bills and as a 
supplementary resource on many ques- 
tions of proposed legislation. There 
remain possibilities in the assistance 
that  may be given t o  special com- 
missions of investigation along lines of 

proposed legislation both in the matter 
of advisory service and research assist- 
ance as well as in the accurate prepara- 
tion of bills. An enlargement of editorial 
duties in connection with the legislative 
records, documents and laws is in most 
cases a desirable function and no doubt 
other means of assistance and co-opera- 
tion will be found possible to  meet 
special conditions in various states. 

As a National Association of Sta te  
Libraries i t  is not only a duty, but  our 
privilege, to work together for the 
development and enhancement of the  
benefits to  be derived from such legis- 
lative work. Whether as a direct re- 
sponsibility or in the opportunity for 
full and effective co-operation the great- 
est good to the largest number will 
justify our most complete and whole- 
souled devotion to  this service. 

The Wisconsin Legislative Reference Library 
By Mrs. M a r y  Moran Kirsch, Librarian, Legislative Reference Library 

WHY is there about the Wisconsin 
I egislative Reference Library 

which makes i t  an  institution to  be 
chosen deliberately as  a working place 
from among the many establishments 
which offer a n  opportunity to  know 
what people are doing and what is going 
on in the world? The  explanation for 
this is to be found in the fact that  the 
work of the library reflects particularly 
well the manifold .problems with which 
modern America is confronted in the 
realms of sociology, economics, politics, 
and jurisprudence. 

I t  is a truism that  in the last ten 
years American life has undergone the 
most rapid and fundamental changes in 
all its history, a history which was 
marked a t  no time by  slowness and con- 
servatism. W e  are living in a period of 
transition in almost every domain of 
human activity. Our life has, moreover, 
reached such a state of entanglement 
that anyone who is confronted with the 
problems incident t o  the regulation of 
relations between human beings and 
goverdments is well nigh bewildered by 
the intricacies which have to be taken 
into consideration when a n  attempt is 
made t o  solve them. 
2 

This very complexity, coupled with 
the fact that  changes in every direction 
are taking place with an unprecedented 
rapidity makes it imperative that  full 
and recent information be available to 
those who are vitally interested in 
harmonizing the work of our social in- 
stitutions with the changing spirit of 
the times. The most serious matters 
have rushed in upon us and have caught 
us in a state of complete unpreparedness. 
In addition to this, our idea of the r8le 
of the state and the individual is chang- 
ing fundamentally, in that  the concept 
of individualism of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, based on the philosophy of natural 
rights, is giving way to the concept of 
public welfare in legislation. 

As is usual in periods of transition, 
there is a great deal of exuberance on the 
part of socially minded individuals, 
which shows itself in a great number 
and variety of proposals for social re- 
form. While many of these schemes are 
of little or no merit, still they are valu- 
able as indicating the trend of thought. 

In harmony with this change, re- 
search of all types has grown enormously 
during the past few years and has yielded 
an immense amount of information. 
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But  much of this information is so 
scattered that no individual can hope 
to  keep in touch with all its sources. 
Whatever the measure of one's personal 
abilities and interests, the time usually 
comes when they will not suffice and 
when it is well to look to an outside 
agency. A legislative reference library 
is one of these agencies. I t  is a storehouse 
for facts and a clearing house for in- 
formation. All phases of social, economic 
and civic activities are represented in its 
collection. To the legislator and man of 
public affairs it is a place in which he 
can, at  his own convenience, and in 
his own way, study easily, intelligently, 
and fully the trend of legislation, both 
a t  home and abroad, and learn some- 
thing of the reasons for and against any 
program of social improvement. Or, 
agatn, every department of the state 
must keep abreast of the timefi. I t  
must know what similar departments 
are  doing in other states. I t  must know 
of policies which have been followed 
successfully elsewhere, and which have 
resulted in better service or in the saving 
of expense Each department must know 
whether the methods it proposes have 
failed when tried elsewhere, and i t  finds 
in the  legislative reference library the 
means for ascertaining the needed facts. 
Finally, private citizens often want 
assistance. They are studying the old 
laws and thinking of new ones: many 
of them feel the need for examining rail- 
road rates and transportation in general, 
for looklng up possible improvements in 
the financing of schools, making in- 
quiries into the causes of high taxes and 
tax delinquencies, analyzing the various 
projects advanced for farm relief, and 
learning how they can best use their 
influence for the improvement of roads, 
water supply, forests, health, old age 
pensions, protection against accidents 
and unemployment, and a score of other 
t h ~ l ~ g s .  In all this, they need, first of all, 
to know the actual conditions and cir- 
cumstances; nest, they need to  know 
about the best things Ihat have been 
done in other states and countries in 
the same lield as that which they are 
studying; they need statistics, when 
printed matter is not available, they 
should be able to reach experts quickly, 
by telephone, telegraph, or mail. All 
this information the legislative reference 

library has gathered or is able to gather 
on short notice. 

What is the training and tempera- 
ment prerequisite to legislative reference 
work? A legislative reference librarian 
frequently finds herself hunting up the 
abstruse, the complex, the obscure, or 
the extremely erudite. In her efforts 
to satisfy those who come to  her for 
help, she travels far and hide  in the 
realm of learning, in search of informa- 
tion bearing upon state, municipal, 
political, and sociological problems. 
Often, she must deal with subjects in 
which she has no special knowledge, 
and in such cases she must use dis- 
crimination, initiative, shrewdness of 
judgment, quick perception, a power of 
generalization, and a readiness to deter- 
mine what really is valuable for the 
knowledge which she lacks. In other 
words, her work does not consist in 
simply giving out available information, 
but also in correlating i t  and presenting 
it in such a way as to  meet certain 
questions which are in the mind of the 
person seeking the information. In 
many instances this involves the actual 
formulation of the problem which this 
person is trying to  solve. 

A large proportion of the library 
staff must consist not only of alert, wide- 
awake people with ability to develop or 
undertake new enterprises, and pos- 
sessed of a broad educational foundation, 
but also-and this is of the greatest im- 
portance-they must be well grounded in 
the technique of library science. Only 
in this way will the wheels move noise- 
lessly in spite of the multiplicity of de- 
tail, and the necessity for speed and 
accuracy in routine operations, which 
are indispensable in caring for large 
amounts and varying kinds of informa- 
tion. Time is too precious to be wasted 
on experiment or guess work, while red 
tape becomes insignificant in proportion 
to the training and skill of the people 
who use it. 

Experience is a great teacher in a 
special library. I t  is not what a librarian 
knows, but what she knows where to 
find, and how to  present that  is the 
true test of efficiency. The habits of 
order and esactness wh~ch are of para- 
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mount importance in classification and 
cataloging should permeate every ac- 
tivity. 

T h e  trend of events must be carefully 
watched, and a sense of what might be 
called library forecasting must be de- 
veloped. I t  is not sufficient to wait for 
a definite demand. The need must be 
anticipafed, and the material must be 
ready when called for. If it is not, the 
opportune moment for usefulness is 
gone before the material is secured. 
Condensations, digests, and briefs pre- 
pared during the interval between legisla- 
tive sessions prove to  be of the greatest 
value during the very busy season of the 
session itself. Sometimes, several hoyrs' 
time may be required between sessions 
t o  put  into shape studies, the use of 
which insures a saving of not more than 
ten minutes during the legislative ses- 
sion, but this saving is decidedly worth 
while. Each assistant should gladly take 
a share in all the associated activities of 
the library, for by so doing she feels 
the purpose which actuates it, famil- 
iarizes herself with methods and subject 
matter, and becomes saturated with the  
emotional spirit which makes it possible 
to sense in advance the demand that is 
sure to come because of popular thought 
and dcsire. 

Concretely, reference and research 
work consists of answering inquiries 
which come in over the telephone and 
which can be cared for usually in a short 
tune; replying to letters which have been 
sent to the department; and assisting 
people who actually come to the library 
by means of such reference aids as 
encyclopaedias, dictionaries, atlases, 
legislative documents, and the entire 
collection of material on the library 
shelves. In  case of necessity, the in- 
fornlation that  is contained in the 
library is supplemented by the resources 
of other libraries. 

T h e  library deals with men and women 
who are seeking an answer t o  some 
special need. They have a definite 
reason for seeking the information, and 
a definite point of view, and they expect 
the library t o  answer their questions in a 
business-like manner. Too much sig- 
nificance cannot be placed upon 
efficiency of service a s  shown l ~ y  rapidity 

and brevity, and any time saved through 
devices which quicken delivery of mater- 
ial, or shorten the time devoted by the 
patron h~mself, is well worth while. 
Between legislative sessions marly hours 
of the most earnest and serious effort 
must be spent in investigation, study, 
and research, in order to  relieve as  much 
as  possible the volume of heavy research 
work that  is the concomitant of a 
legislative session. 

Books are ex ected to focus light on 
a n y  subject. 2' owever, there are times 
when books help but little. In order to 
be well instructed, it is necessary to have 
access to many fountains of knowledge, 
for with the frequent and important 
changes that  are constantly being made 
in world affairs, books soon get out of 
date. I t  is because subject matter, 
which has been worked over and care- 
fully conipiled for publication in book 
form, is often very old by the time the 
book is printed that therc are few texts 
in the Wisconsin legislative reference 
library. Instead, there are chapters of 
books, pamphlets, figures, maps, type- 
written reports, ancl catalogs, all class- 
ified and arranged, not for display but  for 
constant and effectual use, and all boiled 
down and right up to the minute. Then, 
there are items clipped from magazines 
and placed in manila paper covers, with 
author, title, date and source indicated. 
In addition to all of this, there is a con- 
sidcrable amount of correspondence, 
such as  the letters reccivcd in answer to 
i ~ i ~ u i r i e s  sent out for the purpose of 
gathering facts or the opinions of 
specialists. 

Day after day, year after ycar, ncws- 
papers and magazines are read and 
marked for material essential to Llie 
collection of the department. Catalogs 
and lists, such as the Monthly catalog or 
U. S, public documents, Monthly check 
list of state publications, and Public 
Affairs information service are checked 
regularly. Proceedings, reports, studies 
of conventions and organizations, trade 
papers, house organs, publishers' cal- 
alogs-in fact, everything printed that 
comes into the library-are watched for 
entries that may be useful. The books 
and reports going on to the s ldves  are 
examined from time to time so that  the 
gaps are filled in, and that all the latest 
reports issued by  federal ancl state 
































