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Why this Webinar?

“Knowledge will forever govern ignorance, and a 
people who mean to be their own governors, must 
arm themselves with the power knowledge gives. A 
popular government without popular information 
or the means of acquiring it, is but a prologue to a 
farce or a tragedy or perhaps both” 
― James Madison 

“The advancement and diffusion of knowledge is the only 
guardian of true liberty.” 
― James Madison 



Why this Webinar?
Libraries should be ‘safe spaces’  for all users to ask all type of questions

“While libraries have not traditionally used the term “ safe space” to describe 
themselves or the environments that they create, librarians commit to a  code of 
ethics that, if practiced, would make libraries a safe space for information 
gathering and exchange. This would involve protecting freedom of expression, 
fighting censorship, respecting diversity, and protecting individual privacy, for 
patrons and coworkers alike. If librarians conduct their work with these core 
values as their framework, then all libraries, ideally, would be safe spaces for 
learning, teaching, and sharing for everyone.” 

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer
=https://scholar.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1059&cont
ext=lrs_facpubs

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://scholar.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1059&context=lrs_facpubs


A compilation of my 40 years of library 
experience, including 13 years in 
government information and multiple 
years as a school librarian, dealing with 
users who ask controversial questions. 

The ideas and advice here are my own and 
not those of GPO or any political entity.

An offering of respect and admiration for 
our users who ask the difficult and 
controversial questions. 



Not a political statement or point-of-view

Not an argument for or against classified information

Not an attempt to discredit government in any way

Not a negative commentary on any controversial issue or question 

People have a lot of different beliefs, and at the 
end of the day, we all have deeply held beliefs 
that probably don't make sense to anyone else. 
Trey Parker



Why our users ask controversial
questions or believe unproven 

ideas and
theories about the government 



1. Existence of classified information

2. Mistreatment by a government agent 
or agency ( self, friend, family)

3. Actual government mistakes

4. Inaccurate, incomplete, misleading, or 
deliberately false news reports and 
social media posts 

5. Genuine need for information on a 
controversial topic



6. Lack of knowledge of how 
government works

7. Lack of knowledge about how and 
where to find government 
information

8. Lack of knowledge about what the 
government does and does not 
publish

9.Mistrust of the government



Some of the controversial 
issues librarians must 

respond to:



http://www.sdmesa.edu/

http://www.sdmesa.edu/






1. Is there a satellite that can push hurricanes away 
and why won’t the government use it?

2. Did oil fracking in the ocean cause the 
earthquake?

3. How many spies are there on campus?

4. Is there a secret tracking chip in my passport?



Some questions defied classification but many questions were about UFOs and beings 

from other planets, conspiracy theories and health issues.
1. What are the bad effects of 5G?
2. Did Jimmy Carter see a UFO? Was Jimmy  Carter attacked by a swamp 

rabbit?
3. Is COVID a democratic plot to get back at Trump?
4. Are we mining the moon?
5. Are there funds for doomsday preppers?
6. Are there exotic religious items in the federal archives like the Ark of the 

covenant?
7. Are trucks emitting dangerous mind-controlling emissions?
8. Has Congress weaponized the weather?
9. What places in the US are under Sharia law?
10.Could I get a list of helicopter black ops?
11. Is there historical literature on people living with dinosaurs?
12. What is the Glomar Explorer?



Respectful treatment for our users 

We become not a melting pot but a 
beautiful mosaic. Different people, 
different beliefs, different yearnings, 
different hopes, different dreams. 

Jimmy Carter

1. Treat the user with courtesy and respect

2. Stay calm

3. Be empathetic without necessarily agreeing

4. Be honest about the limitations and strengths of government information

5. Stay politically neutral. This is not the time to express your personal opinions



If you ask a controversial question, here is the 
sequence of steps I will use to guide you: 

1. Regular reference interview with emphasis on what information 
you need, while  trying to understand your emotions and beliefs 
about the question

2. Explain that there are multiple sources of government 
information with varying points of view

3. Offer access to sites which provide raw data sources if you 
express an interest in or a need for this data. 

4. If you are concerned about reliability or accuracy, I will show 
you independent websites and organizations which deal with the 
same question

5. If you express mistrust or lack of confidence in various 
government sources, I will show you websites for and lists of 
government monitoring (Watchdog) groups 



If you ask a controversial question, here is the 
sequence of steps I will use to guide you: 

6. If you can’t find the information you need or it 
doesn’t seem to be available, I will refer you to the 
FOIA Act website

7.  If you are still concerned about government 
reliability and accuracy, I will also explain some of 
the internal review and oversight provisions of the 
government.

8. If you appear to need legal, medical, 
psychological, or social services aid, I will refer you 
to the appropriate resources on campus or in the 
community with as much compassion and empathy 
as possible.



Here are some of those resources: 



Welcome to MetaLib, a service of the Catalog of U.S. 
Government Publications (CGP)! MetaLib is a federated 
search engine that searches multiple U.S. Federal 
government databases, retrieving reports, articles, and 
citations while providing direct links to selected 
resources available online.

https://metalib.gpo.gov/

https://catalog.gpo.gov/

The CGP is the finding tool for federal publications that 
includes descriptive information for historical and 
current publications as well as direct links to the full 
document, when available. Users can search by 
authoring agency, title, subject, and general keywords, or 
click on "Advanced Search" for more options. 

http://catalog.gpo.gov/


https://www.congress.gov/

https://www.usa.gov/

Our mission is to create and organize timely, needed 
government information and services and make them 
accessible anytime, anywhere, via your channel of 
choice.

Congress.gov is the official website for U.S. federal 
legislative information. The site provides access to 
accurate, timely, and complete legislative information 
for Members of Congress, legislative agencies, and the 
public. It is presented by the Library of Congress (LOC) 
using data from the Office of the Clerk of the U.S. 
House of Representatives, the Office of the Secretary 
of the Senate, the Government Publishing Office, 
Congressional Budget Office, and the LOC's 
Congressional Research Service.



https://www.science.gov/

Science.gov searches over 60 databases 
and over 2,200 scientific websites to 
provide users with access to more than 
200 million pages of authoritative federal 
science information including research and 
development results. 

https://eric.ed.gov/

ERIC indexes education research found in 
journal articles, books, and grey literature

https://www.science.gov/contentcontributors.html


https://www.archives.gov/

The National Archives and Records Administration 
(NARA) is the nation's record keeper. Of all 
documents and materials created in the course of 
business conducted by the United States Federal 
government, only 1%-3% are so important for 
legal or historical reasons that they are kept by us 
forever.

https://www.neh.gov/

The National Endowment for the Humanities 
(NEH) is an independent federal agency created 
in 1965. It is one of the largest funders of 
humanities programs in the United States.



https://www.data.gov/

https://www.census.gov/

https://nces.ed.gov/

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) is the 
primary federal entity for collecting and analyzing data 
related to education.

The Census Bureau's mission is to serve as the 
nation’s leading provider of quality data about 
its people and economy.

Here you will find data, tools, and resources to 
conduct research, develop web and mobile 
applications, design data visualizations



https://www.foia.gov/



https://www.oversight.gov/



https://freegovinfo.info/



https://www.muckrock.com/



https://www.pewresearch.org/



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Government_watchdog_groups_in_the_United_States

This category includes non-governmental groups in the United 
States whose stated mission includes monitoring branches of 
the state or federal governments for fraud, waste, abuse, 
corruption, mismanagement, illegal activity, campaign donor 
influence, abuse of authority, miscarriage of justice,

https://www.pogo.org/
The Project On Government Oversight (POGO) is a 
nonpartisan independent watchdog that investigates 
and exposes waste, corruption, abuse of power, and 
when the government fails to serve the public or 
silences those who report wrongdoing.

https://www.citizensforethics.org/

Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW) 
uses aggressive legal action, in-depth research, and bold 
communications to reduce the influence of money in politics 
and help foster a government that is ethical and accountable.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Government_watchdog_groups_in_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://www.pogo.org/
https://www.citizensforethics.org/



