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1
Ethnographic Research 
in Illinois Academic 
Libraries: The ERIAL 
Project
AnDrEW D. AsHEr, sUsAn miLLEr,  
AnD DAViD GrEEn

R esearch assignments might seem to be 
one of the most routine and commonplace 

activities of university life. However, as students work within an informa-
tion environment that is increasingly open and dynamically changing, 
research assignments also represent a complex and potentially daunting 
task. in order to examine this complexity, this book not only asks, “What 
are the practices and habits students employ to complete their academic 
research?” but also, “What are the expectations of teaching faculty and 
librarians for this research?” “What are the spaces in which students work 
and the tools they use?” and, centrally, “How can we understand the intri-
cate web of interpersonal processes, transactions, and relationships that 
define the social landscape within which research is completed?” 

these questions formed the impetus for the Ethnographic research 
in illinois Academic Libraries (EriAL) Project, a 21-month research study 
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conducted in 2008–2010 and funded by a Library services and technology 
Act grant through the illinois state Library. the EriAL Project investigated 
how university students conduct academic research and utilize library 
resources and services, and was organized around four core goals: to gain 
a better understanding of undergraduates’ research processes based on 
firsthand accounts of how they obtained, evaluated, and managed informa-
tion for their assignments; to explore how relationships between teaching 
faculty, librarians, and students shaped these processes; to assess the roles 
of academic libraries and librarians within students’ research practices; 
and finally, to adjust library services to address students’ needs more 
effectively. the EriAL Project was a collaborative effort of the libraries at 
five illinois universities: northeastern illinois University (nEiU), DePaul 
University, illinois Wesleyan University (iWU), the University of illinois 
at chicago (Uic), and the University of illinois at springfield (Uis). As 
described in table 1.1, these universities ranged in size from just under 
2,100 to over 26,000 students, and included campuses that were urban 
and suburban, residential and commuter, and public and private. As a 

IWU UIS DePaul UIC NEIU

Location bloomington springfield chicago chicago chicago

Environment residential residential Urban Urban commuter/
Urban

Public/Private Private Public Private Public Public

type Liberal Arts Liberal  
Arts/
Professional

research/
catholic-
Affiliated

research Hispanic-
serving

total
Enrollment

2,066 4,977 25,072 26,840 11,631

Undergraduate
Enrollment

2,066 3,027 16,199 16,044 9,191

Graduate
Enrollment

0 1,950 8,873 10,796 2,440

TABLE 1.1 Characteristics of ERIAL Participant Universities. 
Enrollment figures, fall 2009. Source: U.S. Department of  
Education, Institute for Education Statistics, College Navigator  
(http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/).
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result of this diverse partnership, the EriAL Project was able to query the 
similarities and differences of an array of library cultures. 

the EriAL Project was built on an ethnographic methodology that 
employed a variety of anthropological data collection techniques to build 
a holistic, nuanced, and user-centered portrait of student needs through 
the observation of what students actually did while completing their 
research assignments. this approach yielded rich descriptions of students’ 
experiences, including how they searched for information, the obstacles 
they encountered, the ways they sought help, their interactions with 
library spaces, and the effects of library instruction. in total, the EriAL 
Project included more than 650 students, librarians, and faculty members 
participating in over 700 research activities, making it one of the largest 
and most comprehensive ethnographic investigations of library use to 
date, and providing detailed information about what research means to 
university students. 

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH

Ethnography is a collection of qualitative methods that focus on the close 
observation of social practices and interactions. Ethnography’s unique 
contribution to qualitative research is that it deeply examines the context 
in which activities occur, usually involving a researcher working with par-
ticipants as they go about their daily lives. Ethnographers typically describe 
a particular situation or process by asking multiple people about it, and 
by analyzing multiple types of data, such as interviews, direct observa-
tion, photographs, journals, or cultural artifacts. in this way, ethnography 
allows the researcher to see multiple interpretations of a situation. the 
EriAL Project’s ethnographic methods included semi-structured interviews, 
photo elicitation, participant observation in libraries, and mapping exer-
cises, as well as other approaches. these methods are described in more 
detail below.

the EriAL Project chose this type of qualitative research because it 
is especially well suited for elucidating complex processes—like research 
projects—that involve many steps and relationships, and for creating rich 
descriptions of individuals’ experiences. Ethnographic research therefore 
tends to be inductive and theory-generating, that is, building an argument 
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about how and why a particular process, practice, or event occurs based 
on empirical evidence. in this way, ethnography draws conclusions by 
examining individual observations to gradually construct a holistic picture 
of phenomena. this approach can have great explanatory power because 
it directly demonstrates what research subjects actually do, think, and feel 
in the midst of real-world situations.

Ethnographic methods facilitate in-depth and open-ended investigation 
into observed phenomena, allowing researchers a great deal of flexibility 
in pursuing research questions and enabling them to make fine distinctions 
between categories of experience. Ethnography also allows researchers to 
synthesize the social meaning of events and processes by triangulating from 
multiple viewpoints. this interpretive analysis yields rich descriptions of 
the EriAL participants’ research processes and needs in a way we hope 
will draw the reader into the user experience.

   IWU UIS DePaul UIC NEIU 

Enrollment 

     Full-time 100% 65% 82% 93% 58% 
     Part-time 0% 35% 18% 7% 42% 

Age           

     24 and Under 100% 58% 63% 89% 56% 

     Age 25 and over 0% 42% 37% 11% 44% 

Gender Ratio           

     male 41% 45% 45% 48% 42% 
     Female 59% 55% 55% 52% 58% 

Race/Ethnicity           

 black/African American 5% 13% 9% 8% 10% 
 Hispanic/Latino(a) 3% 3% 13% 18% 30% 
 White/caucasian 76% 72% 56% 44% 39% 
 Asian 5% 3% 8% 22% 10% 
 Unknown 7% 7% 11% 5% 7% 

TABLE 1.2 Demographic Characteristics of Undergraduate 
Students at ERIAL Participating Universities, fall 2009. Source:  
U.S. Department of Education, Institute for Education Statistics,  
College Navigator (http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/).
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one potential drawback to the ethnographic approach is that it can 
sometimes be difficult to generalize qualitative data to a broader popula-
tion, given its techniques for choosing participants and its open-ended 
methodological approach. For these reasons, when selecting participants 
for the EriAL Project, we endeavored to choose individuals who reflected 
the diversity of the participating universities’ student and faculty popula-
tions and range of research experiences (table 1.2). However, it remains 
prudent to use caution when interpreting ethnographic data to avoid over-
generalization. For this reason, we refrain from making universal claims 
about the groups we studied (students, faculty, and librarians). instead we 
seek to explain and interpret the patterns we observed in our data, and, 
whenever possible, to allow our respondents to speak in their own words. 

ERIAL STUDy BACkGROUND

the ethnographic study of libraries is a relatively new and developing field 
of applied anthropology. Despite a call for increased use of ethnography 
in library and information science research by sandstrom and sandstrom 
(1995), prior to 2000 few studies had applied ethnographic approaches 
to either libraries or student research practices (a few exceptions include 
crabtree et al. [1997, 1998, 2000], Forsyth [1998], nahl [1998], and 
seadle [2000]).1 Ethnographic studies of university students in general 
are similarly limited (see shumar 2004), and while this work has pro-
duced several now-classic monographs, including michael moffatt’s study 
(1989) of students at rutgers University, Coming of Age in New Jersey, and 
Dorothy Holland and margaret Eisenhart’s study (1990) of undergraduate 
women, Educated in Romance, it is now showing its pre-internet age. more 
recently, susan blum’s (2009) My Word! makes an ethnographic exami-
nation of plagiarism in student assignments, while cathy small’s (writing 
as rebekah nathan) My Freshman Year gives an account of student life at 
northern Arizona University based on her own experience enrolling as a 
“returning” student (nathan 2005), a study which is unfortunately plagued 
by methodological and ethical issues stemming from small’s decision to 
conceal her identity from the students she investigated. 

interest in using ethnography to understand library users’ needs and 
behaviors continued to increase in the mid-2000s (see bryant 2007, 2009; 
Foster and Gibbons 2005; Jahn 2008; ostrander 2008; othman 2004; and 
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suarez 2007), and the first large-scale ethnographic study of how students 
utilize the library was conducted in 2004–2006 by nancy Fried Foster and 
susan Gibbons at the University of rochester (Foster and Gibbons 2007). 
the success of this study in uncovering the details of student life encour-
aged many librarians to apply similar methods to their own libraries, and 
inspired a number of studies of student research processes and library use, 
including projects at the massachusetts institute of technology (Gabridge, 
Gaskell, and stout 2008) and Wesleyan University (Hobbs and Klare 2010), 
as well as a major study at Fresno state University (Delcore, mullooly, and 
scroggins 2009) and the EriAL Project itself. 

the initial idea for the EriAL Project was formed in 2007 when David 
Green, associate university librarian for collections and information ser-
vices at the ronald Williams Library of northeastern illinois University, 
heard nancy Fried Foster and Dave Lindahl speak at the Library and 
information technology Association’s national Forum about the University 
of rochester study. impressed with their work, Green collaborated with 
colleagues from the University of illinois at chicago and DePaul University 
to pursue a diverse, multisite study design. in order to diversify and enrich 
the study even more, two additional universities located in central illinois 
were invited to join: illinois Wesleyan University and the University of 
illinois at springfield. Funding was secured through the illinois state 
Library, a department of the office of the secretary of state, via a Library 
services and technology Act grant. After a series of discussions, Foster 
agreed to participate as a consultant in the design and development of the 
proposal and project.

Each of the five libraries in the EriAL Project was charged with form-
ing its own library research team, which consisted of a designated lead 
research librarian and several other library faculty or staff members. the 
project required two full-time anthropologists: one to serve the three 
chicago-area libraries and another to work with the two central illinois 
libraries. Green acted as the grant coordinator and project manager. 
Defining roles and expectations was critical in a project that was conducted 
across five institutions and half the state of illinois. Figure 1.1 presents a 
representation of the organizational structure used by the project. 

 the EriAL Project was designed with a modular structure so that 
the five participating libraries could work independently. Each library’s 
research team consisted of three to six members. the lead research librar-
ian served as the point person for the team and reported to the coordinating 
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team, which consisted of the project manager and the two anthropologists, 
with Andrew Asher assuming primary responsibility for ensuring the 
overall integrity of the project’s research methods as the lead research 
anthropologist. 

the research was structured so that no one institution was dependent 
on another institution. if an institution found that during the course of the 
project it was no longer able to participate for any reason, it would not 
threaten the completion of the entire project. in a sense, EriAL consisted 
of five simultaneous projects sharing a common core of research questions 
and methods. this structure is illustrated by figure 1.2. 

Dr. Andrew Asher
resident Anthropologist

Univeristy of illinois 
at springfield

illinois Wesleyan  
University

Central
Libraries

The ERIAL Project: Ethnographic Research in Illinois Academic Libraries

DePaul University University of illinois 
at chicago

susan miller
resident Anthropologist

Northern
Libraries

Dave Green
EriAL Project

manager

Dr. Andrew Asher
Lead research
Anthropologist

susan miller
resident

Anthropologist

Dr. nancy Foster
University of

rochester, Project
consultant

Coordinating
Team

FIGURE 1.1 The ERIAL Project Organization

northeastern illinois 
University
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While the EriAL Project was initially 
funded for nine months, it became clear that 
trying to achieve all the teams’ research goals, 
without sacrificing quality, would be difficult 
in the short time allotted. the project there-
fore sought, and was awarded, a second year 
of funding from the state Library of illinois, 
giving EriAL a 21-month project period.

 

ERIAL PROjECT METHODS

in order to obtain a holistic portrait of students’ research practices and 
academic assignments, the EriAL Project used a mixed-methods approach 
that integrated nine qualitative research techniques and was designed to 
generate verbal, textual, and visual data.2 While all five participating insti-
tutions committed to a core set of research questions and shared research 
protocols, the research teams at each university chose which methods 
would be best suited for their local needs. institutional participation in the 
nine EriAL research activities is summarized in table 1.3 and discussed 
below. All research activities were reviewed by each of the participating 
universities’ local institutional review board. 

Ethnographic interviews were conducted with 156 students, 75 teach-
ing faculty, and 49 librarians to elicit each group’s understanding of their 
role in the student research process and their expectations for the other 
groups during student research. the interviews were conducted by a proj-
ect anthropologist (or, in the case of some student interviews, a librarian) 
and lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes. the interviews followed a 
common structure and utilized open-ended questions intended to elicit 
specific examples describing students’ experiences undertaking research 
assignments, as well as how librarians and faculty members interacted 
with students during the research process (see appendix A). Questions 
focused on each group’s understanding of students’ previous preparation 
for research, elements of good research projects, major themes of the 
research process, how students sought help, obstacles that students faced, 
librarians’ and students’ experiences of working together, and librarians’ 

FIGURE 1.2 
The ERIAL Project  
Structure
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and faculty members’ experiences of, and hopes for, working together. 
Faculty and students were also asked to recall in detail a recent research 
assignment and to describe their roles in it.

Photo journals were completed with 56 students and 21 librarians. 
Each respondent was loaned a digital camera and asked to take a set of 
25 photos over the course of several days. these photos included views of 
work spaces, communication and computing devices, books, and favorite 
work/study locations. After participants took the photos, follow-up inter-
views were conducted by a project anthropologist (with librarians and 
some of the student participants) or a project librarian (with some of the 

DePaul IWU NEIU UIC UIS TOTAL

Librarian interviews     9     9   13   13     5   49

Librarian Photo Journals     7     5     6 n/A     3   21

Faculty interviews   14   15   16   15   15  75

student interviews   32   30   27   32   35 156

student Photo Journals   11   13   11   11   10   56

student mapping Diaries n/A   24   10 n/A n/A   34

students in Web Design  
Workshops n/A   30   20 n/A n/A   50

Faculty in Web Design  
Workshops n/A     4     8 n/A n/A   12

Librarians/staff in Web  
Design Workshops n/A   15     9 n/A n/A   24

research Process   10   30   10   10 n/A   60

student cognitive maps   37   44   33 n/A   23 137

student research  
Journals n/A   17 n/A n/A n/A   17

retrospective research  
Paper interview n/A     9 n/A n/A n/A     9

student space Design  
Workshops n/A n/A n/A n/A   19   19

 totAL    12020 245 163    811 110 719  

TABLE 1.3 Participation in ERIAL Project Research Activities
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student participants). interviews elicited responses to the contents of the 
photos to learn about the processes and tools students used to complete 
their research assignments and to learn about the context in which their 
research happened. Mapping diaries were completed with 34 students. Each 
respondent was given a set of maps of her campus and was asked to mark 
her movements over the course of one academic day, noting the times and 
places she visited and the purpose for going there. Afterward, the project 
anthropologist conducted a brief interview with the student to debrief the 
day’s events. the maps elicited more information about the spaces in which 
students conducted their research and day-to-day schoolwork.

Research journals were completed with 17 students. in the research 
journals activity, each participant was given a notebook at the beginning 
of a semester and asked to make an entry every time he worked on a 
research assignment. these entries were to include the date, time, place of 
work, and brief description of the type of activity the student was doing. 
the researchers then collected the completed journals at the end of the 
semester.

Web design workshops were conducted with students, faculty, and 
librarians. Five student design workshops (50 students combined), two fac-
ulty workshops (12 faculty combined), and three librarian/staff workshops 
(24 librarians/staff combined) elicited participants’ opinions on the design 
and content of the library home page. Participants were asked a series of 
brainstorming questions to generate the features that would be included on 
a “perfect” library website, and were asked to mark up a printed screenshot 
of the library’s home page with what they liked and disliked, and what 
they might like to see changed. Participants were then grouped into teams 
and asked to design from scratch their ideal home pages using large tablets 
of paper. Finally, respondents presented their ideal designs to each other 
and discussed the web page as a large group.

Space design workshops were conducted with 19 students. similar to 
the web design workshops, this activity elicited participants’ opinions on 
the design of the library’s physical space. Participants were asked a series 
of brainstorming questions about the tasks and activities they completed 
in the library, which characteristics of the library they liked and disliked, 
and what they might like to see changed. Participants were then asked to 
design a perfect library space from scratch on a large piece of paper and 
to present their ideal designs to the group.
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Cognitive maps were completed with 137 students. over a series of 
several days, the project anthropologists solicited students’ participation 
in cognitive mapping at several locations across the EriAL campuses. 
Participants completed this activity away from the library itself, so that 
their results would not be affected by immediate visual cues. to complete 
the cognitive mapping exercise, the respondent was given a blank piece of 
paper with short directions at the top, along with blue, green, and red pens. 
students were then given six minutes to draw a map of the library from 
memory, and asked to change the color of their marker every two minutes, 
an approach that allowed the researchers to learn which elements of the 
map students drew first, second, and third, and provided both spatial and 
temporal data about how students conceptualized library spaces.

Research process interviews were conducted with 60 students. Parti -
ci pants were asked to allow a project anthropologist to accompany them 
while they conducted research for an assignment. the anthropologist  
videotaped the student as she worked and asked clarifying questions  
about her research processes and approaches. interviews averaged 
ap proximately 15 to 30 minutes. this firsthand observation facilitated 
a rich understanding of how exactly students conducted their search for 
information.

Retrospective research paper interviews were conducted with 9 students. 
in the retrospective research paper interview, participants were asked to 
give a step-by-step account of how they completed a previous research 
assignment while drawing each step on a large sheet of paper, producing 
both a narrative and a visual account of the assignment from beginning 
to end. 

student participants in the EriAL study were recruited via e-mails, 
outreach at campus activity fairs, by approaching students in student 
unions, through online surveys and presentations in classes, and referrals 
through friends. Faculty members were recruited via general e-mails, as 
well as targeted telephone calls and e-mails to those who were identified 
as assigning research projects in their classes, including specific individu-
als who had requested library instruction in the previous year and those 
who had not. All librarians providing reference and instruction at each of 
the participating libraries were also contacted via e-mail and telephone. 
in most cases, students were given a gift certificate (typically a $10 value) 
as an incentive for participation, although for some activities (such as the 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   11 8/24/2011   9:09:17 AM



12 / ethnographic research in illinois academic libraries

design workshops and cognitive maps) students were provided with lunch 
or snacks as a thank-you for participating. Faculty members and librarians 
were not given incentives for participation. 

ERIAL ANALySIS STRATEGIES 

After transcribing the research activities, the library research teams coded 
the transcripts using a modified version of grounded theory, an approach 
that allows interpretive themes and research conclusions to arise directly 
from the data (see Glaser and strauss 1967; bryant and charmaz 2010).3 
Via a structured, team-based method, each research team brainstormed 
what students, teaching faculty, and librarians were doing during various 
parts of the student research process (e.g., getting help, facing obstacles, 
searching for information) and what expectations each group had of the 
others, with the goal of elucidating patterns within the research data. team 
members and the anthropologists also wrote memos about what they were 
learning, and an analysis document was created at the end of each brain-
storming session to capture the discussion. Qualitative analysis software 
assisted in this process as anthropologists applied codes generated in team 
discussion to the data and created additional codes. this process proceeded 
iteratively as teams analyzed sections of data and compared findings from 
one population to another. site reports summarizing findings preserved 
analyses long-term and facilitated cross-site comparisons of data.

the research teams also spent a great deal of time, as a group, watch-
ing the video recordings of the research interviews, in order to assist with 
analyses. this “co-viewing” process helped determine what additional 
questions the research team would like to ask during the ethnographic 
interviews, and also allowed the teams to link the data from students’ 
interviews to photographs and maps created during photo journal and 
mapping diary exercises (for a model of the co-viewing process, see Foster 
and Gibbons 2007, 55–58). co-viewings with other members of library 
staff brought additional insights to the analysis, as well as providing a 
useful vehicle for explaining the research team’s work to nonparticipating 
library faculty and staff and inviting investment in the project from the 
library at large.

the research teams used a number of processes to generate action-
able service changes. At each brainstorming meeting, the research teams 
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generated service ideas based on needs that appeared in the data. At 
the end of analysis, some teams created master lists of potential service 
changes, ranking them based on their importance and feasibility, to begin 
to think about which service changes to implement. 

in order to respond to the user needs identified during the analysis 
process, research teams also brainstormed possible solutions, working 
with their colleagues in the library and beyond to determine which of 
these solutions were important and feasible to implement. to date, teams’ 
analysis processes are driving service changes in a number of areas. For 
example, since faculty often act as gatekeepers to students’ relationships 
with the library and librarians, a number of EriAL libraries hosted col-
loquia with their faculty to review project findings together and begin to 
address how they might improve their collaboration as they assist students 
during research.

Finally, site reports were presented to libraries’ administrations to 
facilitate discussion of service changes, and most of the institutions also 
presented their findings to other members of library staff. 

ORGANIzATION OF THIS STUDy 

this book presents a selection of the most salient findings about teaching 
faculty, librarians, and students from the five EriAL universities. in chapter 
2, mary thill examines how differences in faculty and librarian values and 
attitudes toward higher education at Uic and DePaul affect their expecta-
tions for students’ research. chapter 3 focuses on faculty-librarian relation-
ships, with Annie Armstrong using data from EriAL faculty interviews to 
evaluate how librarians can better address teaching faculty’s needs for 
research instruction. chapter 4 shifts our analytical focus to students, as 
susan miller and nancy murillo ask how students seek help with academic 
assignments and why so few utilize librarians. in chapter 5, Andrew Asher 
and Lynda Duke make a detailed exploration of how iWU students search 
for information and the myriad problems and difficulties they encounter 
as they locate academic resources. in chapter 6, David Green examines 
the needs of Latino and Latina students at nEiU and evaluates how the 
library can best support this student group. similarly, Firouzeh Logan and 
Elizabeth Pickard focus on the particular needs and research practices of 
first-generation college students at Uic in chapter 7. in chapter 8, Jane 
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treadwell, Amanda binder, and natalie tagge relate Uis’s experience in 
using ethnographic methods to inform a master plan for a redesign and 
renovation of their library. Finally in chapter 9, Lynda Duke demonstrates 
how ethnographic data can be used to generate library service changes 
and policy recommendations. 

together, these chapters represent a cross section of the depth and 
breadth of the EriAL Project, as well as the complexity of relationships, pro-
cesses, and practices that shape the meanings, experiences, and outcomes 
of students’ academic research. While no study is exhaustive, it is our hope 
that these chapters will help to illuminate what it means to be a university 
student, faculty member, or librarian, as well as inspire additional ethnog-
raphies that continue to explore the diversity of university life. 

NOTES

1. sandstrom and sandstrom’s article sparked a five-year debate in 
The Library Quarterly on the epistemological and methodological 
underpinnings of ethnographic research (see Epperson 2006, 5–6; 
nyce and thomas 1999; sandstrom and sandstrom 1998, 1999; 
thomas and nyce 1998). Given that the arguments framing this 
debate relied on theoretical positions that were unlikely to be 
readily accessible to a nonanthropologist, this debate probably did 
little to encourage the use of ethnography in library research. 

2. the photo journals, mapping diaries, web design workshops, space 
design workshops, and retrospective research paper interviews 
were adapted from protocols developed by nancy Foster and the 
“studying students” research team at the river campus Libraries of 
the University of rochester. the EriAL Project would like to express 
its appreciation to nancy Fried Foster, susan Gibbons, and the 
members of the University of rochester research team for sharing 
these protocols with our project. For more information on the 
University of rochester study, see Foster and Gibbons (2007).

3. For a more extensive discussion of EriAL’s ethnographic analysis 
process, see Asher and miller (2010).
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2
Pragmatism and Idealism 
in the Academic Library:
An Analysis of Faculty and 
Librarian Expectations 
and Values
mAry tHiLL

P resident barack obama has called edu-
cation “the economic issue of our time.” 

noting that the United states has recently fallen to twelfth place in col-
lege graduation rates for young adults, he warns, “the countries that 
out-educate us today will out-compete us tomorrow” (shear 2010). While 
many in higher education welcome the president’s proposals to expand Pell 
grants and student tax credits, not everyone supports his vocational view 
of education. in fact, there is a long-standing debate about the purpose of 
a university education. the battling factions are, on one side, what i would 
call the pragmatists, who look to the academy to train the American work-
force and to enrich society, and on the other side, the idealists, who support 
the liberal-progressive view that the university is about self-actualization 
and the creation and dissemination of ideas. 
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today’s idealists find themselves at odds with an increasingly prag-
matic student body. According to the most recent Profile of Today’s College 
Student, which surveys undergraduates throughout the United states, 25 
percent of students report that their main reason for wanting to earn a 
college degree is to make a good salary after graduation, and another 53 
percent name career plans or the desire to move ahead in life as their 
primary motivation. in contrast, just 6 percent of college students want 
to earn a degree because they “like to learn for learning’s sake” (nAsPA 
Foundation 2008). Furthermore, the number of liberal arts degrees con-
ferred in recent years lags behind vocational degrees. For example, in 2007, 
American universities conferred 350,000 bachelor’s degrees in business, 
compared to approximately 150,000 degrees in communications and the 
visual and performing arts (U.s. Department of Education). 

From the librarian and faculty perspective, whether we are pragmatists 
or idealists affects our preferred models of student research. A pragmatic 
view of education suggests that we understand student motivation as tied 
to the academy’s reward system (i.e., grades) and economic or vocational 
incentives. We expect students to “satisfice” in their research, investing 
only enough effort to make the grade. in contrast, an idealistic view of 
education suggests that we believe students should be motivated by a love 
of learning. We expect student researchers to invest a significant amount 
of time in contemplation and discovery. the role of the academic librarian 
is different in each scenario. in the first, the librarian treats the student 
as a customer, whereas in the second, the librarian plays the role of guide 
or educator. 

in this chapter, i analyze ethnographic interviews of faculty and librar-
ians at two chicago-area universities, DePaul University and northeastern 
illinois University, with an eye for participant idealism and pragmatism. 
in particular, i am interested in the interplay of faculty and librarian val-
ues and in areas of conflict or inconsistency. it is my belief that a better 
understanding of faculty and librarian pragmatism and idealism will help 
academic librarians to improve their outreach and make user-centered 
decisions regarding library services, resources, and programs. 
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BACkGROUND

Any institution of education gains social legitimacy only by fulfilling 
the specific responsibility of providing the next generation with the 
capacities, beliefs, and commitments thought necessary to ensure soci-
ety’s goals. (shapiro 2005, 37–38) 

Although former Princeton president Harold shapiro and others urge 
members of the academy to engage in dialogue to examine the role of 
higher education in society, my research revealed few such discussions in 
the library literature. in the late 1990s and at the turn of the millennium, 
a host of research papers, such as Dole and Hurych’s “Values for Librarians 
in the information Age” (2001) and “Ethical Values of information and 
Library Professionals: An Expanded Analysis” by Koehler et al. (2000) 
advanced the study of librarian values. Using survey instruments to com-
pare the values of librarians in different professions, in different geographic 
regions, and at different stages of their careers, these studies pose the ques-
tion, “What values do all librarians share?” in “Point. click. matriculate: 
corporate influence in the University and the Academic Library,” Joyce 
Weaver (1999) outlines the potential threats of pragmatism to academic 
libraries. However, previous articles omit a study of the fundamental 
pragmatic and idealistic values of academic librarians. 

in popular literature and educational publications, the purpose of 
higher education has been enthusiastically debated for more than a cen-
tury. cardinal newman, in his influential 1858 collection entitled The Idea 
of a University, introduced modern audiences to the liberal-idealist model 
of education, writing, “i am asked what is the end of University Education, 
and of the Liberal or Philosophical Knowledge which i conceive it to impart 
. . . Knowledge is capable of being its own end. such is the constitution 
of the human mind, that any kind of knowledge, if it be really such, is its 
own reward” (newman 2007, 102–3). thus, idealists believe the greatest 
object of a university education is self-actualization. 

contemporary idealists promote newman’s conception of higher edu-
cation. in “college and the Well-Lived Life,” former Harvard president 
Derek bok promotes individual self-fulfillment as the most important aim 
of higher education. “Educators and policy makers must recognize that 
there is much more to education than becoming a productive member of 
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the workforce—and more to universities than producing ‘human capital.’ 
Happiness remains the ultimate end to which other goals are only the 
means” (bok 2010, A37). idealists resist attempts to quantify the value of 
higher education, as novelist mark slouka explains: 

consider the ritual of addressing our periodic “crises in education.” 
typically, the call to arms comes from the business community. We’re 
losing our competitive edge, sounds the cry . . . the president swings into 
action. He orders up a blue-chip commission of high-ranking business 
executives . . . to study the problem and come up with “real world” 
solutions. thus empowered, the commission crunches the numbers, notes 
the depths to which we’ve sunk, and emerges into the light to underscore 
the need for more accountability. to whom? Well, to business, naturally. 
to whom else would you account? (slouka 2009, 36) 

idealists argue that instruments of outcomes measurement reduce educa-
tion to a simple business proposition.

Pragmatists value higher education for its potential to transform 
society and the economy. they note that vocations with higher earning 
potential require college, if not graduate-level, education. in “Do We need 
more college Graduates?” social science professor William beaver draws on 
statistics from the bureau of Labor statistics to link baccalaureate degree 
completion and earning potential, comparing the $1,140 weekly salary 
of an average college graduate to the $630 weekly salary of the average 
high school graduate (2010, 309). He notes that more members of lower 
income groups will need a college education if we are to create a “more 
affluent, cohesive, and stable society” (beaver 2010, 311). 

citing the growing personal and financial responsibilities placed on 
students, pragmatists look for the academy to justify the investment. 
indeed, approximately 63 percent of American undergraduates report 
working for pay during the academic year, with 58 percent working 16 
hours a week or more. A substantial portion of students work to support 
themselves and/or their families (19 percent) (nAsPA Foundation 2008). 
nonetheless, the leading reason students work is to pay for some or all 
of their college and personal expenses (47 percent) (nAsPA Foundation 
2008). this is due, in part, to the rising price of higher education. in 1980, 
the average annual cost of undergraduate tuition, fees, room, and board 
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was $3,101. ten years later in 1990, that figure had more than doubled to 
$6,562. in 2007, the most recent year available, the costs had ballooned to 
$16,245 (U.s. Department of Education). Adjusting for inflation through 
the consumer Price index, these figures indicate a 51 percent increase in 
the cost of higher education from 1980 and an increase of 67 percent from 
1990 (U.s. Department of Labor). 

the language in the information Literacy competency standards, 
published by the Association of college and research Libraries (AcrL), 
suggests that librarians support both the pragmatic and liberal views of 
higher education.

because of the escalating complexity of this environment, individuals 
are faced with diverse, abundant information choices—in their academic 
studies, in the workplace, and in their personal lives . . . Developing 
lifelong learners is central to the mission of higher education institutions. 
by ensuring that individuals have the intellectual abilities of reasoning 
and critical thinking, and by helping them construct a framework for 
learning how to learn, colleges and universities provide the foundation 
for continued growth throughout their careers, as well as in their roles as 
informed citizens and members of communities. (Association of college 
and research Libraries 2000) 

the expression “in their academic studies, in the workplace, and in their 
personal lives” acknowledges the vocational applications of higher educa-
tion (information literacy is important to the successful workplace), as 
well as the liberal view (information literacy is necessary to the student 
experience and enriches students’ personal lives). the mandate to develop 
lifelong learners answers the missions of liberal and vocational education, 
while the AcrL answers pragmatists’ calls for stricter accountability by 
drawing up specific learning goals and objectives. 

METHODS

thirty faculty and nine librarian transcripts from DePaul and nEiU were 
reviewed. the interviews took the form of a series of open-ended questions 
to reveal faculty and librarian expectations for the student research process. 
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other librarians who have utilized qualitative methods to examine faculty 
values have noted the advantages of this method: “the open-ended ques-
tions used in the study are purposefully broad, in contrast to the focused 
nature of the study’s quantitative measures, in order to provide an oppor-
tunity for respondents to introduce concepts or attitudes not anticipated 
by the predefined structure of the quantitative measures” (mcclanahan 
2010, 211). As i looked for common themes in the interviews, i discovered 
frequent references to pragmatism and idealism. i reread and coded the 
transcripts to explore this topic.

in my analysis, i excluded no part of the thirty-nine interviews. 
nevertheless, i found myself returning to the following questions for the 
richness of relevant data:

•	 What are the elements of a good research project?
•	 What do you think students expect of librarians?
•	 What do you think faculty expect of librarians?
•	 What is the librarian role in ensuring students’ success?
•	 if you could change one or two things about the students, 

what would they be?

these questions deal with faculty and librarian experiences, ideals, and 
expectations for and during the research process.

this study is exploratory, especially given some limitations of the data. 
As the principal focus of the EriAL study was not the perceived mission of 
higher education, interviews did not include specific questions that might 
have revealed more about participants’ values. Also, in the open-ended 
retrospective interviews, not every participant was asked exactly the same 
set of questions. therefore, the portrait i draw may not be entirely com-
plete. Another problem is the small sample size for this study, since nEiU 
librarians chose to seal their interviews for confidentiality reasons, limiting 
this portion of my analysis to DePaul librarians. it is possible that a larger 
study of librarian interviews would not reveal the same kind of consensus 
that i found in faculty interviews. At the conclusion of this chapter, i make 
recommendations for further study to address these and other limitations. 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   20 8/24/2011   9:09:17 AM



pragmatism and idealism in the academic library / 21

DISCUSSION

“The University Is Not What It Used to Be”

AnThRoPologisT: if	you	could	change	one	or	two	things	about	to-
day’s	students,	what	would	it	be?

FAculTy	membeR:	A	greater	curiosity	and	a	greater	interest	.	.	.	i	
think	the	university	is	changing	what	the	university	education	is	.	.	.	
The	university	is	not	what	it	used	to	be.	i	think	that	students,	whether	
it’s	undergrads	and	grads,	see	it	as	a	hoop.	And	so	it’s	sort	of	intel-
lectual	curiosity	which	i	think	feeds	research	and	is	not	what	it	used	
to	be	and	so	if	there’s	anything	i	could	change	about	students	it	would	
be	that	.	.	.	And	along	with	that	comes	a	decreased	interest	really	in	
devoting	oneself	to	learning	what	it	takes	to	be	able	to	do	research	
effectively,	write	well,	and	so	forth.	

most professors in the EriAL study supported the liberal understanding 
of the mission of the university. Participants regularly chose words and 
phrases like exploration, learning for its own sake, discovery, and persistence 
to describe their ideal model of student research. Furthermore, faculty affir-
mations of their own idealistic values were often accompanied by censure 
of student pragmatism, as in the following comment. “maybe this is just a 
sign of the times [but] there’s this lack of patience with exploring ideas for 
the sake of exploring ideas. it seems like a lot of our students tend to think 
that the point of education is to get employment credentials. . . . i don’t 
think that’s the point of education.” in such excerpts, vocational-minded 
students appeared intellectually lazy or apathetic.

in general, librarians also favored the idealistic view of higher edu-
cation. Participants used terms like curious and persistent positively, and 
terms like grade-driven and satisficing pejoratively. the following excerpt 
includes the most explicit statement of idealism in a librarian interview.

AnThRoPologisT:	if	you	could	change	one	or	two	things	about	the	
students,	what	would	it	be?

libRARiAn:	 oh,	 poor	 students.	 They’re	 under	 .	 .	 .	 a	 tremendous	
amount	 of	 stress.	 And	 having,	 having	 less	 financial	 pressure.	 And	 	
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having	better	time	management	skills.	And	this	is	idealistic,	but	hav-
ing	a	less	instrumental	view	of	education,	so,	yeah.

AnThRoPologisT:	instrumental	in	what	way?

libRARiAn:	in	terms	of,	what	is	the	minimum	i	need?	And	this	may	
have	to	do	with	 time	pressure	and	financial	pressure	 too,	but	what	
is	the	minimum	i	can	do	to	get	through	this	assignment,	rather	than	
having	the	sense	of	intellectual	ownership	for	wanting	to	learn	some-
thing	new.

repeating a common theme, the participant associated the pragmatic 
understanding of education with a resistance to fulfill any but the “mini-
mum” assignment requirements.

However, librarians lacked the faculty’s consensus on the liberal mis-
sion of higher education. Perhaps this is because Lis degrees have a more 
professional orientation. Additionally, academic librarians must serve 
liberal faculty members and pragmatic students, as well as vocational 
programs within the university. in defining the librarian’s role in ensur-
ing student success, a librarian said, “i think we’re all here to support 
the ultimate academic mission of the university, which is that students 
should come out, whatever their education, whether it’s a professional 
education or a liberal arts education, they come out with certain learning 
goals.” note that the librarian took care to reference both the vocational 
(“professional education”) and idealist (“liberal arts education”) goals of 
higher education. 

nonetheless, idealistic librarians and faculty shared in nostalgia for 
what i will call the “golden age of higher education,” an unspecified time in 
the past when students entered the university to pursue knowledge for its 
own sake. For instance, a librarian said, “i feel like sometimes [students] go 
into this instant gratification culture which we have now where everything 
is really fast. And if you don’t get what you need immediately, you just give 
up.” Another questioned some students’ commitment to “the enterprise of 
education.” these, and other similar comments, are alternative ways of 
saying that “the university is not what it used to be.” 

interestingly, the largely mythical idea of a golden age of education has 
a long history. some eighty years ago, William Wistar comfort, president 
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of Haverford college, was quoted in an editorial for the Saturday Evening 
Post saying, 

[We are in the midst of] the deepest heart searching that American 
education has undergone. there are now said to be upward of a million 
students in our colleges and universities . . . Everything has been done 
to encourage numbers; entrance has been made easy, inducements have 
been extended, material and social advantages have been emphasized. 
college life has become attractive, if not for educational reasons, at least 
for many other reasons. true education has been seriously jeopardized. 
As a result, our institutions of higher learning have been overwhelmed, 
not with scholars but with amiable bipeds . . . they have been allowed to 
study what they please. (“What’s a college for?” 1932) 

comfort’s remarks echo the concerns of the idealistic faculty and librarians 
in the EriAL study: students are interested only in the pragmatic benefits of 
higher education. the curriculum is not rigorous enough. the true mission 
of education (i.e., the liberal-progressive model) is in decline. 

the shared ideals of liberal education mean that faculty and librarians 
described a successful research project in similar ways. i had expected 
librarians to focus more on the selection and attribution of appropriate 
resources, while faculty would preoccupy themselves with the form and 
content of student research. instead, i identified eight criteria common to 
both faculty and librarian descriptions of a good research paper.1 in addi-
tion, i found two highly relevant themes to a discussion of pragmatism 
and idealism: the idea that research must be a time-consuming endeavor, 
and the idea that research must be difficult. 

“I Feel Like It’s Not a Fast Process a Lot of Times”

AnThRoPologisT:	if	you	could	change	one	or	two	things	about	to-
day’s	students,	what	would	it	be?

libRARiAn:	 i	 wish	 [students]	 would	 be	 more	 persistent	 or	 less	
daunted	by	things,	like,	to	stick	with	it.	some	of	them	have	really	good	
stick-to-itiveness,	so	i	don’t	mean	to	say	that	they	don’t.	They’re	all	
really	busy.	They	work	and	they	go	to	school	and	they	run	around	and	
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stuff	.	.	.	but	i	wish	there	was	a	way	for	them	to	have	more	time	to	
think	through	things.	i	feel	like	it’s	not	a	fast	process	a	lot	of	times.

Like the participant in the above quotation, faculty members and librarians 
described the successful research process as time-consuming. A professor 
urged commuter students to “spend time at home . . . A lot of the thinking 
has to occur at home, off campus.” in analyzing a recent batch of disap-
pointing graduate papers, another faculty member attributed poor student 
performance to rushed research. “[students] turned in assignments where 
they quite obviously could have done more or could have thought about 
it more carefully . . . Altogether maybe speed or lack of time is one of the 
issues.” repeatedly, librarians and professors wished that students could 
invest more time in contemplation and discovery, painting an idealized 
portrait of students leisurely wandering the stacks or pensively sitting 
down to await inspiration.

Faculty and librarian participants recognized that students must often 
adopt a pragmatic view of their education to cope with personal and 
financial pressures. in a discussion of student procrastinators, a professor 
of biology commented, “i really think that a lot of our student body is just 
so stretched. i mean, they work full-time, try to go to school, have family 
obligations. And . . . a lot of them would do it earlier if there was time 
for them to do it. but many of them just have their plates full.” A librar-
ian expressed a similar view, “[the students are] pretty tired a lot of the 
time. you can see that . . . i know exactly what that feels like. i’ve done 
three degrees and i know what it feels like to have pressure, assignments, 
multiple deadlines, and all the rest of it . . . they want to learn, they want 
to do a good paper. it’s not that they don’t care.” Participants understood 
that the idealistic model of slow, deliberate research is unattainable for 
many students. 

though sympathetic, the professors interviewed described few conces-
sions that they had made for time-pressed and pragmatic students. rather, 
they placed the onus on the students to carve out more time for research. 
A professor of literature praised undergraduates who delayed finish-
ing the term to pursue a complicated research assignment. “i give them 
incompletes if they need it. i have two students who are still working on 
this [project]. Good for them.” this quotation exemplifies an unequivocal 
liberal view of education, which places idealistic goals (in this case, the 
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completion of a well-researched paper) ahead of pragmatic goals. in this 
instance, a busy student may have to delay graduation and the means of 
acquiring a higher-paying job to satisfy the professor’s standards. 

A number of faculty members delegated the task of saving students’ 
time to academic librarians. they expected librarians to help student 
researchers in locating resources in the databases and on the shelves in 
what one librarian dubbed “concierge-type information delivery.” the pro-
fessor in the following quotation demonstrated a preference for this model. 

i	think	librarians—[in]	my	experience	personally	and	[in]	the	experi-
ence	of	students	i’ve	spoken	to—librarians	have	a	hard	time	figuring	
out	separating	themselves	from	their	expertise	and	translating	what	
they’ve	found	into	something	that	the	person	inquiring	needs	and	what	
i	mean	by	that	is	overkill.	All	too	often	librarians	give	people	more	in-
formation	than	they	actually	need	to	be	able	to	answer	the	questions	
that	they	have.	And	that’s	frustrating	because	sometimes	people	are	
simply	looking	for	a	small	set	of	numbers	or	a	specific	source	and	li-
brarians	tend	to	offer	much	more	than	what	they’re	being	asked.

the faculty member suggested that librarians’ subject matter expertise in 
research prevents them from taking simple requests at face value, thereby 
wasting patrons’ time.

Librarians seemed to accept their role as time-savers, even if that role 
sometimes conflicted with their liberal ideals. one participant went so far 
as to say that “saving them time” was the most important thing librar-
ians could do to ensure students’ success. According to another colleague, 
the librarian has a commitment to respond to the needs of time-pressed 
students. 

AnThRoPologisT:	The	amount	of	time	that	the	student	has	to	do	
his	project	changes	the	way	you’re	going	to	help	them	significantly,	it	
sounds	like.	

libRARiAn:	it	does	indeed.	And	i,	i	do	have	the	commitment	to	say,	
“What	is	your	immediate	need?	i’m	gonna	do	my	best	to	meet	that	
immediate	need.”	And	in	any	small	way	to	also	provide	skills	that	they	
can	use	independently	in	the	future.
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Here the participant defines two important functions of academic librar-
ians. on the one hand, librarians must prepare students to become indepen-
dent researchers, though such preparation is a time-consuming process that 
some students resist. on the other hand, as service professionals, librarians 
must respond to students’ immediate needs.

“I’m a Little Nervous about Sort of Handing  
It to Them on a Silver Platter”

[The	 librarian]	actually	has	for	a	300-level	course	of	mine	made	up	
a	wonderful	web	 page	with	 lots	 of	 resources	 available	 to	 [the	 stu-
dents],	which	is	good.	i	mean,	i’m	a	little	nervous	about,	you	know,	
sort	of	handing	it	to	them	on	a	silver	platter,	but	the	task	that	they	
were	asked	to	do	was	so	challenging	that	in	this	case	i	thought	it	was,	
[laughs]	it	was	very	appropriate	to	really	get	them	halfway	there	al-
ready	in,	in	finding	the	archives	out	there.

Even as some faculty members expressed a desire for concierge-style infor-
mation-delivery, others expressed ambivalence about the librarian’s role as 
student time-saver. they questioned whether librarians prepare students 
to fulfill the idealistic mission of education through independent research 
or whether they enable vocational-minded students to skate by with mini-
mal effort. the professor in the quotation above made a significant choice 
of metaphors. by using the idiom to hand on a silver platter, the faculty 
member implies that the librarian’s assistance promotes student passiv-
ity, undermining both the pragmatic and idealistic purposes of education. 

the idea that good research must be difficult was a recurrent theme 
in EriAL interviews. Librarians like the one in the following quotation 
reinforced this view when discussing the complexity of today’s informa-
tion environment. “increasingly our role is trying to educate people to 
the idea that there is no perfect search and you can’t fulfill all your needs 
through one search box. it’s not a one-stop shop when it comes to finding 
information. you’ve actually got to make a little effort.” Professors used 
expressions like challenging, rigorous, and pushing students to describe their 
assignments. in response to the question of how to ensure students’ success, 
a professor of Latin American studies said, 
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you	develop	a	good	rapport	with	them	and	you	challenge	them	intel-
lectually.	That’s	what	 they’re	here	 for,	 that’s	what	 they	want	 even	
though	they	might	not	say	it,	but	that’s	what	they,	you	know,	when	
you	graduate	from	high	school	and	you	say,	“i’m	going	to	college.	i’m	
gonna	really	be	doing	intellectually	challenging	work.”	

 Although studies and surveys indicate that the majority of university 
students have a pragmatic view of education, the participant projects 
idealistic values on them. “that’s what they’re here for, even though they 
might not say it.”

interestingly, faculty interviews exposed hints of severity tied to ideal-
ist values. A professor of biology said, “my own personal preference would 
be that students aren’t guided to everything. they are given the tools to 
get going, and then the students are expected to struggle a little if they 
have to struggle to get to where they need to get to.” A professor of English 
agreed, “it’s really important for every researcher to experience nothing  
. . . When [the students] did discover [an appropriate research topic] and 
they were passionate about, and that sense of discovery was made all the 
better, i guess, for their having endured, you know, the sufferings of a 
primary researcher.” consequently, discomfort and inconvenience are key 
ingredients to learning.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

this study of the influence of pragmatism and idealism on faculty members 
and librarians reveals several major findings. First, idealistic faculty mem-
bers were conflicted about how to serve their pragmatic students. Unlike 
students who might measure success with grades or degree completion, 
faculty defined student success in terms of growth and the completion 
of an interesting, thoroughly researched assignment. in general, profes-
sors sympathized with today’s overworked and overextended students. 
However, at times they still attributed student pragmatism to a lack of 
intellectual curiosity or a resistance to new ideas. Hence, faculty members 
felt a responsibility to push their students intellectually with rigorous 
research assignments. if faculty members have been making concessions 
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to their time-pressed students, those concessions did not appear in this 
study. EriAL professors instead sought ways to inspire students to give 
more time to their research.

EriAL librarians were also conflicted about how best to serve students. 
they shared faculty members’ understanding of the liberal-progressive 
mission of higher education, along with the wish that students would 
demonstrate more persistence and passion for the research process. they 
likewise shared in faculty’s sympathy for overextended students. Unlike 
the faculty, though, librarians saw themselves in the dual roles of educa-
tors and service professionals. As service professionals, they tried to meet 
students’ immediate needs, even if that sometimes meant delivering infor-
mation rather than teaching information literacy skills. 

it was precisely librarians’ role as helpers that complicated their rela-
tionship with faculty. some professors felt that the patron should dictate 
the amount of help a librarian provided in the style of a “concierge” 
information-delivery service. others seemed uncomfortable with referring 
students to librarians for assistance. this was not because of any problem 
with librarians, but rather a problem with the concept of research assistance. 
in the liberal model of higher education, in which knowledge is its own 
reward, professors expect students to struggle. the struggle sweetens the 
experience of discovery. Librarians who aid time-pressed student procrasti-
nators, or even hard-working and idealistic students, undermine this model. 

i believe this study has value in raising librarian awareness of the ten-
sions and contradictions around views of the research process, and as a 
result, i have a number of recommendations to make based on my conclusions. 

i would begin by suggesting that we academic librarians should ques-
tion ourselves about our personal beliefs regarding the purpose of higher 
education. Do we fully embrace both the liberal and pragmatic missions 
of the university? if we quietly hope to convert all students to the liberal 
ideals of higher education, we may miss opportunities to connect with a 
pragmatic student body. before we can inspire students to research with 
enthusiasm and passion, we must present ourselves as professionals with a 
valuable service to provide. by financial necessity, many of today’s students 
have limited time to devote to their research. 

now more than ever, academic librarians should seek to “save the time 
of the reader.”2 Following this principle entails both simple and complex 
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changes in the way we think and talk about our services. We might take 
a page from tutoring centers, for example, and advertise our reference 
desk as “research Help. Walk-ins welcome.” We might also empower our 
students to set the length of the reference interview by creating separate 
queues for “quick questions,” in retail fashion. some universities have 
already met with success by expanding reference services during finals. 
the library might create special online and print learning aids for student 
procrastinators at the middle and end of the term, highlighting the chat 
box, full-text features, online tutorials, and drop-in services. And instruc-
tion sessions could always highlight one time-saving tip, like the full-text 
limiter on databases.

it is a more difficult task, perhaps, to change the research models and 
values of those faculty members who distrust all librarian interventions. 
the best remedy for this issue may be to redouble our outreach efforts to 
current graduate students. in that way, the professors of tomorrow will 
have positive models of librarian-student interactions. they will come to 
value the different levels of librarian assistance and see that our work, 
while helpful to the time-pressed student, need not reduce the student to 
a passive recipient of information. Also, if we are not already doing so, we 
might work harder to assist faculty members in their own research, thereby 
establishing a model of cooperative research. 

i propose various areas of further study to deepen our understanding 
of pragmatism and idealism in the academic library. this chapter exam-
ined interviews from faculty and librarians at two institutions. it would be 
ideal to expand this analysis to the other three institutions involved in the 
EriAL project and to break down faculty responses by discipline. student 
interviews might also play part of an expanded study, since faculty and 
librarians could discuss only their perceptions of student values and expe-
riences. it would be especially revealing to look at student descriptions of 
struggle in their research, to confirm or challenge faculty perceptions on 
the role of discomfort in education. Finally, in a number of EriAL inter-
views, librarian participants discussed the importance of providing busy, 
pragmatic students with nonjudgmental service. i would like to see a study 
measuring how well we are accomplishing that task.
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NOTES

1. common criteria of a good research paper included (1) a strong 
thesis state ment, hypothesis, or topic; (2) interesting subject matter 
or writer enthusiasm; (3) comprehensiveness, rigor, or depth; 
(4) demonstration of proper writing mechanics; (5) inclusion of 
scholarly or authoritative resources; (6) appropriate number of 
resources for the scope of the project; (7) resource variety; and (8) 
correct use of citations.

2.  the concept that librarians must save the time of the reader first 
appeared as the fourth law of ranganathan’s 1963 The Five Laws of 
Library Science.
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3
Marketing the Library’s 
Instructional Services  
to Teaching Faculty: 
Learning from Teaching 
Faculty Interviews
AnniE ArmstronG

While many faculty members value their 
experiences with traditional course-

integrated instruction, either in the form of class visits to the library or 
in-class presentations delivered by librarians, many others view teaching 
research skills as their own domain and devote time both within and 
outside of classroom hours to teaching the same research skills which 
librarians aim to impart in library instruction sessions. some faculty 
teach research skills because they view this as their natural role, while 
others may not be aware of the library instruction options available on 
their campus, or may not find it feasible to reserve classroom teaching 
hours for library instruction sessions. others enjoy a combination of both 
iterations: teaching research skills to their students and calling upon the 
expertise of librarians to expand upon research concepts taught in class. 
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other instructors express hesitancy to collaborate with librarians due to 
uneven experiences with the library or perceived limitations in instruc-
tional services available to them. 

taking into account the lack of consensus among faculty as to who 
should teach research skills and how this teaching might occur, the goals of 
this chapter are twofold: to provide insights into the modes of instructional 
services to which faculty might respond positively, and to offer insights 
into communication and marketing strategies that could increase faculty 
buy-in to library instruction in support of student learning. 

interviews of teaching faculty administered by the two anthropologists 
for the EriAL Project revealed widespread and often dissenting viewpoints 
about the need for, desired outcomes of, and format of instructional 
services offered by the library. the wide range of instructional services 
sought, and the varying modes in which these services might be delivered, 
suggest that, in addition to—or perhaps in preparation for—marketing 
library instruction to teaching faculty, librarians need to conceive of a 
suite of instructional services flexible enough to meet the diverse teaching 
styles and needs of faculty. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF LIBRARy INSTRUCTION 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

in their seminal text, Information Literacy: Theory and Practice, Esther 
Grassian and Joan Kaplowitz contend that library instruction should be 
incorporated into the mission of academic, school, public, and special 
libraries alike, as “advances in information technology and the prolifera-
tion of information in both print and electronic formats have created an 
even more pressing need to develop an information literate society” (2009, 
267). Grassian and Kaplowitz detail historical developments in the infor-
mation literacy instruction movement and provide a thorough review of 
the information literacy literature, including pedagogy, assessment, and 
instructional design. While numerous studies investigate the impact of 
library instruction on student research skills, a high proportion of these are 
case studies which examine relatively small user populations at individual 
universities and don’t effectively speak to the value of library instruction 
on a larger scale. 
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Larger-scale studies such as “the Value of Academic Libraries Project” 
by the Association of college and research Libraries are emerging to 
study the impact of academic libraries on the national level, addressing 
issues such as the effects of various library services on student retention 
and student attitudes about the university (Hinchliffe and oakleaf 2010). 
“Project information Literacy,” another national study currently under 
way, investigates the research habits of college students throughout the 
United states, examining “how information literacy training and coach-
ing is provided to early adults by professors and librarians for conducting 
course-related research and for ‘everyday life’ research” (http://projectin 
folit.org). clearly, large-scale studies are emerging to explore student 
research skills and demonstrate the impact of libraries on students’ infor-
mation literacy skills. the EriAL Project offers a unique perspective on the 
relationship between student research skills and the role of the library by 
producing qualitative data from ethnographic interviews of three groups 
of stakeholders involved in the student research process: students, librar-
ians, and faculty.

SCOPE AND METHODOLOGy

the insights offered in this chapter incorporate and synthesize faculty 
perspectives on student research behavior and learning needs, as well 
as faculty expectations of library instruction and support as expressed in 
faculty interviews administered by the EriAL Project’s two anthropolo-
gists. seventy-five faculty interviews were conducted at the five EriAL 
universities. Analysis provided in this chapter does not provide a compari-
son of faculty perspectives at different institutions, nor does it emphasize 
faculty opinions specific to subject disciplines or the academic level of 
students taught (e.g. first-year, upperclassmen, or graduate students). 
rather, faculty comments have been thematically grouped and stripped 
of institution-specific information. the rationale behind this decision is to 
provide a holistic view of faculty insights regarding student research needs 
and how these needs ought to be addressed. Furthermore, this choice was 
made so that the insights gained from interviews could apply to a diverse 
audience of librarians, from those at small private colleges to those at large 
public universities. 
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PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENT NEED FOR RESEARCH 
INSTRUCTION: A BRIEF SUMMARy

While faculty interviews provided voluminous data pertaining to specific 
research skills students need in order to successfully complete research 
assignments, this chapter places more focus on exploring potential models 
for how research skills might be taught and supported. Faculty recognized 
that many students have deficits in their knowledge and skills relating to 
the research process. Faculty often referred to the following areas of weak-
ness: finding appropriate research tools beyond Google and Wikipedia, 
understanding the overall purpose of the library, navigating the library 
to find materials, assessing the quality and reliability of information, dis-
cerning between different types of materials (popular magazines versus 
peer-reviewed journals), conducting effective keyword searches, narrowing 
topics, citing sources, and avoiding plagiarism. 

Faculty often commented on student research behaviors they perceived 
as deficient. one English professor stated that students “really need to be 
reintroduced to what a library does. How it is built and how it is situated 
and where the stacks are and what a Dewey Decimal system is and what 
a Library of congress system is.” A faculty member in history remarked, 
“[students’] first instinct is to search the internet. Google. And it’s not that 
there aren’t good and valuable things to be gotten there, but they’re not 
trained to differentiate.” similarly, a faculty member in foreign languages 
and literatures remarked that students are “not aware of the difference 
between a good source, a mediocre source, and a terrible source. to them 
they’re all the same.” these comments are representative of a belief held 
by many faculty that students arrive at college with an inability to discern 
between various types of sources and identify reliable and high-quality 
research materials. Furthermore, many students lack knowledge about 
where to search for quality research materials. 

in general, the skills faculty members believed students need to become 
savvy researchers and the skills that librarians teach in library instruction 
sessions align closely with the AcrL’s objectives for information Literacy 
instruction (Association of college and research Libraries 2001). However, 
many faculty comments indicated that librarians may need to address more 
basic instructional outcomes than previously assumed; a library instruc-
tion session to first-year students which begins with teaching students to 
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navigate the library website to find articles and books may fail to address 
the more fundamental needs of students who lack knowledge about the 
overall purpose of the library and the materials it contains. Librarians 
might do well to take a step back and imagine student needs not only as 
they pertain to navigating the virtual world, but also as they relate to navi-
gating the physical world of the library’s reference area and book stacks. 
Perhaps offering general orientations and tours would help to meet the 
needs of students who lack basic familiarity with navigating the academic 
library, as well as providing a conceptual basis for the organization of 
information. 

FACULTy IMPRESSIONS ABOUT WHERE  
RESEARCH SHOULD BE TAUGHT

interviews with teaching faculty revealed that a great amount of overlap 
occurs between research skills taught by faculty and research skills taught 
by librarians. Faculty often view teaching research skills as their domain, 
and may call upon librarians only to supplement the research instruction 
they provide throughout the semester. this overlap can offer insights into 
how librarians might market instructional services and conceive of instruc-
tional models that align with faculty teaching preferences. 

Faculty interviews revealed that faculty address myriad research skills 
within the classroom and while meeting with students during office hours 
or at the library. Faculty teach research skills including, but not limited 
to, how to narrow topics, develop effective keyword searches, search 
library catalogs and article indexes, use interlibrary loan, evaluate sources, 
and correctly cite sources. many faculty comments depicted scenarios of 
faculty working with students to help them with research. A professor in 
educational leadership mentioned that she provides students with a library 
instruction sheet and that she “take[s] them [students] from the home 
page and show[s] them how to find articles, how to find books, how to 
order books, how to get books delivered, then how to find dissertations.” 
A faculty member in comparative religion stated that he physically brings 
students to the library where the librarians “show [the students] the ref-
erence section, go up to the fourth level [main collection] section, and 
encourage them to check out at least a couple of books for their research 
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papers.” some faculty instructed students on how to effectively search 
electronic resources. A professor in communications noted: “[students] 
don’t understand search and how to use specific keywords and how those 
keywords might be different from database to database, so those are the 
kinds of things that i feel that i need to prep them with before they do 
their research.” 

remarks from faculty about helping students to navigate various 
aspects of the research process could indicate both a willingness to teach 
research skills and a sense of responsibility to do so. Whatever reasons 
faculty may have for teaching these skills (some of which will be explored 
later in this chapter), the fact that they choose to do so suggests that librar-
ians could provide instructional materials to augment the teaching that 
takes place in the classroom. For example, librarians could create print and 
electronic guides providing instruction in conducting research on various 
subjects. this sort of help would allow librarians to support faculty with 
research instruction without “taking it away” from them, simultaneously 
providing a channel through which to communicate accurate and up-to-
date information about the research process and library tools. 

Furthermore, since many faculty described scenarios in which they 
worked one-on-one with students during office hours, librarians might be 
able to gain an entrée into collaborating with faculty by providing and 
advertising their own “office hours,” or “consultation” hours, in addition 
to the hours in which they are available at the reference desk. in marketing 
such services, adopting teaching faculty terminology (using terms such as 
“office hours” or “consultation hours” rather than library-based terminol-
ogy) might help teaching faculty and students to understand that librarians 
are available to provide individualized research assistance.

FACULTy REFLECTIONS ABOUT ENLISTING  
THE HELP OF LIBRARIANS

Faculty interviews abounded with reflections about the value of the work 
that librarians do with students, and the positive aspects of collaborating 
with librarians to provide library instruction and one-on-one research help 
to students. A cognitive psychology professor exalted “the value of having 
the librarian teach the students how to use the search engine. How to use 
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the thesaurus and PsycinFo to find the right keywords, for example.” An 
English professor also explained that “defining a search, working on a topic 
is part of the process,” going on to state that “librarians can help students 
with that part of the research process by taking the time to say ‘what do 
you mean by that?’ so students do get the chance to run at that point in 
the process, a rough version but a version of their argument by someone, 
and that’s really helpful.” A vocal performance faculty member lauded the 
value of teaching with librarians, remarking, “i like the way we teach my 
class. i’m always present when she’s presenting so that i could say, ‘by the 
way, i want you to have this many references for this paper, or by the way 
you should read this many abstracts,’ because she doesn’t necessarily know 
the content area or she might not even know what keywords to suggest. so 
i think teaching together has been very useful. she’s primarily teaching but 
i chime in as i think of things.” moreover, another faculty member spoke of 
the librarian’s role in helping students find information and acting as “the 
wind in their sails,” going on to state that “teaching them specific things 
and teaching them how to judge a source is all beautiful and everything 
but i think there is a really important human aspect to what the librarians 
do that is crucial to helping students.”

these comments, and similar testimonials, could be leveraged as sell-
ing points for both library instruction and the overall value of working 
directly with librarians. Faculty frequently described the librarian’s role 
as that of a mediator, complimentary voice, or expert. Faculty expected 
librarians to project a knowledgeable, encouraging, and approachable 
demeanor to students who are often overwhelmed and occasionally dis-
couraged by the tasks involved with the research process. the positive 
remarks of faculty who valued instruction suggest that in devising effective 
marketing messages to convince more reluctant faculty to take advantage 
of instructional services, librarians should emphasize their role not only 
as experts in research, but as mentors and encouragers of students, both 
within and outside of the classroom. 

in order to effectively “sell” this image to all faculty, librarians as a 
group must consistently project an upbeat and encouraging demeanor. A 
few faculty members described ways in which librarians project an off-put-
ting public image. For instance, one faculty member remarked that “all too 
often librarians give people more information than they actually need to 
be able to answer the questions that they have.” Another professor stated: 
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“i think they need to be aware that students find them intimidating, that 
it’s very hard if a librarian’s on the phone or typing on their computer, to 
try and go and interrupt somebody that you look at as being an authority 
figure, because they do see librarians as authority figures, and so it’s really 
important for librarians to be open and accessible, and just be conscious 
of that.” An anthropology professor emphasized the importance of giving 
students a positive message: “so often i have students who leave the library 
feeling discouraged . . . And even if they have, you know a really horrible 
time trying to find something, you know, they should be sent back with 
a positive message saying, ‘well, now that you know it’s not there, how 
can you think of ways of reconfiguring your research that will work with 
some of the sources we have?’ students don’t always leave with that kind 
of upbeat message.”

At times, faculty saw librarians as intimidating students through their 
behavior, and as either overwhelming students by bombarding them with 
more information than they could digest, or discouraging them by sending 
them away from the library empty-handed. Librarians need to develop and 
project consistent standards regarding service and instruction. Gauging 
how much information a particular student might need, or suggesting 
alternative sources as necessary are important skills that librarians need 
to maintain and sharpen throughout their careers (see also chapter 2). 

FACULTy SUGGESTIONS FOR ENHANCING  
LIBRARy INSTRUCTION

During interviews, teaching faculty often remarked about potential 
improvements to library instruction. some of these remarks suggested a 
desire for a more communicative and collaborative relationship in gen-
eral, while others were more specific, pointing to services librarians could 
provide to augment their existing instructional offerings. 

some teaching faculty sought to arrange for a librarian to work with 
their students throughout the semester so that the librarian could estab-
lish a better rapport with students and provide help on an ongoing basis. 
Faculty comments suggested that librarians might be able to strengthen 
their connections to faculty by marketing options for more sustained inter-
actions with a class. For example, a faculty member in English remarked 
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that it might be useful to “partner with a librarian,” adding that it might 
benefit students to “see the librarian more regularly in some way.” one 
faculty member even sought to arrange six classroom visits from a librar-
ian throughout the semester in order for the librarian to build a rapport 
with students, explaining that “rapport is a key part to making the students 
want to be more active.” 

some faculty believed that students should learn the overall purpose 
of the library early on in their college careers as a part of the orientation 
process, or at least during their first year, and not necessarily as a part of 
a specific course. Furthermore, in addition to—or perhaps prior to—learn-
ing how to search databases and catalogs and find and evaluate resources, 
students need a more basic education grounding them in the purpose of 
libraries, and academic libraries in particular. Faculty comments suggested 
that attempts to market instruction should not be confined to a course-
integrated scenario. For instance, one history professor speculated, “i don’t 
know, is there anything incorporated into the orientation of new students 
to help familiarize themselves . . . to most effectively utilize resources in 
the library, something like that would be really good.” Another historian 
expressed her beliefs about what students know about libraries in contrast 
to what they ought to know:

i	think	they	should	learn	what	a	library	is	early,	before	they	have	ma-
jors.	And	i’m	not	kidding	about	what	a	library	is	because	i	think	most	
of	them	have	not	spent	any	time	in	libraries	as	children,	whereas	my	
generation,	we	went	 to	 the	 library	as	kids.	 i	don’t	 know	how	many	
of	the	students	i	see	actually	know	what	a	library	is	and	would	have	
ever	borrowed	a	book	from	a	public	library.	so	that	their,	their	whole	
notion	of	where	information	resides,	what	types	of	books	there	are,	
that	there	are	different	types	of	books	.	.	.	They	really	need	a	lot	more	
education	about	that.	And	they	need	to	be	educated	about	it	in	a	way	
that	is	revelatory	for	them.

in addition to pursuing collaborative relationships with faculty in 
academic departments, faculty comments suggested that librarians should 
also focus their energies on inserting themselves and the library into the 
general orientation process on their campuses, finding a memorable and 
“revelatory” way to persuade students about the importance of the library 
early on in their academic careers.
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Librarians often observed that students seemed to respond best to 
instruction provided at the time of need. teaching faculty often expressed 
a willingness to integrate instructional content into their courses to rein-
force the outcomes of a library instruction session. Whether supplemental 
instructional materials take the form of print handouts, online tutorials, 
or course research guides, enlisting the cooperation of teaching faculty in 
integrating supplementary materials to facilitate the review of key research 
concepts would send the message that librarians are interested in going 
beyond the confines of a single library instruction session. these tools 
would likely be useful to a broader base of teaching faculty who may not 
opt to schedule a library instruction session. Faculty described multiple 
types of instructional materials that they would find helpful for their teach-
ing. one faculty member in English expressed a desire for “more canned 
teaching modules designed to guide students through learning how to use 
mLA bibliography,” to “augment the face-to-face teaching that we have.” 
similarly, a professor suggested that librarians “give them clear directions  
. . . as to how to use the databases,” requesting that librarians provide these 
directions as both a handout and online in the form of “snippets or video 
clips, and so on.” this faculty member suggested that such supplementary 
instructional aids would help students “because they tend to forget, espe-
cially if they already feel overwhelmed by a specific subject.” 

BARRIERS TO SUCCESSFUL COLLABORATIONS: 
IMPLICATIONS FOR REACHING THE RESISTANT  
OR THE UNAWARE

interviews with teaching faculty revealed several barriers to scheduling 
library instruction sessions and collaborating with librarians, including 
the poor outcomes or quality of past experiences, lack of awareness of the 
available options or how to go about taking advantage of them, and time. 
by acknowledging these impediments and exploring remedies to alleviate 
them, librarians may be able to provide faculty with more workable options 
for incorporating library instruction into their courses. 

As expected, numerous teaching faculty named “time” as a major factor 
limiting their ability to work with librarians. this barrier could translate as 
not wanting to give up valuable class time for a library instruction session 
or not finding time to collaborate with a librarian. For instance, one faculty 
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member remarked, “i really like having the librarian come in, but i don’t 
do it for every class. it is only where i think it is really necessary. because 
we have a limited number of sessions, and it takes one of the sessions.” 
Likewise, another faculty member mentioned that “the hardest thing to 
manage is that you do get really busy in the semester and that weighs on 
the sort of interactions you can have with the librarians. if we had more 
time to meet and discuss and build out the interaction, that would be great. 
but the frustrating thing is that you get so busy, that that’s hard to do.” 

many faculty said that they could not conceive of a way to carve out 
valuable class time to devote to an instruction session. Librarians might be 
able to leverage testimonials from other teaching faculty who have expe-
rienced the time-saving merits of working with librarians to decrease the 
amount of time spent teaching research skills both in class and outside of 
classroom hours. Additionally, reducing the burden involved with setting 
up instruction by making it clear and easy who to contact and simplifying 
scheduling procedures could sway busy faculty. As one communication 
professor said, “ideally, i’d like to be able to call somebody, have my con-
tact person or my point person, i’d like to be able to call somebody and say 
‘this is the project i’m assigning, what do you think we could do to make 
this a better process for the kids?’. . . but i’d like to know who to call in 
the first place, and i think that’s the biggest hurdle.” if librarians routinely 
contacted faculty to advertise and schedule instruction rather than plac-
ing the onus on the faculty to do so, they might be able to convince more 
faculty to incorporate instruction into their courses.

While many faculty viewed library instruction as a useful enhancement 
to their own teaching, there were some who expressed negative percep-
tions of the value of instruction based on prior experiences. one English 
professor claimed that “there’s no way to make the actual process of 
library instruction interesting. some are better than others, but it’s boring. 
it becomes interesting when there is actually something specific of one’s 
own that’s invested in it.” He continued, noting that he “would like to find 
a way to incorporate library instruction that was detailed enough to really 
actually cover stuff. but have it fit into a class in a way that students actu-
ally learn as opposed to just zoning out.” Another English faculty member 
provided the following criticism of library instruction: “i don’t know if 
there’s always a strong transfer in terms of their skills. And it’s not the fault 
of the librarian; it’s just where they are and how they are at that moment. 
so i haven’t found the ideal moment to bring [students] to the library and 
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have an orientation for something in particular. i’ve also found that there’s 
some unevenness in terms of how the [library] presentations work.”

the above remarks allude to multiple characteristics of library instruc-
tion detracting from its usefulness. Given the fact that many faculty mem-
bers are reluctant to devote class time to an instruction session, librarians 
need to do what they can to ensure that library instruction is both engaging 
and worthwhile. Although teaching styles obviously vary from one librar-
ian to the next, guidelines should exist to ensure that learning outcomes 
for commonly taught courses and workshops remain consistent. training 
for librarians and peer-evaluation procedures should also be in place to 
increase consistency and ensure quality from one librarian to the next. 
Additionally, librarians who incorporate active learning exercises, discus-
sion, and ample hands-on research time into library instruction sessions 
may have more success in capturing the attention of students. Given the 
fact that some faculty may view instruction as a tedious experience for 
students to endure, librarians may be able to increase faculty buy-in by 
advertising a flexible menu of instructional offerings. For instance, rather 
than vaguely describing library instruction on the library website or a bro-
chure, librarians could describe specific models from which faculty could 
choose. instead of scheduling a “standard” library instruction session in 
which the librarian teaches for an hour, faculty could opt to schedule an 
hour of mediated hands-on research time preceded by a very brief intro-
duction to one or two research tools. 

by advertising examples of flexible instructional options to faculty 
through a variety of communication channels (e.g. via e-mail, presenta-
tions, meetings, or brochures), librarians might be able to spread the mes-
sage that instruction can be tailored to specific faculty needs. While some 
faculty may prefer to place most decisions in the hands of librarians, others 
may respond more positively to having more of a voice in determining 
what content is covered, and how. 

THE FACULTy DEMAND FOR INCREASED  
OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATION 

in discussing the library, a management faculty member remarked, “i think 
it’s an underutilized resource and probably largely because people don’t 
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know all the things that can be done. And so, that’s what i’m saying. i think 
more outreach is necessary.” Faculty comments regarding how they prefer 
to receive information about the library can be divided into four categories: 
electronic, print-based, face-to-face, and liaison relationships. the com-
mon denominator underlying these categories is the overarching desire 
of faculty to receive updated information from the library. by broadcast-
ing marketing messages through a variety of channels on a regular basis, 
librarians might be able to increase faculty knowledge of library services, 
thereby increasing the chances that faculty will take advantage of services 
they did not know existed.

many teaching faculty indicated a desire to receive more information 
electronically. While harnessing the power of Web 2.0 technologies in an 
attempt to increase awareness of library services in the online environ-
ment is likely not a new idea to most librarians, many faculty comments 
suggested that such efforts need to be increased. one history professor 
remarked, “i’d love to get regular updates about new things, new data-
bases, new features, you know i’d love to have like a little rss thing from 
the library.” A business professor similarly asked, “so how do librarians 
show their visibility in an electronic environment? so how can they tell me 
what to look out at the latest collection, for example? rather than sending 
a global e-mail. so how can they engage individually? i think they have 
the capacity through electronic means to do that. so they should leverage 
and exploit the new technologies that they have access to.” For example, a 
communications professor responded positively to a librarian who utilized 
Facebook to connect with students, explaining that “she had a Facebook 
presence to communicate with students, and also to communicate with 
colleagues and let us know about new features the library was offering, 
and new services that were available.” A kinesiology faculty member 
observed that the library website “could do a better job of promoting the 
library’s value,” going on to state that “it [the website] provides a service 
to the community, but it’s also a marketing and self-promotion tool. And 
actually there is one thing that i would like to see more of here. i’d like to 
see some classes run out of the library. i’d like to see workshops around 
here. i’d like to see authors come and do book signings here. i’d like to see 
some buzz about it’s cool to learn in a library.”

Whether comments regarding electronic communication are general 
or specific, they share a common message: the library’s efforts to leverage 
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technologies in order to increase awareness of library services do not 
always achieve the desired impact. Attempts to market the library’s value 
via the website should be accompanied by other activities and services 
such as workshops, classes, author signings, and any activities that would 
generate a “buzz,” convincing the campus community that the library is a 
lively locus of intellectual activity.

some faculty referred to more traditional marketing methods that they 
would respond positively to. For instance, one faculty member suggested 
that “if there were more posters around campus, more e-mails going out, 
or if they gave out calendars. i think they give out bookmarks . . . Anything 
that they could do to make their services available to students would be 
a good thing.” An English professor member simply stated, “Just send us 
brochures.” these requests for traditional marketing materials emphasize 
the need for the library to market itself through a variety of media in order 
to reach a broad audience.

LIAISON RELATIONSHIPS AND  
FACE-TO-FACE COMMUNICATION

comments in which faculty expressed a desire to work with a specific  
point person or liaison suggest that they might respond more positively to 
the option of working with a specific librarian than they would to more 
anonymous models such as going to the library website and scheduling 
instruction through a general form which is then sent to an unknown 
source. Faculty members’ discussions relating to liaison relationships 
suggested that providing faculty with the name and contact information 
of a specific person (likely in the form of a departmental library liaison) 
might simplify and personalize the process of arranging for library instruc-
tion to a degree that might significantly increase faculty participation in 
library instruction. A communications faculty member described an “ideal 
scenario” as “having a person, dedicated again, to a discipline, having 
that person interact frequently with a class, so definitely having them 
come to class to introduce the library, and then creating opportunities 
for subsequent interaction and help as the students progress and work on 
their project.” An educational leadership faculty member also referenced 
library liaisons in her “ideal scenario” of working with librarians: “the 
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library was fully staffed and the liaison from the library to each individual 
department had time then to spend in that department. Even if that was 
an hour a week, something where that librarian was available to talk with 
faculty and to exchange ideas and have some face-to-face conversations.” 
Another faculty member described working with a library liaison, saying 
“[i] always give my students [the librarian’s] name and . . . explain to 
them that she’s available plus that there’s always a reference librarian of 
some sort available that will actually sit down and meet with them. so, 
i tell them that . . . they’re always shocked to hear that someone will sit 
down and meet with them.”

Liaison relationships provide teaching faculty the opportunity to build 
partnerships with librarians over time. this system might also cut down on 
faculty time often involved in setting up instruction. in addition to their 
potential for streamlining the process of arranging library instruction ses-
sions, liaison relationships allow librarians to provide faculty with updated 
information about library research tools and services that faculty may use 
in their own research and/or work with students.

While some faculty voiced an interest in working with a library liaison, 
others expressed a general desire for increased face-to-face communication 
with librarians, mentioning numerous scenarios in which this communica-
tion might occur. Faculty offered several suggestions as to how librarians 
could increase their visibility by making a more concerted effort to par-
ticipate in (or initiate) meetings with faculty. For example, one biology 
professor stated that “there should be more communication than there is. 
Like, actually set meetings maybe once a semester where librarians come 
over and meet or faculty goes over there and it’s like a required meeting  
. . . because every department has different needs from the library and those  
needs get specifically addressed.” Another faculty member provided the 
following suggestion: “Get six librarians in a room with six first-year writ-
ing program teachers. And hashing out ideas, making suggestions. ’cause 
when you put a lot of people together i think the ideas start hopping.” 
A kinesiology faculty member extolled the value of relationships, stating 
that “people need relationships, they need face time, they need people to 
get out there from the library and promote the library. And there’s a lot 
of quality here, it needs to be championed and you do that face-to-face, 
right?” they went on to suggest that the library offer “a program of support 
. . . i’m not saying it has to be really creative, it doesn’t. but having that 
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and having one or two key relationships on a very small scale on different 
colleges around the campus.”

these comments indicate a willingness on the part of teaching fac-
ulty to meet with librarians in order to engage in discussions that could 
potentially build and improve upon collaborative relationships between 
librarians and teaching faculty. Every library can facilitate group discus-
sions and/or departmental meetings with faculty in order to discuss key 
issues relating to teaching and research. some faculty suggested that they 
would be receptive to new faculty library orientation. For example, one 
biology faculty member stated, “i, until recently, wasn’t . . . familiar with 
their resources. so, maybe on that note, i don’t know if this is something 
that’s offered, but kind of an introduction to the library for new faculty 
members.” A communications professor also admitted her unfamiliarity 
with the library’s services: “Having an introduction to the library as a new 
instructor here would have been a nice—it would just be a nice way for 
me to find out what the different services are. i find—i feel that it’s hard 
to find out all the things they have to offer.”

these comments suggest that just as many faculty would like the 
library to take on a greater role in the student orientation process, they 
see a need for the library to provide a basic orientation to new faculty. by 
systematically seeking out new faculty, librarians could increase awareness 
of available instructional services and library resources, simultaneously 
projecting a welcoming image and establishing new relationships with 
faculty who have few preconceived notions about the library.

several faculty provided comments suggesting that the library expand 
its efforts to support faculty with their own research pursuits. For instance, 
the communications faculty member above stated that “the graduate stu-
dents and the new faculty are the people that really need the library’s help, 
they’re the ones that are publishing and writing and there’s a lot of ways 
the library could meet the needs of that group.” An anthropology professor 
also remarked, “i would love it if i knew that they were here for the faculty 
as well as the students and not just in a sense of helping the faculty help 
the students. but in helping the faculty directly would be great.” Likewise, 
a writing professor observed that she enjoyed “the professional exchanges 
we can have about things.”

in addition to offering a wide range of services in support of the edu-
cational mission of the university, librarians—even those who identify as 
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instruction librarians—need to channel an equal level of support directly 
toward supporting faculty research. the research and publishing demands 
placed upon graduate students and teaching faculty require them to stay 
up-to-date with myriad technologies and research tools. thus, in addition 
to approaching faculty in the name of helping students, librarians might 
have equal luck in forming relationships with faculty by increasing their 
efforts to update and inform faculty about useful resources for their own 
research and publishing endeavors. by convincing the faculty that they are 
knowledgeable about all areas of their work—above and beyond the realm 
of the classroom—librarians can only improve the image of the library 
on campus and increase the chances that faculty will take advantage of 
additional services such as library instruction.

CONCLUSION

the wide range of faculty views regarding library instruction and services 
suggests that there is no single method of marketing instructional services 
to teaching faculty to increase buy-in to library instruction. teaching fac-
ulty harbor varying opinions as to how, and if, library instruction should 
be delivered, thus complicating the task of marketing this service. While 
some faculty might wish to schedule one or two library instruction sessions, 
others might prefer to schedule a full semester of visits and research con-
sultations with a librarian. As librarians seek to increase faculty buy-in of 
library instruction, there is no single action, or a linear series of steps, that 
they could take that would meet the needs and communication styles of all 
teaching faculty simultaneously. rather, librarians are faced with the con-
siderable challenge of branching out in numerous directions to cater to the 
diverse needs and preferences of the greatest number of teaching faculty. 

once librarians imagine and design a suite of instructional services 
robust and flexible enough to coalesce with the diverse teaching needs of 
the faculty at their institutions, librarians can begin increasing awareness 
and buy-in to instruction by launching a systematic and continuous market-
ing campaign which leverages print, electronic, and interpersonal market-
ing methods. Libraries’ marketing campaigns should be sustained, varied, 
and advertise a well-rounded menu of services. As evidenced by faculty 
interviews, the formation of informal professional relationships between 
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librarians and teaching faculty could have equal if not greater impact on 
faculty willingness to partake in the library’s instructional services than 
any number of marketing strategies. the information regarding instruction 
and marketing gleaned from faculty interviews clearly reflects that every 
effort to offer and publicize services and establish and strengthen profes-
sional relationships has the potential to appeal to a different faculty niche. 
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4
Why Don’t Students  
Ask Librarians for Help?
Undergraduate Help-
Seeking Behavior in Three 
Academic Libraries
sUsAn miLLEr AnD nAncy mUriLLo

l ibrarians can offer crucial assistance to 
undergraduate students doing academic 

research. these information professionals teach students how to access 
information, advising students on the most up-to-date search techniques 
and sources, as well as how to evaluate information. many times, students 
do not know exactly what information they are seeking as they conduct 
their research, and librarians can play a critical role in helping students 
define their information needs and learn how to sort out the welter of 
sources available. by teaching students how to conceptualize the research 
process, librarians can help students explore and define their research 
interests. Furthermore, because they work at the physical and virtual sites 
where students are doing research (i.e., the physical library and its Web 
presence), librarians are uniquely placed to offer these services, helping 
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students articulate and meet their needs when students are most in need 
of those types of help.

However, students do not necessarily ask librarians for help. Library 
literature suggests that students have a limited understanding of what 
librarians can do for them (e.g., swope and Katzer 1972; burns and Harper 
2007). this literature also suggests that instead of going to librarians for 
help, students seek assistance from professors, friends, and others (e.g., 
robinson and reid 2007; Vondracek 2007).1

in this chapter, we take the analysis of the help-seeking process a step 
further, identifying characteristics of relationships inside and outside the 
library that influence students to seek some individuals for help rather than 
others. We ask: Do students seek help from people other than librarians, 
and why do students go to these individuals? How do these relationships 
affect students’ relationships with librarians, and when students get help, 
is that assistance beneficial? to answer these questions, we briefly review 
selected literature from library studies on student help-seeking, and suggest 
how its focus can be extended to include how the dynamics of students’ 
relationships with professors, peers, and family affect whether students 
will seek them out for help. We also describe how students’ relationships 
are influenced by their connections with universities, neighborhoods, 
and information sources. We explore how these themes are present in the 
ethnographic data from the EriAL Project, as well as reasons why some 
students do not seek help from anyone. based upon these data, we also 
propose some ways in which librarians may improve services for students.

STUDENT HELP-SEEkING BEHAVIOR  
AND STUDENTS’ RELATIONSHIPS

the library literature on student help-seeking tends to focus on identifying 
the types of individuals whom students seek for help and on character-
izing students’ experience and understanding of librarians and libraries. 
However, there has been less focus on why students seek particular help-
ers. We suggest how additional data on these relationships and the social 
contexts in which they occur might further explain why students go to 
people other than librarians.
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students often seek certain types of individuals for help, though there 
has been less exploration of why they do so. recent works have suggested 
that students often prefer to seek help from peers or instructors (robinson 
and reid 2007; Vondracek 2007). in one study, students most frequently 
sought help from professors or teaching assistants, from friends and family 
somewhat less often, and from librarians and students who were not friends 
least frequently (Vondracek 2007). in another study, 67 percent of first-
year biology students primarily went to friends for help (callinan 2005). 
there has been less analysis of why students prefer particular helpers, 
though Vondracek (2007) notes that students may approach some people 
for help because students consider those individuals to be the persons most 
knowledgeable about their research topics.

students’ experiences with librarians and understanding of librarians’ 
roles may also determine whether students seek help from them. some 
students may not ask librarians for help because they do not want to be 
bothersome (swope and Katzer 1972), or because they feel librarians 
would not necessarily want to help them (ruppel and Fagan 2002). some 
students may be unaware of the services that are available to them in the 
library (robinson and reid 2007), or of the educational roles of librarians 
(swope and Katzer 1972; burns and Harper 2007). And in some cases, 
students may be dissatisfied with past service at the library (swope and 
Katzer 1972).

often, the library literature references “library anxiety,” first delin-
eated by constance mellon in her 1986 landmark study (e.g., sobel 2009; 
robinson and reid 2007). Library anxiety, a discomfort that students may 
feel in the academic library, can translate into a reluctance to seek help 
from librarians at the reference desk. For example, in their qualitative 
study of undergraduate students’ help-seeking behavior, robinson and 
reid (2007) found that students who chose not to seek help from librar-
ians expressed “symptoms” of library anxiety including feeling nervous or 
lost in the library. 

other studies identifying related themes of unease suggest that stu-
dents may feel that their questions are too basic (swope and Katzer 1972) 
or they may feel foolish for not knowing how to do library research (ruppel 
and Fagan 2002). 

We suggest that further exploration of the dynamics of students’ 
relationships in and out of the library may broaden our understanding of 
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how students seek help. students’ relationships may affect whom students 
perceive to be sources of help, and students’ evaluation of how appropri-
ate these helpers may be. students’ relationships may put some helpers in 
position not only to share information (and misinformation) about librar-
ians but also to affect students’ attitudes about librarians and whether 
students will ask librarians for help. by including these characteristics in 
our understanding of help-seeking, we will have a more comprehensive 
picture of the help-seeking process that will enable us to design services 
to help students more effectively.

DATA AND METHODS

our analysis is based on 91 ethnographic interviews conducted with 
undergraduates and 45 ethnographic interviews with teaching faculty from 
northeastern illinois University, DePaul University, and the University 
of illinois at chicago. Data selected from student interviews included 
students’ descriptions of when they had last sought help with academic 
research projects and of the last research projects they completed for class. 
since interviews were semi-structured, students brought up help-seeking 
throughout the conversations; relevant sections of text were identified and 
coded. sections of interviews were also identified in which students were 
not seeking help but could have been. Data selected from faculty interviews 
included text related to faculty members’ perceptions of librarians’ roles. 
Data were analyzed using a modified method of analysis described by 
Emerson, Fretz, and shaw (1995). For further details of recruitment, data 
collection, and analysis methods, see chapter 1 of this volume.

RESULTS

We begin with a description of students’ lack of relationships with librar-
ians, contrasting this situation with the types of relationships students 
have with professors, peers, and family, and noting ways in which rela-
tionships with nonlibrarian helpers do not necessarily succeed in sup-
porting students. We then describe how the institution of the university 
structures students’ relationships with librarians, particularly via students’ 
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relationships with their professors. We detail how some students seek help 
from public librarians in their neighborhoods instead of academic librar-
ians, and problems that students may have in their research as a result. 
Finally, we discuss reasons why some students do not seek help, preferring 
instead to be self-reliant, or being unaware that help is needed, and the 
research difficulties these students face.

Not Having Relationships with Librarians

students may not go to librarians for help. When we asked students about 
their most recent experiences working with librarians on research projects, 
many students’ responses indicated that, at best, these undergraduates had 
limited relationships with librarians: many of our student interviewees 
had never asked librarians for help or had only made simple requests of 
librarians. Furthermore, these students did not necessarily know what 
librarians could do. A number of students indicated that they were unsure 
which members of staff even were librarians.

When students do not have relationships with librarians, it may be in 
part because these students had little idea what librarians can do for them. 
A junior women’s studies major who had never worked with a librarian 
said, “to be honest with you, i didn’t understand how they could help me.” 
A senior psychology major explained, 

i	really	don’t	know	much	of	what	exactly	they	[librarians]	do	.	.	.	 in	
terms	of	research.	my	idea	is	that	they’re	there	if	i	ask,	“i	can’t	find	
this	book.	Would	you	help	me	find	it?	Where’s	this	aisle?	Where	would	
i	find	education	things—is	it	[on	the]	second,	third	floor?”	Kind	of	that	
way—directions	more	than	anything	else.	

Like this student, a number of our participants said that they only expected 
librarians to be able to help with directions in the physical library. students 
also tended to say only that they believed that librarians could assist them 
with finding books, particularly volumes that were known items. A junior 
elementary education major, for example, said the most significant way 
a librarian could help would be “just like . . . ‘i’m looking for this book.’ 
maybe they can look it up sometimes for us, and just tell us where it is. 
i’ve never had or thought of any other situation where a librarian would 
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help.” these students are not merely declining librarians’ help, they do not 
seem to know librarians are able to offer further assistance with research.

Another example of students’ lack of awareness of librarians’ role is the 
following conversation with a junior sociology major. As part of a photo 
journaling exercise, he photographed the first floor of his university’s 
library, showing the reference and circulation desks. He was asked about 
getting help there:

AnThRoPologisT:	Would	you	say	that	on	the	right	at	that	desk	and	
on	the	left	at	that	other	desk	there’s	different	types	of	help	available	
or	would	you	say	it’s	mostly	the	same	people	who	do	that	kind	of	work?

sTudenT:	i	noticed	that	there’s	different	signs	there,	something	like	
that	.	.	.	but	i	didn’t	notice	that	until	.	.	.	i	went	to	meet	with	you,	oth-
erwise	i	probably	would	have	thought	it	was	exactly	the	same	thing.	
And	.	.	.	i	still	kind	of	think	that	they	can	help	me	with	similar	things.	
i	don’t	see—why	they	couldn’t.

AnThRoPologisT:	let	me	ask	you.	one	of	those	banners	[above	one	
of	the	desks]	is	marked	“circulation.”	What	does	that	term	mean	to	
you?

sTudenT:	As,	 in	 terms	of	 like—a	 library	 circulation?	 i	 don’t	 know.	
maybe	checking	out	books.

AnThRoPologisT:	 And	 the	 other	 one	 over	 here	 is	 “Reference.”	
What’s	that?

sTudenT:	Reference?	i	don’t	know.	either	you,	i	go	there	for	help	or	
i	doubt	 it	has	anything	to	do	with	actually	reference	books.	maybe	
they’re	like	a	reference	book.	you	go	there	and	ask	them	all	sorts	of	
questions.
	 .	.	.

AnThRoPologisT:	What	sorts	of	questions	would	you	imagine	you	
can	ask	at	the	reference	desk?

sTudenT:	hmm,	questions	about	where	things	might	be.	

AnThRoPologisT:	Anything	else?

sTudenT:	hmm,	any	help.	Just	help	generally	with	the	library.
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AnThRoPologisT:	What	other	kinds	of	help	might	you	ask	about?

sTudenT:	i	don’t	know.	

As with some of our other participants, this student articulates that 
librarians can provide directional assistance. Additionally, he seems not 
to know the difference between librarians at the reference desk and staff 
at the circulation desk, a perception which in this case seems to be com-
plicated by his unfamiliarity with the spaces in which library employees 
are working.

certainly, some students we met expected and received more substan-
tive help with research from librarians, including help identifying key-
words, learning how to use the databases and catalog, and finding items 
when they were not quite sure what they were seeking. However, few 
students articulated a belief that they could go to librarians as they were 
trying to make decisions about what their topics might be, or how they 
might develop those topics via their research. A senior psychology major 
said, “i don’t think i would see them and say, ‘Well, this is my research, 
how can i do this and that?’ i don’t see them that way. i see them more 
like, ‘Where’s the bathroom?’” our participant students did not always 
think of librarians as individuals with research expertise.

Seeking Help from Professors 

though students did not always know about or have relationships with 
librarians, students did know how teaching faculty can help them and 
actively sought professors’ help. students in our interviews saw their pro-
fessors as experts in their disciplines and in the research process. students 
also asked professors for help because they knew that professors exercised 
control over grades, and because students understood that part of the pro-
fessors’ role within the university was to help them. Having relationships 
structured in these ways—by students’ perception of professors’ expertise, 
by professors’ power over students’ grades, and by students’ perception 
of professors’ place within the university—professors were able to broker 
knowledge of the content of research and the research process. However, 
students may also have difficulties with some aspects of their research 
when assisted only by instructors. 
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in some cases, students seek professors for help because professors 
exercise power over them by determining their grades. A senior writing 
an environmental science paper said,

i	asked	my	professor	 for	help	because	she’s	very—she	has	us	using	
the	lexisnexis	database	and	she’s	very	specific	to	her	formatting	and	
what	she	believes	a	research	paper	or	outline	or	summary	should	look	
like,	and	by	her	being	very	specific	to	how	she	wants	her	paper	written	
.	.	.	like—an	example	with	a	paper	that	was	worth	25	points,	i	got	a	
17—i	wasn’t	happy	with	that	because	i	always	compare	it	to	the	class	
average.	i	saw	the	class	had	an	average	of	18,	and	i	asked	her,	‘okay,	
i	chose	the	topic	that	you	said	you	wanted	us	to	research.	Where	did	i	
lose	points?”	.	.	.	she	wanted	more	references	[to]	the	ecosystem	and	
[its]	destruction	.	.	.	so	had	to	rewrite	my	paper.

When professors define the rubrics, students reason, professors are the 
individuals to approach with questions. As a result, some students, like 
this one, are grade-oriented in their approach to their classes. students 
may calculate the level of effort required to achieve the grades that they 
desire, including whether to approach a professor for help. certainly not all 
students see their relationships with their professors in this way: a number 
of our students talked about going to their professors because they saw 
their professors’ views as “good” or “correct,” and this evaluation was not 
always present along with a grade orientation. 

For whatever end students plan to use professors’ help, students believe 
teaching faculty are knowledgeable about their research topics and about 
the research process. When asked where he would find books or articles for 
class, a civil engineering student said, “As books go, i’d probably talk to a 
professor or somebody who’s knowledgeable on the topic, so if i need to 
do a history project on, like, France, i’d maybe talk to a French professor 
or something like that—ask them if they know of any books that would 
help me and then try and find them.” When asked what kind of help a 
professor could provide, a criminal justice major said, “to see whether i’m 
headed off in the right direction, to see maybe if my—the quotes that i pull 
out support my argument well enough.” A biology major said he asked for 
help with “how to strengthen . . . my thesis, or topic sentences, that sort of 
thing.” students’ perception of professors’ knowledge motivates students 
to seek professors for help. 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   56 8/24/2011   9:09:18 AM



why don’t students ask librarians for help? / 57

students also see professors as part of an established structure at the 
university to support their research. When asked why she did not typically 
ask librarians for assistance with research projects, one senior psychology 
major replied,

i’m	not	used	to.	And	.	.	.	my	feeling	is	they’re	not	there	to	help	me.	i	
know	it	sounds	kind	of	weird,	but	.	.	.	i	guess	they’re	busy	.	.	.	they’re	
busy	doing	something	else,	like	.	.	.	who	am	i	to	come	and	say?	[With	
my]	professor,	i	feel,	at	least	i	paid	for	the	class	and	you’re	there	to	
teach	me	this	and	i	can	at	 least	use	your	office	hours	or	something	
like	that.	With	somebody	that	i	have	no	connection	[to]	in	any	way	it’s	
like,	why	would	i	ask	you?	

this student understands that part of her professor’s responsibilities is  
to help her. the teacher-student relationship is well-defined; librarians 
are believed to do work unrelated to helping students, or work that,  
while possibly related to research, does not entitle students to relation-
ships with them.

students’ relationships with professors may have some surprising con-
sequences for student help-seeking behavior, especially when combined 
with students’ lack of knowledge of librarians’ roles. For example, some 
students we interviewed assumed the topics in which they were interested 
were so specialized that they could only be discussed with professors. A 
junior taking a sociology class and writing about “men in white-collar jobs” 
explained why he went to his professor to ask for articles for his research 
project: “i think he was the only one that would know what i was writing 
about, because it was specific for that class . . . i think no other person 
would—could have helped me.” overestimating the specificity of their 
topics, and underestimating (or not even considering) librarians’ ability to 
help, students will ask professors for help rather than librarians. 

However, a student will not necessarily succeed in research if he or 
she relies on help from the professor alone. A number of professors with 
whom we spoke taught information literacy skills that librarians also teach, 
such as showing students how to use databases and how to narrow their 
topics through keyword searches. some referred students to help from 
librarians, or incorporated library instruction into their classes. in these 
cases, students may have received the needed information literacy instruc-
tion. other professors did not teach students how to use library resources 
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or did not refer students to librarians for this instruction. these faculty 
members seemed to assume that students would pick up how to do library 
research, or that a one-shot instruction session, which at times professors 
erroneously assumed students previously had, would have been enough. 
At our universities, which students enter with wide ranges of preparedness 
for academic library use, the educational gap created by this relatively 
unsystematic approach may keep less-prepared students at a disadvantage.

Seeking Help from Peers and Family

students were more eager to go to peers and to family for help than to seek 
librarians. to some extent, students’ relationships with peers are deter-
mined by students’ relationships with professors: students go to classmates 
in order to determine how to respond to their professors’ expectations; in 
these ways, these helping relationships are influenced by students’ rela-
tionships to the professor. However, students are also seeking help from 
peers and families because students are habitually in contact with them, 
and because students have been able to evaluate these individuals’ likely 
knowledge of their research topics. students’ familiarity and positive 
experiences with peers and family mean that students will want to go to 
them for help.  nevertheless, peers and family may miseducate students 
about research.

in some cases, the type of relationship that students have with pro-
fessors plays a role in how and whether students approach some of their 
peers. Here, classmates are seen as appropriate sources of help, as students 
assume that their classmates will also be attempting to puzzle through the 
assignments. A senior business major said,

in	the	classroom,	you	know,	everyone	was	pretty	much	checking	with	
each	 other	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 someone	 didn’t	 have	 like	 a	 way-out	
idea—just,	say,	“okay,	well,	where	are	you	at?	did	you	have	any	prob-
lems	with	the	research	information?	.	.	.	Were	you	finding	incomplete	
materials?	original	sources?”	

similarly, a junior biology major said, “i usually work with friends. 
so if i’m having trouble i ask them, ‘How did you find this?’ or, ‘i’m not 
getting any data. Why are you?’” students talk to each other about prob-
lems they are encountering, trying to ensure that they are progressing in 
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approximately the same way, and helping each other with problems. this 
activity is not just about understanding the material, however. A freshman 
political science major said that he asked for help from a friend in order 
to “make sure it was up to the stats of the tA [teaching assistant].” When 
students compare their understanding and progress on assignments with 
each other they are helping each other, but they are also trying to meet 
their instructors’ expectations. students also go to peers and family for help 
because they are in relationships with these helpers, have received help 
from these individuals in the past, and find them accessible when help is 
needed. A freshman said she went to her friends for help because “they’ve 
helped me before with other stuff, yeah.” A junior described “stressing out” 
with a friend about how they were going to find twenty sources as assigned 
for a project, at which point her friend helped her by walking her through 
the library website. in these cases, help seems to arise naturally in the con-
text of ongoing interactions. A sophomore said she went to friends at school 
“because i’m always in a school environment.” Although students described 
getting help from peers more frequently than they did from family, in both 
cases, students’ help-seeking arose from established relationships. 

the kind of familiarity that students have with peers and family allows 
students to make some critical evaluation of these individuals’ ability to 
help. students use such criteria as potential helpers’ ages, education levels, 
or careers to justify their choices. A junior said, “i went to my dad and 
was like, ‘Dad, help me,’ because he has a bachelor’s.” A freshman said 
that he might ask his friends: “Usually i have friends who are older and 
in college and they definitely refer me to different sites or different sec-
tions in the library on how to find a book or maybe how to find a title.” 
Familiarity provides students with access to knowledge about peers’ and 
family members’ potential to offer help.

However, when students get help from peers and family, they may 
be misinformed. Peers, for example, may influence each other to use the 
academic library, or they may lead each other to sources on the open Web 
instead. A senior sociology major said, “but my friends all use the internet, 
and we don’t go to the library. that’s kind of why i think i feel comfort-
able not going. they don’t do it. i don’t really see why i should go too.” 
A freshman said, “i had to ask someone who knows about—knows a lot 
about celebrities, which is a peer, a student in my same class . . . i asked 
her, ‘Where is a good website to go to?’ and she told me where to go. it’s 
called Dogpile i believe . . . and so i went there and it helped me come 
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up with more information for a paper.” students may, however inadver-
tently, connect each other to sources of information that are suboptimal 
or inappropriate.

Lacking University Supports for the  
Librarian-Student Relationship

students may not seek help from librarians in part because our universi-
ties do not ensure that students and librarians connect with each other. 
Library instruction may not be required for students. As a result, relation-
ships with professors, which are supported by the university, determine 
students’ relationships with librarians. Faculty may have low expectations 
for librarians, and consequently students may not be connected to librar-
ians or see why working with librarians may be helpful. 

our universities have introductory writing courses that can include 
library instruction led by librarians. Whether faculty use library instruc-
tion in these courses varies by university: at two universities, departments 
direct instructors to include library instruction in courses, and instruction 
sessions are written into the course curricula; at the other university, 
librarians encourage individual faculty members to include library instruc-
tion. there is also little to no penalty for instructors in these courses who 
choose not to offer library instruction. outside the introductory writing 
courses, however, individual faculty members and departments determine 
whether classes include library instruction, or any introduction to infor-
mation literacy. And, at our universities, which include transfer students 
who would not necessarily take these introductory courses, it is possible 
that some students do not receive library instruction at all. ten percent, 
12 percent, and 9 percent of students at DePaul, nEiU, and Uic, respec-
tively, were incoming transfers in fall 2009 (DePaul office of Planning 
and institutional research 2009; northeastern illinois University office 
of institutional research 2009; University of illinois at chicago office of 
institutional research 2009). 

in the absence of an established structure ensuring that students build 
relationships with librarians throughout their college careers, professors 
play a critical role in brokering students’ relationships with librarians. 
some faculty members we interviewed chose to have instruction or to refer 
students to librarians, others did not, and some were unaware that some 
services, such as library instruction, were even offered by librarians. A 
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number of our students who asked librarians for help said that they did so 
because their professors had told them about librarians or required them 
to go to librarians.

At the same time, professors can have low expectations for librarians’ 
roles. When asked whom they thought students should ask for help, a 
number of faculty members said that they only expected students to ask 
faculty. one faculty member in religious studies explained, 

Well,	i	just	really	think	it’s	my	job	.	.	.	i’ve	never	had	expectations	of	
librarians.	i	know	they	have	the	reference	desk	but	i	just	don’t	have	
the	expectation	because	i	just	don’t	think	the	students	use	the	librar-
ians	.	.	.	now	i	did	get,	once	the	librarian	came	into	the	class	for	an	
hour,	i	did	get	one	or	two	really	good	students	who	made	appoint-
ments	with	the	librarian.	but	it’s	only	going	to	be	the	good	students,	
and	they	might	have	done	it	anyway.	

When asked about librarians’ roles in helping students, faculty also 
expressed low expectations of librarians’ abilities as teachers and research-
ers. some thought that librarians were only able to help students find 
information, believing that the librarian’s primary job is, as one professor 
in communication studies said, “pointing out sources of information that 
are not the generic, standard ones that most people would think of.” An 
anthropology faculty member said,

i	 think	 that	what	happens	 is	 the	 librarians	know	how	to	search	 for	
sources,	but	sometimes	don’t	know	how	to	do	research.	And	don’t	un-
derstand	that	by	broadening	the	approach	or	taking	a	different	angle	
or	even	sending	the	student	back	and	saying,	you	know,	“What	are	
the	other	types	of	things	[resources]	you	could	look	at	to	try	to	under-
stand	this	problem?”	sometimes	i	don’t	know	that	the	student’s	at	a	
point	where	they	can	answer	that	question,	but	sometimes	they	are.	
And	that’s	a	common	disjoint,	i	think.	[librarians]	know	how	to	try	to	
search	for	things,	but	if	it’s	not	on	topic	they’re	gonna	tell	students,	
“Well	there’s	nothing	there.	i	don’t	know	why	you’re	even	trying	to	
find	this	stuff.”	And	that’s	not	what	they	[students]	need	to	hear.

Faculty do not necessarily believe that librarians can help students learn 
the process of developing research interests by exploring related literatures. 
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if these low expectations for librarians are communicated to students, it 
may explain in part why some students ask their professors for help with 
all aspects of their projects, but have limited ideas about what they can 
request from librarians. 

Seeking Help from Public Libraries

students may not ask librarians for help because students’ pursuit of help 
is shaped by their geography and history with certain libraries. (the under-
graduate populations of the three chicago universities in the EriAL Project 
are composed largely of commuter students.) our universities’ students, 
many of whom attended chicago public schools, ask for help at the same 
neighborhood public libraries that they used when writing papers in high 
school. When asked why she felt more comfortable asking librarians at 
the public library for help, a sophomore with an undeclared major said, “i 
guess because i’ve grown up by there, and i know . . . two librarians there.” 
students go to their public libraries because they are “convenient” to their 
homes, as a first-year student put it, and because they have established 
relationships with these librarians. 

However, students using the public library may miss out on the depth 
of resources available at the academic library. A junior did not understand 
that the public library’s collection may have been limited. she said, “i 
had to borrow books and one of the difficulties was i was going to the 
chicago Public Library and you’d be surprised how many of them don’t 
have research topic books. that was really difficult. . . ,” she continued, 
explaining that “research topic books” were books related to the subject 
of her research paper. “so, i’d go and ask for help and they [the public 
library staff] would say, ‘oh we don’t have that book. maybe this branch 
does. you can try over there.’” Lacking an orientation to the college library 
and the help its librarians could provide, this student had difficulty finding 
the sources she needed.

Not Seeking Help

While some students’ relationships lead them into help-seeking, some 
students’ relationships, or lack of them, can lead them not to seek help at 
all. some students in our study were having difficulties with which librar-
ians could help them, but did not seek help from anyone. of these, some 
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students knew that they were having difficulty, but tried to be self-reliant, 
and others did not know they were in need of help. 

Being Self-Reliant

in our sample, students who were having trouble sometimes tried to help 
themselves. A number of students talked about turning to internet sources, 
including the library’s online resources and the open Web. students tended 
to prefer these sources because they were familiar and convenient, and 
possibly because those resources bolstered students’ sense of independence. 
However, when students used the open Web they could run into difficulty 
finding the best sources, and they could have difficulty evaluating those 
sources.

When students are having trouble, they may turn to internet sources 
for help, including the library’s Web-based sources and the open Web. A 
junior public policy major said, 

i’ve	noticed	there	aren’t	that	many	resources	in	the	library	or	a	lot	
of	articles,	so	i’ve	had	to	use	the	internet,	but	from	there	i’ve	actu-
ally	found	authors,	reliable	authors	.	.	.	Phds	doing	research,	so	from	
there	i	can	move	on	and	figure	out	okay,	with	the	few	materials	that	
are	available	at	the	library,	how	can	i	use	them?

the open Web in particular is students’ resource when they have difficulty 
using library resources, or when other sources fail them. A freshman who 
expressed reluctance to ask peers for help instead resorted to Google, say-
ing, “i think just the internet was my help.”

students prefer the internet, especially the open Web, because it is 
familiar and convenient to them. in fact, students say that “of course” 
they go to the internet, it is such an “obvious” source to them, referring 
to Google, for example, as “my trusty friend.” A junior sociology major 
explained, “i’ve been using the internet for, like, twelve years—i grew up 
with it, you know? so like, i’m at home there.” A sophomore said, “i kind 
of always have gotten used to going on Google and just searching there.” 

the availability of open Web online resources such as Google and the 
library’s Web resources may help students feel they can do their work 
independently. A sophomore English major said, “it’s all on the library’s 
website, so it’s good that i went to the website and looked for it all. the 
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instructions are really clear, but that’s how i found it. Doing that on my 
own.” A freshman appreciated the ease of access that Jstor afforded him, 
saying, “you can use Jstor wherever you go.” 

As with students accessing public libraries, self-reliant students, par-
ticularly those using the open Web, may miss out on the resources available 
in the academic library. students using the open Web also have difficulty 
evaluating the credibility of Web-based resources, and find that website 
evaluation is a time-consuming process. A freshman elementary education 
major said of an internet source:

i’m	not	exactly	sure	who	wrote	it—i	mean	they	do	have	things	at	the	
bottom	where	you	can	go	and	see	the	author,	but	they	don’t	always	
have	the	most	accurate	information	i	find—especially	when	i	was	do-
ing	my	research	papers.	it	was	good	that	i	only	had	to	use	three	in-
ternet	 resources,	 because	 i	 had	 a	 tough	 time	 looking	 and	 just	 like	
i’m	not	exactly	sure	who	are	these	people	that	are	publishing	it,	and	
where	they	got	the	 information	from.	it	was	kind	of—in	a	book	you	
always	have	other	references,	everything	that	they’ve	used—in	an	in-
ternet	website	i	always	find	that	it’s	kind	of	hard	to	follow	those.	

A junior said, “And, you know, you go on the internet and you search for 
stuff and that’s hard because you don’t know what’s actually been verified 
as true on the internet because anybody can put anything on the internet, 
so it’s difficult.” these students, though they feel more at home using the 
open Web, may at times be missing the most effective and efficient ways 
to find scholarly information.

Not knowing When to Access Help

some students in our study did not identify that they were having diffi-
culties with which they could use help. some overestimated their ability 
or knowledge. For example, a freshman electrical engineering student, 
when asked if there was anything else he would like to know about the 
library and its resources, said, without irony, “not really, because i know 
it all.” more commonly, students persevered as they tried to use library 
resources, but continued to have poor results without identifying if or 
when it would be appropriate to seek help. students said, if they could 
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have done something differently on their projects, that they probably 
would have spent more time on their work. Lacking orientation to the 
ways librarians could help them, these students devoted effort to ineffec-
tive research strategies. 

DISCUSSION

these data suggest that analysis of undergraduate students’ helping rela-
tionships inside and outside the library, and how these relationships are 
further shaped by universities, geography, and previous experience with 
information sources, can provide useful insights into their practices of 
help-seeking. We found that students did not ask librarians for help when 
they did not know how librarians could help them and when relationships 
with faculty and the structure of their universities offered only weak sup-
ports for ensuring that students build relationships with librarians. instead, 
students prefer to seek help from those individuals with whom they have 
established relationships. students may evaluate the knowledge of these 
individuals, but the relationships are also shaped by power and familiar-
ity. Professors have power over students, and this power to some extent 
shapes the character of the relationship students have with the professor: 
since professors control students’ grades, students see the professor as the 
logical choice from whom to seek help. Likewise, this relationship between 
student and professor shapes students’ relationships with their peers 
somewhat, making classmates the other individuals deemed appropriate 
to ask questions. However, students also go to other peers and to family 
because students are familiar with these individuals, and students may go 
to public librarians for help because public librarians are both familiar 
and geographically convenient. in each of these relationships, students 
may be receiving the help that they need, but it is also possible that they 
do not receive appropriate help, either when a faculty member neglects 
to instruct a student in information literacy, when a peer miseducates a 
student, or when a public librarian is not able to offer all of the sources 
the student would need. We also find that some students do not seek help, 
either because they are self-reliant or because they do not perceive that 
they need help, and that a lack of help-seeking can also lead to difficulties 
in students’ research. 
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our findings reinforce prior research on help-seeking practices in 
libraries, specifically that students prefer to seek help from peers and 
professors rather than from librarians. in contrast to these earlier studies, 
which have identified categories of people from whom students seek help 
and students’ experience and understanding of librarians and the library, 
our study also focused on the types of relationships associated with student 
help-seeking practices, as well as the influence of universities, geography, 
and other information sources. We believe our findings underscore the 
potential value of extending research on help-seeking to include a stronger 
focus on how relationships outside the library shape students’ knowledge 
of and attitudes toward librarians in different universities, as well as the 
frequency and quality of interactions in relationships as factors in how 
students seek help.

WHAT ARE THE ANSWERS?

Given that some students do not seek substantive help from librarians, 
how can librarians become part of the academic support structure for col-
lege students? Given students’ preference sometimes not to seek help at 
all, what can librarians do to support help-seeking as a learning strategy? 
Possible solutions to both these problems are to strengthen administrative 
structures ensuring the library is integrated into curricula, to capitalize on 
students’ relationships with professors and peers, and to build relationships 
through online services. 

As previously noted, administrative structures in these universities are 
not always in place to ensure that the library is part of students’ college 
experience. since students do not necessarily go to librarians as a source 
of help, libraries could focus their efforts on strengthening institutional 
structures at universities that support librarians’ work. to do this, libraries 
could attempt, for example, to convince their university administrations 
that research classes with library instruction should be included as a neces-
sary part of students’ college experience. the challenge for building such 
a structure is a great one, and more research is needed to ensure that it is 
appropriate, such as longitudinal studies on the effectiveness of reference 
services and library instruction on students’ research success. 

this effort could also be furthered with quantitative analysis of how 
much contact students need to have with librarians in order to see them 
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as appropriate sources of help with substantive reference questions, and 
whether giving the librarian further power over student assignments would 
substantially improve measures of student research success and the rate 
at which students access librarians. While our ethnographic data are sug-
gestive, they are also limited in that, as in any ethnographic study, we 
do not know the extent to which our propositions hold true; we can only 
describe some real students’ and professors’ relationships and hypothesize 
how these data may be further generalized.

For librarians, building relationships with professors is critical for 
building relationships with students. students go to professors for help. 
Librarians can build relationships with faculty to ensure that faculty rec-
ommend that students seek librarians for help. For example, in order to 
facilitate this process at nEiU, librarians recommended creating a checklist 
for marketing services to faculty, ensuring regular contacts to build these 
relationships, as well as hosting orientations for new faculty, who may be 
more open to learning about what library services are available to them. 
since a number of students in our project went to the library when their 
faculty members required it, librarians can also approach faculty in order 
to create graded assignments that require work with librarians.

Peer mentors, that is, mentors to students who are students themselves, 
are also potential supporters and proponents of librarians. some research 
supports this notion. Partnerships between peer mentors and librarians 
at trinity University in texas resulted in an increase in use of library 
sources and helped to establish student-librarian relationships (millet and 
chamberlain 2007). sessions with peer mentors increased students’ aware-
ness of librarians and library sources. As a result of peer mentor training, 
several mentors brought their classes for library instruction. Peer mentors 
recognized when students needed help even when the professor did not. A 
recommendation from a classmate or friend may also determine whether 
students will use reference services in the future, even more than library 
instruction (sobel 2009).

the nEiU Library is in the midst of working with the university’s First 
year Experience (FyE) program to train peer mentors to serve as conduits 
to the library and librarians. Peer mentors in the nEiU FyE program 
currently maintain a high level of interaction with first-year students. 
mentors are committed to informing freshmen of services on campus and 
supporting them in the sometimes tumultuous transition from high school 
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to college. Under the library’s new initiative with the peer mentoring pro-
gram, mentors will act as bridges between students and librarians, easing 
the anxiety related to approachability and access. the learning objectives 
of this project will first be met by the peer mentors themselves in order 
to ensure that they master the research skills that will be passed on to the 
students, and are as follows: 

•	 students will be able to locate materials and identify services 
in the library in order to increase their comfort level and 
familiarity with the library.

•	 students will be able to identify, and articulate the 
advantages of using, library sources (online and print) in 
order to demonstrate their readiness for academic research. 

•	 students will be able to apply criteria to sources in order to 
evaluate the reliability, usefulness, or relevance of that source 
to their research. 

•	 students will see librarians as sources of help in order to 
expand their arsenal of academic support. 

 Peer mentors work only with first-year students, however, so librar-
ians must seek other ways to ensure that all students are aware of the 
type of help that reference librarians can provide. As our research sug-
gests, students’ views of librarians’ role in help-seeking may reflect the 
professors’ view of the librarians’ role. students can be grade-oriented, 
so seeking assistance from a professor may appear to them to be a more 
logical approach than seeking help from someone outside of the student/
professor/grade dynamic. Providing graded assignments that involve meet-
ing with a reference librarian may incentivize students to seek help from 
librarians, making librarians part of a circle of support that students view 
not only as accessible, but as logical. 

students also view the internet as an accessible source of help although 
they may at times question the trustworthiness of the content. the plethora 
of information sources available online and their relative ease of access 
give students a sense of autonomy and self-control that feels liberating and 
empowering. Librarians can work with this sense of self-efficacy by weav-
ing our presence into their Web world via chat reference, online guides 
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and tutorials, and other tools that will connect them to the library from 
where they are already connected. 

CONCLUSIONS

students will seek help from those with whom they have established 
relationships. those relationships have either developed over time, as 
with friends and family, or are etched into existing power structures such 
as that between the professor and the student. relationships with librar-
ians can start early in students’ college years and build over time. the 
long-term outcomes of such relationships need to be further studied and 
documented; however, fostering such relationships may be beneficial. For 
example, when asked why they were comfortable asking a librarian for 
help, one freshman replied, 

Pretty	much	because	when	we	did	a	tour	when	i	was	doing	the	summer	
transition	program	[a	program	to	 introduce	students	 to	 the	college	
campus],	when	we	came	to	the	library	.	.	.	because	she	[the	librarian	
introducing	 students	 to	 the	 library]	was	 so	nice,	and	she	explained	
how	you	know,	all	the	librarians	here	are	very	nice,	and	when	some-
body’s	at	the	reference	desk	they	want	to	help	us	.	.	.	and	all	of	them,	
all	the	people	are	so	nice	and	just	made	you	feel	really,	really	comfort-
able	just	to	ask	even	a	simple	question,	and	just	made	everybody	feel	
so	comfortable	.	.	.

this student felt comfortable asking a librarian for help because she had 
been introduced to the library and the librarians during a summer pro-
gram for incoming freshmen. Positive interactions such as these are a  
step toward creating student-librarian relationships based on familiarity, 
a factor that our study suggests influences students’ willingness to seek 
assistance. With institutional support, librarians can foster these kinds 
of relationships via peer mentor programs, graded library assignments 
that emerge from librarian-faculty collaborations, and increased librar-
ian outreach efforts to meet students in-person and online. in this way, 
librarians position themselves to work with other departments, programs, 
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and campus initiatives so that seeking help from librarians is not only 
encouraged, but essential. 

NOTE

1. students’ tendency not to ask librarians for help may be a growing 
trend. the Association for research Libraries statistics 2007–2008 
suggests that reference transactions in its member libraries 
decreased by 53 percent between 1991 and 2007 (Kyrillidou and 
bland 2009), though there is debate about how accurately such 
data reflect how librarians currently provide reference services (for 
example, see novotny 2002).
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5
Searching for Answers:
Student Research 
Behavior at Illinois 
Wesleyan University
AnDrEW D. AsHEr AnD LynDA m. DUKE

locating and evaluating information is 
an essential skill for academic success. 

moreover, the ability to conduct a successful and efficient search for 
high-quality information is a critical thinking skill that is central to life in 
contemporary information and knowledge-driven environments. search 
has, of course, become part of our daily lives like never before, as internet 
search engines play an ever-increasing role in how we locate and process 
information. However, the seeming simplicity of tools like Google belies 
a complex and iterative process that requires the integration of numerous 
analytical and technical steps, as well as knowledge and experience on 
the part of the user. 

When searching for scholarly resources for an academic assignment, 
successful students must not only familiarize themselves with a discipline 
and its particular jargon, but also must have an adequate understanding 
of how information is organized, how to evaluate sources, and how to 
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use the “tools” of scholarship, such as online catalogs, databases, indexes, 
Library of congress subject Headings, and many of the other myriad 
resources available in an academic library. if a student lacks sufficient 
knowledge in any one of these areas, the quality of their search results, 
and subsequently the sources on which they base their research, can be 
significantly diminished. 

recent studies have suggested several trends in the search habits of 
undergraduate students. According to an ocLc summary of user behavior 
reports, Google and electronic journals are playing an ever-increasing role 
in the research process (connaway and Dickey 2010, 4). Google’s place 
as the preferred starting point for both everyday and academic research 
is clear, as evidenced by almost every recent study of student search hab-
its (connaway and Dickey 2010, 28–29; Head and Eisenberg 2009, 15; 
De rosa et al. 2005, 1–7; Prabha, connaway, and Dickey 2006, 13–14, 
16–18; Griffiths and brophy 2005, 550, 545). this is not to say, however, 
that students are using Google for everything. Even if students begin 
with Google, there is evidence from both the EriAL study and elsewhere 
(Gabridge, Gaskell, and stout 2008, 516–17; Head and Eisenberg 2009, 
3) that students working on academic assignments do eventually consult 
library databases, especially when seeking reliable or scholarly sources. 

Google’s pervasiveness may also be affecting search in other more 
subtle ways. Google’s simplicity and single search box seems to have cre-
ated the expectation among students of a specific search experience within 
the library: in particular, a single search box that quickly accesses many 
resources and an overreliance on simple keyword search (see Hampton-
reeves et. al. 2009, 45; cibEr 2008, 14).  

in comparison with the ease of the Google user experience, the various 
and fragmented catalogs, databases, and interfaces contained on a typical 
academic library’s website are extremely complex. the “cognitive load” 
of using these resources effectively can be “immense” (cibEr 2008, 30), 
thereby inhibiting students’ successful retrieval of information (see Wong 
et. al. 2009, 6). As nonexpert and nonprofessional researchers, under-
graduate students typically emphasize efficiency over thoroughness (Head 
and Eisenberg 2009, 20; Griffiths and brophy 2005, 549–50; connaway 
and Dickey 2010, 32, 34), and favor full-text online resources (see also 
connaway and Dickey 2010, 27). this can be viewed as searching using 
the path of least resistance, in which luck plays an important role and 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   72 8/24/2011   9:09:19 AM



searching for answers / 73

a willingness to settle for “good enough” sources is student researchers’ 
accepted practice.  

this chapter will examine how undergraduates at illinois Wesleyan 
University find and evaluate information for their research assignments.1 
As part of the EriAL Project, the iWU research team conducted two types 
of interviews that specifically investigated how students search: research 
process interviews and ethnographic interviews (for a description of 
these methods, see chapter 1). in total, 60 iWU undergraduate students 
participated in these interviews: 30 in each of the two types. First-year 
students accounted for just under half this sample with 29 participants, 
while sophomores, juniors, and seniors were more evenly represented with 
12, 7, and 10 participants respectively (2 students did not indicate their 
academic level). 

Although the EriAL research team observed a considerable range in 
students’ search capabilities, and a few students demonstrated excellent 
search skills, the majority of students—of all levels—who participated 
in this study exhibited significant difficulties that ranged across nearly 
every aspect of the search process. in general, students appeared to lack 
the methodological understanding required to conduct an effective search. 
After reviewing iWU’s research process interviews, only 7 out of 30 
students conducted what a librarian might consider a reasonably well- 
executed search. search therefore appears to be a significant area of weak-
ness for iWU students, and many students described experiences of anxiety 
and confusion when looking for resources—an observation that seems to be 
widespread among students at the five institutions involved in the study. 
When asked to describe the biggest problems she encountered when work-
ing on research assignments, a senior in music replied, 

Probably	 finding	 a	 topic.	 ’cause	 i’m	 always	 afraid	 that	 [it]	 doesn’t	
have	enough	literature	.	.	.	that	i	won’t	find	enough	sources	for	[it],	or	
that	it’s	going	to	be	too	complex	for	me	and	i	will	find	sources,	but	i	
won’t	be	able	to	understand	them	and	then	i	won’t	be	able	to	write	a	
thesis	because	i	don’t	know	what	they	are	talking	about.	so	that’s	al-
ways	my	fear:	like	i’ll	pick	a	topic	and	i’ll	be	working	on	it	and	several	
weeks	go	by	and	that’s	when	i	realize	it’s	too	hard	and	i	won’t	have	as	
much	time	to	write	the	paper	and	change	the	topic.	
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similarly, a senior in women’s studies described her confusion in conduct-
ing a search: 

Just	finding	ways	to	narrow	down,	there	was	just	so	much	information	
.	.	.	how	do	i	weed	out	what	my	specific	topic	is	from	the	general	larger	
topic?	.	.	.	how	do	i	find	specifically	my	information	when	there’s	not	
a	book	titled	[on]	this	topic?	so,	i	guess	just	being	overwhelmed	with	
the	amount	of	literature	out	there	[that]	doesn’t	really	relate	to	my	
topic	and	how	do	i	pull	my	stuff	out	of	it?	’cause	i	feel	like	i	was	very	
much	kind	of	blindly	branching	out	and	a	lot	of	times	by	chance	finding	
things	and	then	going	on	from	there.	

Unfortunately, these difficulties appear to flow directly from gaps in stu-
dents’ information literacy skills. in the following pages we will discuss 
some of the most significant deficiencies we observed in students’ search 
strategies, as well as suggestions for addressing these issues. 

CHOOSING A DATABASE

students routinely exhibited difficulties finding and choosing an appro-
priate database for their research. of the 30 research process interviews, 
15 students conducted searches in databases that a librarian would most 
likely never recommend for their topic. Furthermore, students who had 
not had a library instruction session exhibited substantial difficulty find-
ing their way to any library database. For example, while looking for a 
journal article, one student tried the following areas on the library’s web-
site: iLLiad (used to request journal articles not owned by iWU), Digital 
commons (the institutional repository), citation Linker (used to locate 
journal titles owned by the library), the i-share catalog (used to request 
books from other illinois libraries), and Google, where she finally gave up 
without locating an article. 

When choosing a database, students typically returned repeatedly to 
a resource that had worked in the past, even if it was not the best or most 
appropriate for the task (see also Head and Eisenberg 2009, 3). the Ames 
Library’s usage statistics also reflected this. of the 101 databases that 
had one year of comparable search data, the top three databases (Jstor, 
PsycinFo, and Academic search Premier) accounted for 38.7 percent 
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of searches. Usage then fell off quickly, with the next seven databases 
accounting for 20.4 percent of searches. the remaining 91 databases 
accounted for 40.9 percent of searches, with 76 of these databases holding 
a less than 1 percent share of total searches (table 5.1).2

the popularity of Jstor is perhaps illustrative. At iWU, Jstor 
appears to have a very loyal following. During our ethnographic inter-
views, Jstor was mentioned 56 times, followed distantly by PsycinFo 
with 17 mentions. only Google exceeded Jstor, with 115 references. 
students appeared to rely on Jstor disproportionately, to an extent that 
surprised the librarians, who often did not view Jstor as the optimum 
resource for students’ research assignments. However, for students, Jstor 
was usually sufficiently robust to meet the minimum requirements of a par-
ticular assignment—typically around five sources. in short, Jstor simply 
works for a wide range of assignments across a wide range of disciplines, 
providing fast access to full-text and reliable resources. students generally 

Database

Number  
of  

Searches

Percentage  
of Total  
Searches

Jstor 32,116 14.78%

PsycinFo 27,906 12.84%

Academic search Premier 24,082 11.08%

top 3 84,104 38.7%

cinAHL Plus with full text 9481 4.36%

Hoover’s online 6501 2.99%

mLA international bibliography 6190 2.85%

science citation index 5789 2.66%

Lexisnexis 5515 2.54%

social sciences citation index 5478 2.52%

Arts & Humanities citation index 5400 2.49%

top ten 128,458 59.11%

remaining 91 Databases 88,840 40.88%

  totAL 434,596 100%

TABLE 5.1 Database Use at IWU, Academic Year 2008–2009
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did not realize—and had not investigated—the limitations of the database 
that might make it inappropriate for a given task. For example, students 
regularly used Jstor to search for current information, not realizing that 
Jstor does not provide access to the most recently published articles 
(articles typically only appear in Jstor after 3–5 years, depending on 
publisher).3 nor did students think to investigate whether or not there was 
a database that would be more focused on their topic of choice. students 
found Jstor effective because it fit in well with their established work 
practices. Unfortunately, because it provides access to full-text materials, 
as well as its flexibility and wide coverage of topics, Jstor also enabled 
students to succeed using subpar search strategies simply because it worked 
well enough.

making search easier for students can therefore be a double-edged 
sword: while it enables students to get to information faster and easier, it 
can also reinforce unreflective research habits that contribute little to the 
overall synthesis of a research paper or academic argument. 

CONSTRUCTING A SEARCH 

once students chose a database (that was appropriate or otherwise) 
for their search activities, they often did not understand how to use it 
adequately. Almost without exception, iWU students exhibited a lack of 
understanding of search logic, how to build a search to narrow or expand 
results, how to use subject headings, and how various search engines 
(including Google) organize and display results. As one student mentioned 
while conducting a search of the library’s online catalog, “Apparently you 
don’t have much on rock and roll,” not realizing that if she changed her 
search term (i.e., to rock music), she would have encountered many excel-
lent sources for her assignment.

During the 30 research process interviews conducted for the EriAL 
study, the research team observed 121 unique searches.4 ninety-three of 
these searches were for unknown items (e.g., when a student was attempt-
ing to discover sources related to a research question, rather than a specific 
book title or journal article).

the vast majority of searches we observed students conduct were sim-
ple searches. students generally treated all search boxes as the equivalent 
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of a Google search box, and searched “Google-style,” using the “any word 
anywhere” keyword search as a default. of the 30 students we observed, 
27 conducted searches using “any word anywhere,” “all fields,” or an 
equivalent default search when it was not appropriate to do so. in total, 
155 of the 192 observed sets of search terms used this approach (see also 
cibEr 2008, 14; Hampton-reeves et. al. 2009, 45). While searching in 
the cinAHL database, a junior in nursing explained, “so, i basically throw 
whatever i want into the search box and hope it comes up . . . but it’s like 
Google and i use it like Google. i don’t know how to use it any other way.” 

students’ overuse of the simple search leads directly to the problems 
of obtaining too many or too few search results. these twin problems of 
“too little” and “too much” information are really one and the same, as 
both issues stem from a lack of sufficient conceptual understanding of 
how information is organized and how to build an effective search query 
in library databases. Almost all of the students we interviewed exhibited 
difficulties evaluating and narrowing down (or expanding) search results. 

When faced with unsatisfactory results, students usually changed the 
search, either by entering new search terms or trying a different database 
altogether, rather than using more advanced search tools to expand or 
refine the search. Perhaps because of their experience with Google, stu-
dents often appeared to believe that if they could only find the magic words 
or phrase, whatever piece of information they were looking for would be 
revealed to them. 

this belief can cause students to assume that if they cannot quickly 
find information on a topic, then the information must not exist and they 
should give up on that topic. only rarely did students conclude that a lack 
of search results might, in fact, reflect incorrect search terms or an inef-
fective search strategy. A sophomore international studies major noted, 

originally	i	had	a	different	topic.	i	was	thinking	about	something	that	
had	to	do	[with]	the	discrimination	of	Jews	in	sixteenth-century	lon-
don,	and	i	realized	that	finding	information	on	that	would	be	almost	
impossible.	’cause	i’m	interested	in	the	really	obscure	topics	that	you	
would	be	like,	“that’s	really	interesting.”	but	no	one	really	has	done	
anything	on	that,	so	it’s	really	hard	to	find.	so,	[crime	in	nineteenth-
century	london]	seemed	like	it	would	be	easy	to	find	information	on,	
so	i	decided	on	that	one	and	i	was	interested	[in	it]	[italics	added].	
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students regularly overestimated how “obscure” a particular topic actually 
is, and demonstrated remarkable ease in changing topics to fit easily found 
information. in this way, students pass up unique or interesting topics in 
favor of topics with widespread coverage. 

When asked how many sources she would look at before changing her 
research topic, the international studies student above replied, “Probably, 
it would depend on time. i probably would take about an hour and say if 
i can’t find any websites, articles, anything in an hour’s time, then it’s just 
pointless, you shouldn’t do it. Usually doing Google, if you change your 
keywords 3, 4, or 5 times and still nothing pops up, then you know you 
should change your topic. there’s really nothing going on there.” she con-
tinued, noting her tendency to change topics as a result of a failed search: 

Well	lots	of	times,	when	you’re	looking	for	websites	or	articles,	you’ll	
find	one	 that’s	 really	credible	and	good,	 so	you	automatically	 think	
you	don’t	have	to	keep	looking	anymore,	i	found	it,	it’s	good.	And	then	
you	start	 looking	through	 it	and	find	out	 it’s	some	17	year	old	that	
just	made	this	website	and	all	this.	so	sometimes	you	get	discouraged	
and	you	think	that	maybe	you	should	just	pick	another	topic.	i	know	
a	couple	of	times	i	was	like,	“i	don’t	think	this	is	going	to	work	out,	i	
should	start	talking	to	my	professor	about	another	topic.”	so,	it	really	
takes	a	lot	of	reading	the	books	and	really	going	through	them	and	go-
ing	through	the	articles	and	making	sure	you	can	use	them.

throughout the EriAL Project’s interviews, we observed students 
fitting their research papers to sources, rather than using sources as a 
basis for furthering an argument. students assumed that any informa-
tion obtained from the library website is automatically “good,” and often 
allowed the first few sources they located to define their research question. 
in general, students had a very strong preference for selecting sources 
that were available online in full-text, often leading to a student ignoring 
a potentially appropriate source simply because it was not readily avail-
able. indeed, any barrier, even the most mundane or rudimentary, could 
inhibit students from accessing a particular source (see also cibEr 2008, 
30). For example, requesting an item through interlibrary loan, finding a 
print source in the stacks, or even clicking on a link to another database 
were routinely viewed as obstacles not worth the effort of navigating. A 
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senior in women’s studies commented: “When i get somewhere where 
it says, ‘oh, this isn’t available here, do this to request it,’ i’m just like, 
‘let’s see if i can find this somewhere else without [requesting it].’ i pretty 
much pick the least amount of work necessary. if i don’t have access to it, 
i search for something else.”

iWU students were equally plagued by too much information, and found 
themselves overwhelmed by a deluge of search results that they were often 
unequipped to evaluate, limit, and refine. A first-year student in music stud-
ies related how he often feels overwhelmed by information. When asked 
what he expected librarians to know about technology, he explained, 

how	 to	 use	 it	 and	 how	not	 to	 let	 it	 distract	 you.	how	 to	 keep	 [in-
formation]	under	control.	[i	need	to]	not	sit	there	on	an	information	
binge	for	an	hour—be	able	to	say	“okay,	i’ve	used	[the	databases];	i	
actually	need	to	read	these	sources	now.”	i	actually	didn’t	feel	like	i	
got	that	feeling	in	our	[library]	information	sessions,	[when]	it	was	a	
little	bit	more	like	[the	way]	we	need	to	be	researching.	And,	literally,	
i	would	come	in	here	and	literally	for	hours	be	researching.	i	finally	
realized,	“whoa,	i	need	to	just	read	some	of	these	things.”	because	
i	had	this	much	paper	printed	out	(spreads	fingers	to	about	1”)	and	
like	15	books,	seriously.	And	i	needed	to	slow	down	on	the	research.

A junior in psychology also explained his difficulty conducting the litera-
ture review for one of his papers: 

so	for	me	[the	literature	review]	was	kind	of	hard,	the	one	big	thing	
that	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 actually	 commented	 on	was	 “how	 are	we	 sup-
posed	to	know	what’s	out	there?”	it’s	really	hard	to	just	search,	be-
cause	you	can	be	searching	and	searching	and	then	oftentimes	you	
can	try	different	keywords	and	it	will	bring	this	wealth	of	information	
that	 you	 could	 easily	 be	 overlooking	 if	 you	 didn’t	 do	an	 exhaustive	
search,	which	is	what	we	always	heard	[that	we	should	do].	but	how	
are	you	supposed	to	know	what’s	out	there?	.	.	.	because	sometimes	
you	wouldn’t	find	anything	on	what	you	were	supposed	to	talk	about	
or	you	couldn’t	find	anything	on	what	you	wanted	to	talk	about.	so	the	
information	is	there	and	the	system	is	there	but	i	think,	as	students,	
it’s	hard	to	pull	it	out	because	there’s	so	much	out	there.”
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these struggles indicate that students need tools that help provide structure 
to their searches. in our observations, students tended to have greater suc-
cess when they were forced to choose subject keywords through a guided 
keyword process (e.g., PsycinFo) or when facets were available to easily 
refine results.

SOURCE EVALUATION: “I NEVER  
GO PAST THE FIRST PAGE” 

students’ evaluation of potential sources appeared cursory (see also cibEr 
2008, 10). students typically made rapid appraisals of a source’s useful-
ness, often based only on its title or a superficial scan of its abstract. only 
rarely did a student actually look at the subject headings or keywords asso-
ciated with the document, read the text itself, or locate the book to review 
the table of contents. For example, one student, while searching library 
databases for information about women in baseball, lamented the dearth 
of information about this subject and was seriously considering changing 
topics—all while her mouse was hovering over the subject heading “All-
American Girls Professional baseball League.”

When evaluating search results, students seldom examined citations 
past the first or second page of their results, an observation that is sup-
ported by Griffiths and brophy’s recent study of search engine use (2005, 
551). A senior in psychology explained while demonstrating a search, 

honestly	i	never	go	past	2	or	3	pages	in	searching	for	the	results.	but	
if	i	find	something	that	i	like,	i	look	at	the	title	and	if	the	title	seems	
applicable,	 i	 look	 at	 the	abstract	 and	 if	 that	 looks	 applicable,	 i	 go	
through	and	read	a	little	bit	more	of	the	introduction	and	if	that	seems	
applicable	then	i’ll	print	it.	i	don’t	like	these	ones	that	came	up,	so	i’m	
going	to	search	something	else.

When evaluating sources, students also utilized eclectic, and sometimes 
inaccurate, methods of source evaluation, particularly when examining 
the validity of websites (see also Lee 2008, 215). A first-year student in 
mathematics described how she decided on the credibility of a website: 
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if	i	can	make	 it,	 i	wouldn’t	 trust	 it.	 [Pointing	 to	a	website	on	par-
enting	as	an	example]	i	can	probably	make	this	website;	i	probably	
wouldn’t	be	able	to	make	this	part	[pointing],	but	i	mean	everything	
else.	like	this	neon	blue	background	with	that	font	and	just	put	stuff	
[on	the	page].	i	wouldn’t	use	this	website,	i	would	use	the	book	where	
it’s	published	or	some	other	scholarly	articles	or	if	it’s	Princeton	study	
or	something	like	that,	anything	to	do	with	the	word	scholarly,	school,	
or	university	i	would	probably	use.	

A sophomore in music education observed,

i	don’t	know.	i	am	probably	not	the	best	person	for	this,	but	i	 just	
look	at	the	bottom	and	see	if	there’s	an	address	or	some	kind	of	seal	
and—simple—if	 it	 says	 association	 or	 foundation	 or	 something,	 i	 	
assume	that	someone	is	saying	that	it’s	worth	it.	i	don’t	know.	overall	
on	a	website,	it’s	pretty	easy	to	see	if	you	paid	to	have	a	web	designer	
to	do	this	website,	or	 if	you	just	kind	of	made	it	on	 iWeb.	so	that’s	
probably	not	the	best	way,	but.	.	.	

When searching for sources for an academic paper, students routinely 
searched only to meet the minimum expectations of the assignment rather 
than the most relevant or most useful sources. students tended to make 
use of whatever materials were most easily available, and focused more 
on simply finishing a paper and getting a grade, than questions of research 
process. When asked what resources she used to write a paper, the math-
ematics student replied, “Websites mostly. ideally i would use books ’cause 
books you can take home with you. it’s nice but it’s not as easy as a web-
site, but you know books are reliable. it’s been through so many people 
and everything so if i was looking for reliability, books would be better. 
but i’m lazy and i use the internet.”

Furthermore, iWU students often did not try, or allow enough time, 
to have a comprehensive approach to literature review. the mathematics 
first-year student continued, “i usually have one or two main sources [that] 
i get a lot of my information from and then others where i get the rest of 
them like [to fill] the cracks that i need . . . yeah i procrastinate, but when 
i want something, i want it now.” 

A senior in accounting also admitted that she did not want to commit 
the time required to do thorough research, 
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i	don’t	want	to	be	reading	a	 lot	of	old	stuff	 .	 .	 .	 like	an	article—it’s	
bad	enough	 to	read	through	 like	15	pages,	 i	don’t	want	 to	have	to	
flip	through	an	entire	book.	And	especially	if	it’s	gonna	be	like	these	
10	books	that	i	get	and	each	book	has	3	pages	in	it,	so	i	get	to	carry	
around	10	books	just	so	i	can	read	these	30	pages.	so	i	don’t	know.	i	
guess	that’s	probably	laziness	more	than	anything	else.

TECHNICAL PROBLEMS 

While iWU students exhibited the most significant problems with informa-
tion literacy and the intellectual aspects of search, students also encoun-
tered a variety of technical difficulties when navigating the various and 
fragmented databases and interfaces of the library, including dead links 
in the databases, slow database interfaces, and incomplete information on 
iLLiad (document) request forms. these problems often resulted in students 
abandoning the source in question and beginning a search for different 
items. As observed above, students were very quick to give up on pursuing 
a source, so much so, that virtually any obstacle they encountered would 
cause them to move on to another source or to change their research topic. 

students also exhibited a lack of understanding of where the border 
is located between library resources and internet resources. For example, 
when a student is instructed by a professor to find “non-internet sources,” 
students are often unsure if the library databases, which are accessed via 
the internet, constitute appropriate sources. Likewise, if a student accesses 
library resources via Google scholar, the student is often unaware that 
these are, in fact, frequently made available through the library (see also 
cibEr 2008, 16). 

students who had participated in library instruction sessions clearly 
knew more about the search process than those who had not. these stu-
dents were more adept at locating databases, changing keywords, and using 
more of the library’s tools. As one student noted, the librarian “gives us the 
most effective sources to use.” Likewise, a senior in psychology explained 
the importance of library information sessions: 

i	was	introduced	to	how	to	find	scholarly	articles	and	journals.	And	i	
literally	had	no	idea	before.	i	would	have	been	googling	for	the	past	
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four	years	 if	 they	hadn’t	 told	me.	That’s	pretty	huge,	 i	 think.	They	
taught	us	how	to	expand	or	explode—i	don’t	know	the	term,	but	your	
search	terms.	so	you	can	look	for	more	and	narrow	it	and	how	to	limit	
your	searches	to	exactly	what	you	want.	Just	kind	of	[the]	functional-
ity	of	the	program.

nevertheless, even students who had participated in information sessions 
often did not remember some basic or specific concepts, or apply them 
correctly.
 

SEEkING HELP

Although the majority of iWU students struggled with finding the correct 
database to use, their search terms, locating a known item, and/or techni-
cal problems, not one student sought the assistance of a librarian during 
an observed search. this result corresponds with the findings of Project 
information Literacy, a national study of college students’ information-
seeking behaviors, which reported that “eight out of 10 of the respondents 
reported rarely, if ever, turning to librarians for help with course-related 
assignments,” while only “1 in 10 students used online reference, or non-
credit library sessions” (Head and Eisenberg 2009, 3, 23). though vexing, 
this may not, however, be a new problem. Fister, in her 1992 study of 
the undergraduate research process, observed that students sought out 
instructors, rather than librarians, for help during different stages of the 
research process (Fister 1992, 4, 6, 10); an observation that was confirmed 
throughout the EriAL study (see chapter 4).

However, the iWU students we observed did ask for help at the library’s 
three service points (all of which are staffed by student assistants) for tech-
nical assistance, such as when they encountered difficulty finding a book 
in the stacks or a jammed printer. students generally exhibited significant 
difficulty locating books in the library stacks, often resulting in a failed 
search. Unfortunately, when students sought help for locating a book at 
the library’s service points, they were sometimes given incomplete or 
incorrect information, indicating a need for more intensive training of the 
student service workers.
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CONCLUSIONS 

the EriAL Project provided the first opportunity for librarians at iWU to 
systematically understand how their students conduct their research, using 
both library databases as well as search engines on the internet. While we 
anticipated that students would rely on Google and the internet for much 
of their searching, and that they would find library systems more time-
intensive and difficult to use, we were surprised at the extent to which 
students appeared to lack even some of the most basic information literacy 
skills that we assumed they would have mastered in high school: under-
standing how information is organized, evaluating sources appropriately, 
and how best to access library-owned sources (books included). moreover, 
and perhaps most frustrating for librarians, students showed an almost 
complete lack of interest in seeking assistance from librarians during the 
search process. 

Upon reflection, this overall lack of understanding on the part of 
iWU students could possibly be viewed as a reasonable response to their 
successful experiences in utilizing the internet to fulfill their information-
seeking needs, with little need to understand or investigate how search 
engines actually work. Additionally, because searching Google is so easy 
and almost always yields results, the need to seek out assistance has been 
greatly reduced. this could also help to explain the lack of interest (or 
perceived need) to seek out help from librarians. 

A number of ideas have been identified at iWU to help address the 
areas of concern that were documented as a result of the EriAL Project. 
Even before the official end of the study (in summer 2010), the Ames 
Library faculty and staff began the process of implementing a number of 
initiatives, including completely revamping the information literacy pro-
gram, rethinking how to more effectively market library resources and ser-
vices, placing a renewed emphasis on training student assistants, a careful 
review of databases and other tools of scholarship for ways to de-fragment 
these services, and fine-tuning of the library’s web pages. chapter 9 gives 
a more complete description of the process for identifying, prioritizing, 
and implementing these issues.

Ethnographic techniques proved especially useful for holistically 
understanding students’ research processes and practices at iWU, as well as 
providing a fine-grained tool for analyzing the obstacles students encoun-
tered when conducting research. these interviews vividly demonstrated 
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what students are actually doing on real assignments in real time, as well 
as how students choose to handle various impediments along the way. 

because of the invaluable data collected during this project, the library 
faculty at iWU is committed to establishing a continuous data-collection 
strategy that will build a significant longitudinal data set to use in evalu-
ating our instructional and service interventions. As such, librarians are 
currently developing a standardized interview protocol to further ensure 
that these research results remain comparable over time. because of the 
complex processes involved in searching for information, as well as the 
diverse array of problems this study observed in students’ research prac-
tices, the problem of how to best incorporate the teaching of information 
literacy concepts and skills within student instruction will continue to be 
a central issue for iWU. our goal is to build on the substantial data gath-
ered during the EriAL Project to create a sustainable research program to 
further develop our understanding of the research needs of our students, 
as well as to gauge our success in meeting these needs. 

NOTES

1.  illinois Wesleyan University is a highly selective, private, liberal arts 
school with 2,100 undergraduate students.

2.  these statistics encompass usage by the entire university. Unfor-
tunately, it is impossible to differentiate student searches from other 
users. However, given that iWU students vastly outnumber faculty, it 
is reasonably safe to assume that this usage is student-driven.

3.  this will change in 2011 when Jstor will begin offering a “current 
scholarship Program” containing up-to-date content from 174 
journal titles.

4.  For the purposes of our analysis, we defined a search as any time 
a student opened a new resource to search for information. if the 
student changed his search terms within a resource, we did not 
count this as a new search. therefore we observed 121 searches 
encompassing 192 separate sets of search terms.
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6
Supporting the Academic 
Success of Hispanic 
Students
DAViD GrEEn 

serving Latino students is about intentionality. it 
means knowing the profile of the Latino population 
at your institution and in your community. it means 
knowing the performance of your Latino students 
and identifying their strengths and needs. it means 
considering adaptations to curricular design, aca-
demic, and support services to increase retention or 
promote persistence for your Latino students. serv-
ing Latino students means graduating your Latino 
students. serving Latino students does not mean 
institutions serve them at the expense of other stu-
dents. this is not an either/or proposition. rather, 
institutions can build on what works in serving  
Latino students to better serve other students as 
well. (santiago 2009, 20)

even if your institution only enrolls a small 
number of Hispanic students, i want to 

suggest several reasons that this chapter is still relevant to you and the 
work that you do at your library. First, the number of Hispanic students 
is growing at a significant rate in the United states, and their enrollment 
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numbers will increase at institutions of higher education throughout north 
America (Gandara and contreras 2009, 2). second, the success of Hispanic 
students in higher education has been identified as an issue of national 
importance in the United states for the overall health of the country 
(Gandara and contreras 2009, 2). Finally, the changes in the library we 
are pursuing at northeastern illinois University to enhance the success and 
engagement of Hispanic students are relevant to the success of all students, 
not just Hispanic students. 

What is stressed repeatedly in the literature on Hispanic students is 
that to effectively serve this student population, educators must make the 
effort to learn about them. that is to say, not to learn just about Hispanic 
students in general, but about your Hispanic students specifically. this 
chapter will discuss the various qualitative and quantitative methods we 
used at nEiU to understand the needs of our Latino students and how we 
intend to use that information to make our library services more effective. 

WHO IS “HISPANIC”?

Who are we talking about when we use the term Hispanic? this term has 
different meanings to different people and is a complex issue. the U.s. 
census bureau relies entirely on self-reporting and leaves the definition 
of Hispanic up to the individual. For the census bureau, you are Hispanic 
if you say you are Hispanic, and if you say you are not Hispanic, then you 
are not. 

in the eyes of the census bureau, Hispanics can be of any race, any 
ancestry, any country of origin. the result is that there are varying patterns 
relating to where people come from and how they choose to identify 
themselves on the census. For example, some 99% of all immigrants 
from mexico call themselves Hispanic. but just 87% of immigrants from 
Venezuela adopt this label, as do 86% of immigrants from Argentina, 
70% of immigrants from spain, and only 67% from Panama. As for race, 
54% of all Hispanics in the U.s. self-identify as white, 1.5% self-identify 
as black, 40% do not identify with any race and 3.8% identify as being 
two or more races. (Passel and taylor 2009, 3) 
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on the other hand, based on a law passed in 1976 by the U.s. congress 
to collect and analyze data on “Americans of spanish origin or descent,” 
the office of management and budget developed a very specific definition 
for “Hispanics or Latinos.” this definition is also used for the integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data system. 

the language of that legislation described this group as “Americans 
who identify themselves as being of spanish-speaking background and 
trace their origin or descent from mexico, Puerto rico, cuba, central 
and south America and other spanish-speaking countries.” this is the 
definition used by “schools, health facilities and other government 
entities and agencies [to] keep track of how many Hispanics they serve.” 
(Passel and taylor 2009, 2) 

the terms Hispanic and Latino (used interchangeably in this chapter) 
may not be easy to concisely define. What is far more important is to rec-
ognize the tremendous diversity of peoples such an umbrella can include. 

[Hispanic] students differ markedly in terms of culture and geographic 
origin in different parts of the country. in california and texas, they are 
most likely chicano or mexican. in Florida and new york they are most 
likely cuban or Puerto rican. And in an increasing number of regions, 
they may be immigrants from central or south America. “Hispanic” 
students may also differ substantially based on how long they or their 
families have lived in the United states. For example, the families of some 
students in texas, new mexico, and the san Luis Valley in colorado have 
resided in those areas for hundreds of years. the families of other students 
may have been here for one or two generations, while still others have 
only recently immigrated. some students are bilingual and some claim 
English as their first language; some are economically disadvantaged 
while others are middle-class. these cross-cutting differences are 
important for college leaders to understand when contemplating the 
many ways to improve student success. (American Association of state 
colleges and Universities 2007, 10) 

in this case, the “local population” we want to consider includes graduate 
and undergraduate Hispanic students who are enrolled at nEiU. 
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THE PROCESS OF LEARNING ABOUT  
LATINO STUDENTS

initially, the nEiU team separated and analyzed all the data from the self-
identified Hispanic students who had participated in the EriAL Project at 
nEiU. the data at this level of observation and inquiry showed that these 
students were almost identical to their peers at nEiU. Upon reflection, we 
realized we still needed additional information to better understand these 
students, much of it quantitative. 

the research team contacted nEiU’s office of institutional research 
(oir) to learn more about the Latino student population. We discovered 
that the general academic profile for Latino students (high school GPA, 
Act scores, and so forth) was almost identical to the averages for the 
student body at large. the only striking difference was that male Latinos 
had a significantly lower six-year degree program completion rate. For the 
fall 2003 first-time, full-time freshman cohort class, the six-year degree 
program completion rate for male Latino students was 13.0 percent, 19.2 
percent for Latinas, and 20.4 percent for the cohort as a whole (the 2003 
freshman cohort consisted of 1,046 students, 396 of whom were Hispanic).

in addition, the general demographic information collected by this 
office did not indicate many differences from the overall student popula-
tion at nEiU. significant to note, however, is that of the Latino students, 
63 percent are female, and 90 percent graduated from high schools in 
the greater chicago area. At least 50 percent of our Hispanic students 
are transfer students from other chicago-area universities and colleges. 
Looking at the most popular declared majors of the undergraduate Hispanic 
students provides a sense of where their interests lay: 16 percent of the 
male Hispanic students who have declared a major chose justice studies; 
20 percent of the female Hispanic students chose teacher education. All 
other majors had significantly lower rates of selection. 

Although nEiU’s oir was able to provide us with some academic 
and demographic data, it was unable to cover all of our areas of interest. 
because 90 percent of our Latino students are from the chicago area, we 
then reviewed the U.s. census data for more detailed information.

there are several research institutes which provide a variety of reports 
and analyses on the Latino population in the chicago area which proved 
helpful. table 6.1 lists the origins of Latino populations which account  
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for 1 percent or more of the Latino population in the chicago metro area, 
as described in one of the reports produced by the institute of Latino 
studies at the University of notre Dame (Alejo 2008, 7). 

Almost 80 percent of the Latino population in chicago has origins from 
mexico. thus, it is likely that the majority of our Latino students have 
families which emigrated from mexico. in addition, according to the cen-
sus data from 2006, 89 percent of the Latino population in chicago under 
the age of 18 was born in the United states and 63 percent of those 18 or 
older were foreign born. this would indicate that most of our students are 
probably either first or second generation (see http://pewhispanic.org/
files/factsheets/13.pdf for a discussion on this topic). 

Furthermore, only 24 percent of U.s.-born Latinos and 9 percent of the 
foreign-born Latinos had a college education. more important, 55 percent 
of the foreign-born Latinos had not completed high school. it is also impor-
tant to note that 27 percent of the Latino population in chicago speaks 
little or no English. Determining how many of our own Hispanic students 
have parents who speak little English is also an important component in 
understanding our students’ needs. 

We are in the process of working with our oir and various teaching 
faculty to create a survey instrument designed to help us learn more about 
the nEiU Latino population. When we collect demographic information 

Origin Number

Percentage  
of Latino  

Population

Hispanic or Latino 1,722,843 100.00%

mexican 1,357.353 78.79%

Puerto rican 153,206 8.89%

Guatemalan 30,332 1.76%

cuban 18,875 1.10%

Ecuadorian 18,796 1.09%

colombian 16,482 0.96%

TABLE 6.1 Metro Chicago Latino Population by Specific Origin, 2006
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from our Hispanic students next year, we anticipate that we will find that 
most of our students are second-generation immigrants or generation 1.5,1 
and a significant percentage of them have parents that never completed 
high school. our goal is to gather this information in a campus-wide sur-
vey of all our students in the spring of 2011.2 this information will be 
instrumental in helping not just the library, but all departments on campus 
design and deliver better services to this population.

MEET MARIA

Using information gathered from three sources—our ethnographic instru-
ments, data from oir, and data from the census bureau—i would like to 
present a composite profile of an nEiU Latino student and her experience 
using the nEiU library during a typical weekend. 

maria is a sophomore at nEiU studying social work. she works about twenty 
hours a week helping out in her aunt’s shop, although during busy seasons she 
has to put in many more hours. she had to take a year off from college after 
her freshman year to help at home when her mother became severely ill. once 
her mother recovered she returned to the university to pursue her degree.

When maria returned to her studies, she enrolled in two courses at the El 
centro campus, which is about 4 miles from the main campus of nEiU. there 
are no library services, collections, or staff at the El centro campus. maria’s 
high school didn’t have a librarian, but there was a library room with some 
books in it and a few computers. she never needed to use the school library 
because she found all the information she needed for her high school papers 
at the public library near where she lived. she had been visiting that library 
since she was a little girl and was familiar with most of the staff members’ 
faces. she knew who to go to for help when she needed it. 

one of the classes that maria had this semester was an anthropology class 
which required her to write a research paper. the instructor had put some mate-
rials on reserve at the library on the main campus, which was required reading 
for the class. she decided to go to the library to access the required readings 
and do a little research for her paper.

on saturday, maria took public transportation from her home to go to 
the library on the main campus. it took her a little over an hour and a half 
to get there. Unfortunately, it rained on the way so she arrived on campus 
with soggy shoes and a bit chilled. she thought she might try to get a cup of 
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hot coffee or cocoa to warm her up, but found that all food services on the 
campus were closed on weekends and there was nothing nearby off-campus. 

From the outside, the library building seemed large and intimidating. 
Upon entering, she felt a bit like an intruder. she didn’t recognize any of the 
faces. there were a couple of service desks with staff behind them, but they 
all seemed preoccupied with something and didn’t notice her. it didn’t seem 
appropriate to interrupt them and ask for help. it seemed obvious that she was 
supposed to figure this out on her own. she was, after all, a university student. 

then she noticed a friend of hers at one of the public workstations. she 
approached her friend and asked if he could help her. maria’s friend knew a 
few things about the library. He had been to a library instruction session for 
his English class, so he knew that reserve materials could be obtained at the 
circulation desk. Her friend guided her to the second floor of the library where 
the photocopiers were located. maria was going to copy the articles so she 
could read them at home. However, the copiers were all out of paper. maria 
and her friend went back to the first floor and told the person at one of the 
desks about the photocopiers. they said they couldn’t do anything about it 
since photocopiers were maintained by a different department of the university 
and the library didn’t have the keys to open the photocopiers and add paper. 
Hopefully, the student worker who maintained the copiers would come by 
soon and address the problem.

the two students then searched the library’s catalog for a few articles but 
found that the library didn’t have any articles on maria’s topic. in fact, they 
concluded that the library didn’t seem to have any resources for anthropology 
at all. they used Google and found links to articles but couldn’t access them 
without making a credit card payment, which maria didn’t want to do. At 
that point, maria’s friend had to leave to go to his weekend job. maria stayed 
to do a bit more research. she decided to look for a few books on history, for 
her other class, but found the whole process confusing. After 45 minutes of 
looking in the stacks on the fourth floor for the book, she approached a person 
at a service desk. but the person said he worked for the Writing center, not 
the library, and suggested she go back to the first floor to ask for help. back 
on the first floor, the student worker at the circulation desk told her to ask 
for help at the other desk, the “reference” desk. the man at that desk seemed 
busy so she didn’t want to bother him. besides, maria was going to the public 
library near her house that night and was confident that she could find what 
she needed there. she needed to leave for home anyway, since she hadn’t had 
any lunch and it was already dinnertime. it was pouring outside now and the 
wind had picked up. it was a good twenty-minute walk to the train station 
and it was beginning to get dark.
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of course, maria is not a real person. she is a conglomerate of the 
many observed behaviors and reported experiences of Hispanic students at 
nEiU. many of her perceptions and actions are similar to those the research 
teams observed of students at other EriAL libraries. this returns us to the 
opening quote of this chapter, which points out that efforts to serve Latino 
students will generally benefit all students. this isn’t to suggest that all 
students are the same. our initial research only scratched the surface of 
the lives of these students, but uncovered enough to indicate some major 
action steps our library must take to better serve all students. 

Likewise, we should also keep in mind that individual Hispanic stu-
dents at nEiU may not fit this generic profile at all. However, as a library-
user model from which we can propose service and facility enhancements, 
“maria” is a helpful abstraction. next, let’s put maria in the context of being 
a student at nEiU, a federally designated Hispanic-serving institution. 

BACkGROUND OF NEIU AND  
HISPANIC-SERVING INSTITUTIONS 

nEiU’s main campus is located on the far north side of chicago. Within 
a twenty-mile radius of the campus there are dozens of ethnically diverse 
communities, and it is from these communities that the university draws 
most of its student body. the university also has a small satellite location 
called El centro in the heart of a nearby Latino community as well as a small 
campus on the south side of chicago, the carruthers center for inner city 
studies. Finally, the school of Education oversees an educational community 
resource center in downtown chicago, called the chicago teachers’ center. 

the university estimates that there are over forty languages spoken by 
students on the main campus. the single largest ethnic group is represented 
by students who self-identify as “Hispanic,” making up over 30 percent 
of the student population. Among the incoming freshman class of 2009, 
almost 50 percent of the students self-identified as Hispanic. According to 
the Department of Education, a Hispanic-serving institution is defined as an 
institution of higher education that

(A)  is an eligible institution; and
(b)  has an enrollment of undergraduate full-time equivalent students that 

is at least 25 percent Hispanic students at the end of the award year 
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immediately preceding the date of application (U.s. Department of 
Education 2010).

in addition, to qualify for the title V Developing Hispanic-serving 
institutions Program, an institution must assure that at least 50 percent of 
its Hispanic students are low-income individuals and the institution must 
have nonprofit status. 

GENERAL TRENDS FOUND IN THE  
NEIU HISPANIC STUDENT TRANSCRIPTS

by fall of 2009 the nEiU team was completing data collection for the 
EriAL Project and had begun coding and analyzing the transcripts. some 
overall trends for students emerged during our weekly meetings to review 
this data. At the end of 2009 we reviewed the Hispanic student responses 
separately and looked for trends from this subgroup in particular. 

Personal Relationships

A clear pattern that emerged when interviewing Hispanic students is 
that those individuals who played a role in assisting them in the process 
of their research were generally someone with whom they had a clearly 
defined relationship and knew from previous interactions. students sought 
assistance from their instructor, their former high school teacher, a public 
librarian whom they had received help from before, peers in their class, 
and/or a sibling. students rarely asked for help from someone based on 
their position (e.g., tutor, librarian, instructor, and so forth). in other 
words, students did not ask strangers for help. Unfortunately, the refer-
ence librarian at the information desk is exactly that to most students: a 
stranger and one whose role they are not quite sure of. this mirrors what 
one finds in the literature regarding the importance to Latino students of 
having an authentic relationship with educators:

the predominantly non-Latino teaching staff sees students as not 
sufficiently caring about school, while students see teachers as not 
sufficiently caring for them. teachers expect students to demonstrate 
caring about school with an abstract, or aesthetic commitment to ideas 
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or practices that purportedly leads to achievement. immigrant and U.s.-
born [Latino] youth on the other hand are committed to an authentic 
form of caring that emphasizes relationships of reciprocity between 
teachers and students. (Gandara and contreras 2009, 105) 

this observation was confirmed throughout student interviews. one 
Latino student stated:

if a workshop is given, make sure that the workshop is informative, but 
in a fun way. Don’t just hand out paper with information and say, “Here, 
go ahead and do the research on your own.” but actually physically show 
them. that way they can feel comfortable enough with you and then 
later on during their next visit they’ll come back to you and think, “oh, 
she’s the librarian that helped me, maybe i can ask her a question. or i 
can refer my friends to her.” And that way it will be more of a community 
environment instead of just the professional-to-student relationship. 

Keywords used by students included comfortable, community environment, 
relationship, person-to-person, connection, and communication. the following 
quote from an nEiU student illustrates why it is important to students to 
be able to rely on the person who is helping them: the student grades are 
at stake. 

i	think	it’s	better	[i.e.,	face-to-face	reference	assistance]	because	i	
have	e-mailed	 librarians	 in	the	past	at	chicago	Public	libraries	and	
they	haven’t	e-mailed	me	back	right	away.	so,	let’s	say	i	have	home-
work	due	and	i	need	a	book	on	a	specific	date	and	if	i	don’t	get	it	then	
i’m	the	one	getting	the	grade,	the	low	grade.	so	i	think	if	it’s	more	of	
a	person-to-person	kind	of	communication	it’s	better,	because	you	get	
to	know	the	reaction	of	the	person,	you	know	the	librarian	is	patient	
enough	to	answer	the	question.	you	get	to	know	the	librarian	person-
ally,	so	i	think	it	builds	the	relationship	of	librarian-to-student,	and	
that	way	if	you	ask	a	question	it	will	be	easier	for	you.

Finally, trust was revealed to be a key element in asking for assistance from 
a librarian, as is demonstrated by this interview excerpt:

AnThRoPologisT:	so,	 in	general,	how	do	you	expect	 librarians	to	
help	students?	What’s	the	most	significant	thing	they	can	do?
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lATino	sTudenT:	Well,	i	think	the	number	one,	well	if	i	was	a	librar-
ian	myself,	i	think	the	number	one	thing	that	i	would	do	is	try	to	bring	
trust	to	a	student	.	.	.	because	if	i	was	a	shy	student	i	would	want	to	
work	with	a	librarian	who	i	could	trust,	who	i	knew	that	i	could	have	
a	connection	with.

Family and Geography

the literature on Latino students emphasizes the central role family rela-
tionships play in a student’s life and the corresponding geographic anchor-
ing that occurs as a result of these family ties. 

in most circles, when i hear common experiences of Latinos described, 
the role of the family is often the first characteristic mentioned. this 
occurs so frequently that valuing the family as a characteristic of  
Latino college students borders on a stereotype. However, . . . family 
does play an important role in the college experience of Latino students. 
(ortiz 2004, 91) 

these strong ties and perceived obligations to family members lead many 
Latino students to live at home with their parents and attend colleges in 
their local area (Dayton et al. 2004, 33). Leaving home to attend university 
can be especially challenging to young Latinas and their parents (Gonzalez, 
Jovel, and stoner 2004, 19–24). there is also often an expectation to 
work to help support the family financially (Gandara and contreras 2009, 
191). A common result is that these students are trying to balance work 
and school, spend significant time commuting, and have limited access to 
quiet space for studying. 

one Latina, who had a GPA of 3.9, stated that family issues take pre-
cedence over her academic goals because it is difficult to do well in school 
if those issues distract her:

um,	at	this	point	no,	[i’m]	just	focusing	on	finishing	because	i’ve	been	
coming	here	 for	 seven	years	already.	 i’ve	had	 to	 take	a	 couple	 se-
mesters	off	here	and	there	for	personal	family	reasons.	i	should	have	
graduated	two	semesters	ago,	but	 it’s	just	whenever	something	has	
come	up	i	feel	that	it’s	important	to	take	care	of	that	because	i	think	
it	affects	your	schoolwork	and	you’re	not	able	 to	do	as	well	 as	you	

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   97 8/24/2011   9:09:20 AM



98 / supporting the academic success of Hispanic students

could	have	done	otherwise,	so	yeah,	i	believe	that,	that’s	important	
and	when	i	come	to	school	i	want	to	try	to	do	my	best.	

Although specific data are not available, based on interviews it appears 
that a high percentage of all nEiU students live at home, perhaps because 
of the strong familial connection, but certainly due to financial constraints, 
as this student notes: 

AnThRoPologisT:	Would	you	like	to	say	anything	more	about	chal-
lenges	and	benefits	of	commuting?

lATino	sTudenT:	Well,	it	helps	because	you	know,	we	live	at	home	
and	it’s	more	affordable	than	living	on	campus	in	a	dorm	or	something,	

Workshops on Using Library Resources Are 
Appreciated, Helpful, and Need to Be Increased

Latino students in general responded positively to library workshops, 
noting how helpful the sessions had been. many students made strong 
statements that there should be more library workshops and they should 
be offered much earlier in students’ academic careers. one student com-
mented “i didn’t know how to use the nEiU library . . . i’m definitely glad 
i took the workshop, so i think the one thing that would help the whole 
student body period would be giving workshops to incoming freshman 
students.” Another student echoed this thought in the following statement: 
“Well, i like this [library], it has a lot of space and a lot of resources, but 
i just learned like a month ago how to use the resources and i’ve been 
here for like three years. but i didn’t know how to do the research.” these 
themes of not knowing how to use the library and wanting more and earlier 
library workshops were repeated throughout the interviews.

Asking for Help

Although students were appreciative of the workshops they attended, 
many of the same students expressed a reluctance to ask for help. Here is 
a conversation that illustrates this in painful detail:

AnThRoPologisT:	let’s	see.	so,	when	you	went	to	see	the	first	li-
brarian	that	you	described	to	me,	where	you	needed	help	finding	ar-
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ticles	in	eRic	or	some	other	database,	i’m	just	going	to	ask	you	a	list	
of	questions	that	are	related	to	this.	did	you	ask	for	help	with	inter-
preting	the	assignment?

lATino	sTudenT:	no.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	need	that	help?

lATino	sTudenT:	yes.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	ask	for	help	with	evaluating	resources?

lATino	sTudenT:	no.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	need	that	help?

lATino	sTudenT:	yeah.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	ask	for	help	with	identifying	appropriate	
sources?

lATino	sTudenT:	yes.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	ask	for	help	with	citing	sources?

lATino	sTudenT:	no.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	need	that	help?

lATino	sTudenT:	yeah.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	ask	for	help	with	using	the	card	catalog?	
or	not	the	card	catalog,	the	[online]	catalog?

lATino	sTudenT:	no.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	need	that	help?

lATino	sTudenT:	it	would	help.

AnThRoPologisT:	okay.	did	you	ask	for	help	using	the	databases	or	
in	dexes?	you,	yes	you	did.	[The	student	had	explained	in	the	earlier	
part	of	this	interview	that	he	had	sought	help	with	using	online	data-
bases.]

lATino	sTudenT:	yes.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	ask	for	help	locating	items	on	the	shelves?
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lATino	sTudenT:	i	didn’t	ask	for	help,	well	i	asked	him	[the	librar-
ian]	what	floor	[the	item	was	on],	but	that’s	it.

AnThRoPologisT:	okay.	let’s	see,	and	did	you	ask	for	any	help	with	
using	computers?

lATino	sTudenT:	no.

AnThRoPologisT:	did	you	need	that	help?

lATino	sTudenT:	yeah.	yeah.

Perhaps many of the Latino students that attend college are there 
precisely because they had to be independent and strong enough to make 
it on their own. the following quote, from a DePaul student interviewed 
by the EriAL Project, succinctly illustrates this point: 

lATino	sTudenT:	i’m	not	big	on	asking	for	help	either.

AnThRoPologisT:	oh	yeah?	Why	is	that?

lATino	sTudenT:	 i	don’t	 know,	 i	 think	 it’s	 something	 that	 comes	
back	from	high	school—i	think	my	mom	wasn’t	able	to	help	me	a	lot,	
so	just	being	in	school,	like	the	school	i	went	to,	although	they	said	
they	would	help,	they	weren’t	very	pushy	on	helping.	i	 felt	very	 in-
dependent,	that	i	had	to	do	it	on	my	own.	it	was	kind	of	transferred	
onto	now.

AnThRoPologisT:	 you	 were	 saying	 you	 didn’t	 typically	 ask	 your	
mom	for	help?	or	you	couldn’t?

lATino	sTudenT:	oh	no.

AnThRoPologisT:	okay	and	why’s	that?

lATino	sTudenT:	my	mom	emigrated	here	 from	mexico	when	she	
was	twenty,	and	she	only	has	like	a	sixth-grade	education.

several students in this group expressed a personal expectation that they 
should be able to work independently and not ask for help. 
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Peer Support and Opinions Are Important

During the course of the EriAL study we observed a lot of students work-
ing together, not just because they had a group project, but because of 
formal and informal peer mentoring. this has a variety of implications for 
library space.

lATino	sTudenT:	definitely	work	in	groups,	because	i	think	it’s	eas-
ier	when	you	work	with	a	partner,	than	.	 .	 .alone.	because	if	you’re	
working	by	yourself	and	you	spend	too	much	time	trying	to	study	and	
focus	but	at	the	same	time	you	get	distracted	or	get	bored	easily.	so,	
when	you	do	it	 in	groups	or	 in	pairs	 it’s	easier	for	you	to	help	each	
other.	have	like	a	study	buddy,	basically.

the following student mentions the key role her friends played in 
supporting her goal to turn in her assignment on time. she also mentions 
a student peer mentoring program for Latino students, DALE (Developing 
Academic Leadership through Engagement). 

AnThRoPologisT:	so,	you	say,	you	went	to	the	writing	center	twice	
and	you	asked	an	old	high	school	teacher	for	help?

lATino	sTudenT:	yeah.

AnThRoPologisT:	Wow.	And	you	talked	to	someone	from	dAle	and	
you	talked	to	your	professor.	

lATino	sTudenT:	yes.

AnThRoPologisT:	is	 there	anybody	else	that	you	talked	to	about	
this	paper?

lATino	sTudenT:	like	two	of	my	friends.

AnThRoPologisT:	oh	yeah,	what	were	you	talking	about	with	your	
friends?

lATino	sTudenT:	i	was	giving	up	on	it	and	they	kind	of	pushed	me	
like	no	come	on	you	can	do	this.
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AnThRoPologisT:	oh,	what	was	hard	about	it?

lATino	sTudenT:	i	was	going	crazy	because	the	deadline	was	com-
ing	up	and	then	the	writing	lab	wouldn’t	help	much	and	since	i	pro-
crastinated	a	lot	i	was	just	going	crazy	about	it.	And	i	was	actually	
going	to	just	not	turn	it	in.	

AnThRoPologisT:	oh,	you	were	going	to	get	an	incomplete?

lATino	sTudenT:	yeah,	but	no	you	know	i	don’t	need	that.	i	want	A’s.

AnThRoPologisT:	gotcha.

lATino	sTudenT:	And	i	got	an	A	at	the	end,	so	it	was	worth	it.

the following quote is from a DALE student who used what he learned 
from the library workshops to help his friends with their work:

i	think	the	library	did	provide	enough	structured	information	because	
at	the	workshop	i	 learned	a	lot.	i	didn’t	know	how	to	use	the	neiu	
library	before	because	again	i’m	a	freshman.	so,	it	was	my	first	time	
doing	a	research	paper	at	this	college.	so,	at	the	workshop	i	learned	
how	to	use	the	Academic	search	Premiere	and	i	learned	how	to	look	
for	books	and	the	different	 levels	and	how	they	were	alphabetically	
ordered.	so,	i	didn’t	know	that	until	i	was	handed	all	this	paperwork	
and	structured	guidelines	and	everything,	especially	by	the	teacher.	
And	so	i	actually	ended	up	helping	a	couple	of	my	friends,	classmates	
with	their	research	paper	even	though	i	didn’t	ask	them	for	help	.	.	.	
	 .	.	.	And	so	i	know	a	lot	of	my	friends	do	not	know	how	to	even	use	
a	call	number	or	even	what	a	call	number	is.	so,	i	think	i	kind	of	have	
the	advantage	of	that.	

students apparently do talk with each other about the quality of library 
services: 

lATino	sTudenT:	i’ve	heard	issues	with	different	students	who	had	
issues	with	different	librarians.	

AnThRoPologisT:	oh,	yeah?

lATino	sTudenT:	not	necessarily	at	neiu,	but	outside	at	different	
campuses	or	public	libraries.	And	so	they	[students],	sometimes	they	
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complain.	The	one	thing	that	most	students	complain	about	is	the	fact	
that	some	librarians	are	not	patient.

Librarians Are Not on Many Latino Students’ Radars

A striking observation from the study is that many students were unaware 
of librarians as having relevance to their studies at the university. moreover, 
there were several Latino students who did not even seem familiar with 
the term librarian. they referred to the librarian giving an instruction 
session as “the lady giving the workshop,” or the reference librarian as 
“the man at the desk,” or “the lady at the desk.” As noted above, some 
students acknowledged the help that they received from librarians giving 
workshops, and were quite thankful, but the number of students who were 
simply unaware of the existence or purpose of librarians is distressing. the 
most obvious explanation for this, which needs confirmation, is that these 
students completed their K-12 education without any help from a school 
librarian. it is quite likely that the schools they attended did not have a 
librarian, or perhaps even a school library. However, they did use public 
libraries for satisfying their information needs. in fact, many students at 
chicago EriAL institutions identified the public library as their preferred 
library even during their college career. they were comfortable there, 
knew the library staff, and it was a familiar place. 

it may be that for these students, an academic library with librarians 
specifically available to support students’ research and study needs is an 
unfamiliar model. they seemed to have little understanding that the nEiU 
collections, online resources, and services were different from the public 
library near their home. 

Making Ends Meet Is a Major Focus

in January 2009, the EriAL librarians convened for an initial two-day 
hands-on training for conducting ethnographic research. one Latina stu-
dent, who worked in the nEiU library, volunteered to be interviewed so 
that appropriate interviewing techniques could be illustrated by the project 
anthropologists. many of the librarians present were immediately struck 
by the content of the interview. they were impressed by the student’s per-
severance. she had to commute long hours to and from school on public 
transportation (a pattern we observed with nEiU students), help take care 
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of nephews and nieces and school them in their homework, try to find a 
quiet place to study at home and, on top of all this, work at the library. it 
is that last responsibility, trying to work and manage the financial demands 
of attending college, which may be the most significant issue for nEiU 
students in general and Latinos specifically. 

retention is generally identified as the biggest issue universities must 
address for Latino students. And one of the greatest factors affecting reten-
tion is the limited financial resources Latinos have for paying for college. 

libRARiAn:	And	you	work	how	many	hours?

lATino	sTudenT:	i	work	full	time	so	i	work	usually	8–10	hours	a	day.

libRARiAn:	Then	you	come	home.	do	you	take	evening	classes?

lATino	sTudenT:	i	take	evening	classes.	i	work	from	midnight	to	8	in	
the	morning.	so	at	night	i’m	working,	morning	i	try	to	sleep	a	little	bit	
and	at	night	i	take	classes.	i	don’t	have	too	much	time	to	wander	around.

nevertheless, many Hispanic students are finding it increasingly dif-
ficult to earn enough money and obtain enough loans to pay for college, 
while still meeting the financial needs of their families. in fact, this issue 
has been identified as the main reason why Hispanic students are unable 
to finish college (Lopez 2009, 1). Unfortunately, libraries are limited in 
how well they can help students directly with the financial challenges they 
face, but they can work to reduce challenges and frustrations that students 
encounter within the library. 

LIBRARIANS CONNECTING TO LATINO STUDENTS

After analyzing local data and working with their resident anthropologist, 
each EriAL library created a list of action items to address ways to better 
support students’ research needs. the nEiU team identified 59 action items 
for consideration. With regard to Hispanic students at nEiU, i would like 
to highlight four broad areas of focus and how some of these action items 
address related issues and opportunities.

to begin with, many Latino students who enroll at nEiU start their col-
lege career with very little exposure or background to library resources or 
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librarians playing a role in their K-12 education, beyond what they might 
have found at the public library. to many students, the only obvious dif-
ference between their public and university library would be the size. it is 
not necessarily obvious to these students that the resources and services 
to help them successfully complete their assignments are quite different. 

A second and somewhat related area of focus is that librarians remain 
strangers to most of these students. students may be exposed to one-shot 
instruction sessions and some interactions at the reference desk, but these 
are brief exchanges. students simply have little opportunity to become 
familiar with individual librarians and learn how they can help.

the nEiU team has identified dozens of action items to help address 
both of these issues. these action items range from short- to long-term and 
from simple to complex. As examples, i am going to discuss two action 
items which have long-term strategic implications. 

Perhaps the most significant step we have taken to date is to establish 
a Library service center at the El centro campus. El centro has approxi-
mately 1,000 students and is located about four miles from the main 
campus, in the heart of one of chicago’s Latino communities. students at 
El centro also take classes at the main campus. El centro makes it easier 
for new students to adjust to the initial rigors of college studying and also 
actively reaches out to the Latino community, offering a variety of ser-
vices. Until now, students at El centro were expected to come to the main 
campus for library services.

in the fall of 2010, we opened a new Library resource center on the El 
centro campus. by restructuring staffing at some of our service desks in the 
main library, we are able to staff this facility. but the goal is not to simply 
act as a branch library. our intent is to be available for these students on 
a more intensive level, mentoring them and providing support for their 
studies. on weekends, we provide special workshops to the Latino com-
munity, including the parents and siblings of these students. the library 
staff that work at El centro also work at the main library offering reference 
and instruction services. Library staff can encourage El centro students to 
visit them at the main library, providing a supportive introduction to a 
sometimes intimidating library. We have also hired more Latino students 
to work in the library and intend to take greater advantage of our spanish-
speaking librarians, of whom we have several. in addition, we have made 
significant purchases of online materials, in both English and spanish, to 
support these students and the Latino community at large. 
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Another major action item, which will take more time to implement 
and to see results, is working with high school teachers in the chicago 
area to provide high school students a greater awareness of libraries. We 
have unique opportunities at our disposal. First, our college of Education 
graduates a large number of the teachers who teach in the chicago area. 
so, by working with our college of Education, we hope to raise awareness 
of these issues and offer practical opportunities for students to utilize some of 
the numerous academic libraries in the chicago area. second, the college 
of Education supports and administers the chicago teacher’s center in 
chicago, which works with the community and the teachers in the chicago 
area to enhance education. We intend to use this avenue to reach out to 
educators in chicago to help them with issues of information literacy. 

the third area of focus is on the barriers of effective service and con-
venience. this is an issue that is a challenge for many libraries, and ours 
is no exception. We identified numerous action items that fall under this 
category, but none were uniquely focused on Latino students (e.g., longer 
library hours, a library café for food on evenings and weekends, better 
photocopy services, and more computers). it is possible that as we continue 
our research, additional items will in fact be identified as being a bigger 
issue for Latino students than for students at large. 

the fourth area of focus is on mentoring and support. this is an area of 
value to all students, however, some of our action items relate specifically 
to Latino students. As mentioned earlier, this is one of the goals identi-
fied in the creation of the El centro Library resource center. However, 
there are numerous organizations on campus which offer student peer 
mentoring, some of them specifically for Latino students. our instruction 
coordinator, who is bilingual, has offered training sessions to these peer 
mentoring groups to provide support, as well as to keep them informed of 
library services they can utilize and suggest to other students. 

many of the identified action items require the library to work with 
other university departments and offices to bring about the needed changes 
and improvements. For example, to move forward on many needed build-
ing enhancements, we have to work closely with and gain the support of 
the Facilities Department, University computing, and the Development 
office. one of the most important groups to work with is the teaching 
faculty. they are obviously a critical constituency with whom the library 
needs to collaborate. recognizing that we need to strategically develop 
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and manage our relationships within the university to more effectively 
achieve our goals, the library has established an outreach committee, 
which will include guidance from professionals with experience in this 
area of relationship management.

CONCLUSIONS

Hispanic students represent an important and growing population which 
academic librarians need to learn more about. since the population that 
falls under the ethnic description of “Hispanic” or “Latino” is so diverse, 
it is important for librarians to research the local population that they are 
serving and not rely on reports of specific populations in other areas, or 
on reports of the general population at large in north America. Qualitative 
data on local populations can be gathered by pursuing original ethno-
graphic research. Librarians may be able to obtain important quantitative 
data from their own office of institutional research, and in the case where 
more quantitative data is needed, work with their oir in gathering the 
additional information.

At nEiU our initial ethnographic research showed that our Hispanic 
students had very similar needs, issues, and experiences as our student 
body at large. Pursuing action items that serve our Hispanic students 
generally also serves all students. We did, however, identify certain action 
items that targeted Hispanic students specifically. the most significant is 
the creation of a library facility at the El centro campus with services that 
are focused on personal mentoring and support instead of brief reference 
transactions or one-shot instruction. 

We anticipate that our continued pursuit to gather more qualitative 
and quantitative information on our Hispanic students will lead to contin-
ued insights on how the library and librarian can best support their success.

NOTES

1. For a definition of the term generation 1.5 and a discussion of the 
general characteristics of that population, see page 246 of Haras’ 
article “(Generation 1.5) Latino students and the Library: A case 
study.”
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2.  this next phase of our research will seek answers to the following:

•	 Did the student’s forebears immigrate to the United states in the 
past 100 years and if so, from which country or countries?

•	 is the student first-generation, generation 1.5, second-generation 
or third-generation Latino or other nationality or ethnic group? 
(see the Pew Hispanic center’s survey brief regarding the defini-
tions and characteristics of these different generations at http://
pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/13.pdf.)

•	 in which language is the student most comfortable speaking? 
reading? Writing?

•	 Does the student live at home with one or both parents? 
•	 Which language are the student’s parent(s) most comfortable 

speaking? reading? Writing?
•	 What is the educational level of the student’s parents?
•	 is the student working full time? Part time?
•	 How is the student financing his or her education?
•	 What kind of transportation does the student have available for 

commuting to school?
•	 How long does it take for the student to commute to school?
•	 Does the student have ready access to a computer at home? At 

work?
•	 if the student has computer access, does he or she have adequate 

internet access?
•	 Does the student’s high school have a library? Does the library 

have adequate resources to support the high school curriculum 
and research needs of the high school students?

 there are many other areas we would like to explore in more detail 
regarding the students’ backgrounds and environments. these all 
have implications for the library’s space, services, fees, methods of 
communication, and so on. 
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7 
First-Generation College 
Students: A Sketch of 
Their Research Process
FiroUZEH LoGAn AnD  
ELiZAbEtH PicKArD

The EriAL research team at the University 
of illinois at chicago focused on the 

research process of first-year, first-generation college students. As the 
three chicago-area EriAL project teams began assembling information for 
the Library services and technology Act grant application, the different 
demographic profiles of the universities (see chapter 1) began to suggest 
potential areas of research. Uic is a state-funded public research institution 
located in the near West side of chicago and serves approximately 27,000 
students. the stated mission of Uic is to provide “the broadest access to the 
highest levels of intellectual excellence” (Uic Faculty senate). this mission 
includes two key goals that influenced the library’s decision to participate 
in the EriAL Project and also helped single out the population on which 
the Uic’s research would focus: (1) to provide a wide range of students 
with the educational opportunity only a leading research university can 
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offer, and (2) to foster scholarship and practices that reflect and respond to 
the increasing diversity of the United states in a rapidly globalizing world.

the EriAL Project team at Uic was particularly interested in exam-
ining library services to individuals of diverse geographic, cultural, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds because according to Uic’s enrollment data, 
Uic has an extremely diverse student body (Uic office of institutional 
research, 2010). Furthermore, first-generation college students constitute 
a large portion of this population (Uic office of the Vice chancellor 2002), 
making them a natural choice for the focus of this project.

the EriAL Project at Uic allowed the library to paint a rich portrait 
of the first-year, first-generation college students and to learn details of 
what they actually do when they are assigned a research project. it also 
allowed the examination of student needs from the students’ perspective. 
With these insights, the library plans to tailor its services to address first-
generation students’ unique needs and to help bridge their perceived aca-
demic achievement gap in learning and producing scholarly work.

BACkGROUND 

Ethnography’s capacity to create a sense of “being there” (Geertz 1988, 16) 
makes the ethnographic approach particularly useful for this study, and 
ethnography has become increasingly used and valued as a methodology in 
library studies (see chapter 1). in his review of the University of rochester 
Library’s ethnographic study, Studying Students: The Undergraduate Research 
Project (Foster and Gibbons 2007), michael seadle (2007) called for the 
increased use of ethnography as a way of understanding libraries. in sup-
port of using ethnography to analyze library services, michelynn mcKnight 
(2001) reviewed studies of information-seeking behavior and found a con-
sistent discrepancy between what subjects report on surveys and what they 
actually do when seeking information. Ethnography can, therein, present 
a more complete and accurate picture of a group under study.

Prior studies have also utilized ethnographic approaches such as 
interviewing to examine library use by first-generation students. “make 
the numbers count” interviewed college students at the University of 
the Arts London about their experience using the library (conway et al. 
2009). similarly, “(Generation 1.5) Latino students in the Library” used a 
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combination of interviewing and surveys to examine library usage among 
Latino students at california state University, Los Angeles (Haras et al. 
2008), while “Library service for the First-Generation college student” 
used surveys and interviews to explore the library experience and skills 
of first-generation college students at california state University, Fresno 
(tyckoson 2000). Like mcKnight, tyckoson also found that interview 
results illuminated and altered the interpretation of survey results. the 
findings of all three studies showed that first-generation students are 
likely to have more difficulties facing the challenges of university-level 
research than their peers, and that these difficulties are worth exploring 
in more depth in order to develop and revise services to help address 
these concerns. these challenges include, but are not confined to, limited 
technology and information literacy skills and a lack of familiarity with 
the research process.

Uic has a large first-generation student population and has commis-
sioned two studies over the last ten years to better understand these stu-
dents and help them meet the challenges they face as new undergraduates. 
the most recent study examined chicago Public school (cPs) high school 
graduates attending Uic. Uic is the number-one recipient of cPs graduates 
who attend four-year colleges or universities. of the 3,182 students in the 
2009 freshman class who participated in the entering student survey, 708 
were cPs students. this study found that just over one-half of the cPs 
students surveyed in 2009 had no exposure to college from their parents, 
and found that “generally, Uic students report that English is not their 
first language at a higher rate than their peers at other four year universi-
ties across the country” (Uic office of the Vice Provost for Academic and 
Enrollment services and Uic office of the Vice chancellor for student 
Affairs 2009). A second Uic study, entitled “Who Are the First-Generation 
students at Uic,” examined the difference between first-generation college 
students and students with college-educated parents (Uic office of the Vice 
chancellor 2002). it states: “the difference in Act scores between these 
two groups suggests that first-generation students may be at a disadvantage 
from the moment they enter college. though this information contributes 
to our understanding of the Uic first-generation population, by no means 
does it offer a complete picture. there is much more to learn about these 
students and what services and resources we need to provide to ensure 
that they meet their academic goals.” 
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in order to help complete the picture, the EriAL Project Uic team 
included first-generation students from many ethnic backgrounds and 
employed ethnographic methods to explore not just perceptions and use 
of the university library, but also students’ research process and practices 
as a whole. 

METHODOLOGy

one of the primary purposes of the EriAL project at Uic was to explore 
conclusions drawn from prior studies to further target ways in which aca-
demic librarians might address first-generation college patrons’ potential 
skills gaps. the use of ethnography was intended to help illuminate the 
nuances present in students’ understanding of the research process and the 
librarian’s role, and thus to help identify ways of potentially expanding 
and honing that role.

For the Uic analysis, the authors reviewed the results of thirty-three 
student interviews collected during the EriAL Project. the Uic interview 
protocol specifically asked student participants if they were the first mem-
bers of their families to attend college, either in the United states or else-
where.1 the Uic research team wanted to specifically examine the research 
experience of first-year students and identify these students’ expectations 
of libraries before they developed Uic-specific research habits. of the 33 
students interviewed, 32 self-identified as first-year students, and of these, 
18 self-identified as first-generation college students. the results of these 
18 interviews provide the data analyzed in this chapter. 

in order to get a general sense of participants’ academic interests and 
family background, they were asked several questions. in terms of fam-
ily background, students were asked “Did your parents or grandparents 
attend college?” and “What language do you speak at home?” of the 18 
first-generation students interviewed, only 9 reported English was the 
language spoken at home. the other 9 mentioned English in conjunction 
with spanish, Polish, Punjabi, tibetan, Korean, cantonese, and chinese. 
thus, the Uic EriAL team sample very closely mirrors the Uic campus as 
a whole, as reported by the office of the Vice Provost for Academic and 
Enrollment services, office of the Vice chancellor for student Affairs. 

Participants also represented a wide range of majors, the most popular 
of which were psychology (three students) and biology (two students). 
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three participants were double majors, focusing on creative writing and 
economics, history and political science, and Polish and spanish econom-
ics. one participant was undecided, and the rest of the majors included 
anthropology, computer science, criminal justice, education, English, 
entrepreneurship, kinesiology, mathematics, and russian sociology.

RESEARCH ExPERIENCE BEFORE COLLEGE

the Uic team wanted to explore not only students’ previous exposure to 
college and questions of native language, but also their educational his-
tory and their knowledge of the information universe as well as where 
they acquired this knowledge. According to Uic’s 2009 survey, students 
graduate from all kinds of schools: non-chicago public high schools, 
chicago public schools, and cook and adjacent county schools (office of 
the Vice Provost for Academic and Enrollment services and office of the 
Vice chancellor for student Affairs 2009).2 the targeted EriAL sample 
had equally varied high school experiences. they named schools such as 
illinois math and science Academy, a recognized leading college prepa-
ratory school in math and education (Gamerman et al. 2007), Whitney 
young, a magnet college prep school, Lane technical, and other unnamed 
public and private schools. 

Anecdotally, Uic librarians and faculty seem to suspect that first-year 
students are fairly naive about the complexity of information and the 
research process. this project revealed, however, that all of the students 
interviewed had, in fact, conducted a research project in high school. of 
course, not all research projects are created equally, and even though some 
of these students may need help in learning how to search for and retrieve 
information, they did seem to recognize the need for quality information. 

Participants were asked, “Did you write a long research paper or work 
on a large research project before attending college?” in describing the 
resources they used in high school, the students used language that ranged 
from simple to that of an experienced researcher. some spoke generically 
of “online” sources, but others spoke of specific research tools. some had 
been allowed to use Wikipedia, but most had not. However, in describing 
their sources, most used very standard academic terminology: “literary and 
scientific journals,” “primary source documents,” “peer-reviewed journals.” 
these students clearly knew to look for quality information. 
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SEARCHING 

to understand students’ approaches to finding information, participants 
were asked, “How did you search for information sources for this project?” 
or “Did you search online?” “Did you use print materials? And “How did 
you choose what you used?” seventeen participants discussed where they 
searched for sources. Participants sometimes spoke of resources they 
used to find information (such as search engines, databases, or catalogs) 
interchangeably with sources containing the information itself, such as 
journal articles or books, and they drew a general picture about their use 
of library and nonlibrary resources, as well as their preference for online 
versus print format. 

All seventeen participants searched online for sources. “online” search-
ing seemed to mean different things to different participants, and they 
used online resources to reach a variety of goals. some participants spoke 
of online searching in a very general sense and did not specify where they 
looked. Eight participants made some mention of searching “online” or 
using the “internet” or a “website” without mentioning Google specifi-
cally or referencing the library or any identifiable library resources. other 
participants used one of Google’s many services. nine of the participants 
used Google at some point during their search and two used Google scholar 
as well. Four participants used Google to do preliminary searching on a 
topic, “just to see what was out there,” and two used it to get “background” 
information. Another two students used Google and Google scholar to 
find and access articles, while one student used Google to find a book pre-
view (potentially via Google books) to get the content of a book to quote 
and cite instead of locating the entire book. the remaining two students 
used Google and Google scholar but did not specify to what purpose. 
the students that used Google scholar noted that they had learned about 
this resource during a library instruction session. in general, participants 
seemed to have a sense that some sources were more reliable than oth-
ers. most of them used Google only for preliminary searching and “not 
to quote.” one participant stated directly, “ i used Google just to bounce 
ideas around. it wasn’t, necessarily, like a way to, like, research . . . i would 
never quote Wikipedia or anything.” this participant was the only one to 
mention Wikipedia. 

of the participants who used online library resources, some explicitly 
stated understanding that the library context offered more authority, 
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but often without an acknowledgment or apparent awareness that the 
resources they were using came from the library. Eleven participants used 
online library resources such as the journal article databases and/or the 
library catalog, but only seven explicitly differentiated library and non-
library sources when using both types in conjunction. two participants 
used both library and nonlibrary online resources, but did not seem to be 
aware that “Jstor.com” was a library resource. While speaking about 
Jstor, one later observed, “but all the books i got were from the library.” 
two participants explained that they focused entirely on library resources. 
one stated, “i used the online catalog search engine thing . . . so, it was 
easier to find reliable sources i could use.” two participants noted that 
they did not use the library at all. one used his high school website, and 
the other “just looked online.” When asked, both stated they did not know 
the Uic Library had databases that could search scholarly sources relevant 
to their topics.

the prompting question, “Did you use print materials?” attempted to 
obtain information specifically about participants’ use of print indices, but 
was often interpreted by both interviewer and participant as asking about 
selecting sources in print format such as journal articles and books. As a 
result, the responses were mixed but gave an idea of whether the partici-
pants used articles and books more frequently in online or in print form. 
several participants used print books, but it was unclear whether or not 
the instructor had required the use of books. one stated, “i was able to find 
a lot of information in the books that i had and just a few supplemental 
facts on websites.” two participants mentioned browsing the shelves for 
additional books. one explained, “i went to the architecture section and 
found a whole shelf of sears tower.” none indicated that they used print 
journal articles. one participant seemed to think using print sources was 
more difficult, stating that, after this initial research project, the participant 
felt “prepared now” to use print sources. in general, responses were quite 
suggestive of the fact that more participants used and preferred online 
sources to print sources. Whether they felt this way about both articles 
and books or just about articles was not clear. 

of the eighteen participants who were asked why they used online 
resources, all indicated that they perceived online resources as easier to 
use. their responses ranged from “electronic was just easier” and online 
searching was “most convenient” to more specific explanations, such as 
“out of all the things i used, Google scholar was probably the easiest, so i 
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just used that one” and “i didn’t have to go to the library to pick something 
up, like the articles were there.” the situation, described above, in which 
the participant used an online preview of a book rather than getting the 
physical object, is fairly suggestive that convenience is a priority as well. it 
is not clear whether “easier” in the participants’ responses referred to the 
act of searching for sources or physically accessing the sources. Likewise, 
it would be illuminating to further parse the word “online.”

SOURCE SELECTION: NUMBER

Participants were asked, “How did you know when you had enough 
sources?” thirteen participants discussed their methods of determining 
when they had enough sources to complete their research projects. Analysis 
of the thirteen responses revealed four main approaches: using the number 
set by their instructors, using a number adequate (as determined by the 
student) to meet the page length set by their instructors, using a number 
adequate to support their topics, or some mixture of the three. the major-
ity of students negotiated the instructors’ parameters and the need for 
information to support their topics rather than sticking wholly to one or 
the other. instructors’ parameters varied in terms of the number of sources 
required or allowed as well as the page length required for the assignment. 
some instructors set only a minimum number of sources, while others 
set an exact number or a range of numbers of sources that students were 
required and allowed to have. 

instructors specified an exact number of sources for two partici-
pants who did not indicate whether or not they would have done more if 
allowed. only one participant stuck to the minimum number of sources 
required by his instructors, explaining that he had tried to do the minimum 
but had also tried to cover the topic. 

Four participants were given a range in the number of sources required, 
and all four met the maximum number allowed by the instructor. All of 
these students also explained that they would have used more sources if 
allowed. However, participants experienced the maximum limit differently. 
one felt he was willing to go beyond the page length, but the instructor 
explained that writers must learn to be concise. Another felt, because he 
was only allowed eight sources, that he wasted a lot of time trying to 
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find all the information in a few sources when he had already found a 
larger number of relevant sources to cover the topic. He explained, “i had 
already exceeded the eight . . . you need a certain amount of information 
in order to fully write your paper, and even with eight sources, i didn’t 
have enough, and so i had to keep looking for more information—the right 
kind of sources.” still another found permission in the maximum to cut out 
the “tedious to read” sources. Although most of these students expressed 
a clear desire to use enough sources to satisfactorily support their topics, 
for all of them, the instructors’ parameters were the defining criteria for 
determining the final number of sources to include in their projects. 

Likewise, three participants selected the number of sources according 
to the page-length requirements of their instructors, but still with the goal 
of thoroughly addressing their topics. one stated, “i knew i had enough 
sources when i was confident about my thesis statement, and i felt like i 
could actually write five to six pages on it,” while another explained, “i 
think i had more than i needed, but i just wanted to make sure it would be 
a long paper.” A third actually determined the number of points he made 
in order to fit the page-length and still adequately support those points. 
He stated, “once i had at least two sources on it [a main point], i would 
stop there and move on to the next, because the paper was limited to eight 
pages.” An idea common to all three cases is that the students aimed for 
enough sources to write the required page-length parameter, but also that 
“enough” suggests the idea of adequately supporting their topics for that 
length.

Finally, three participants clearly prioritized covering the topic above 
other approaches. two of them knowingly exceeded the instructors’ set 
maximum number of sources in order to support their topics to the degree 
they felt was adequate. one explained in reference to the six-source maxi-
mum set by the instructor, “i think i used eight . . . sometimes the infor-
mation that you get from a source—it’s not enough.” the other stated, “i 
knew i needed four, but i went ahead and used, probably six . . . once i 
had that [the topic] covered, i knew that was enough.” the third did not 
mention the instructor’s parameters and spoke only of selecting sources 
appropriate to cover the topic. 

in essence, the instructors’ parameters seemed to be the top priority 
in determining how many sources to use, but adequately covering the 
topic was a very close second. of the thirteen participants that discussed 
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choosing sources, all of them acknowledged their instructors’ parameters 
and all but two worked within them. All but two participants, who did not 
discuss whether or not they took covering the topic into account, discussed 
wanting to cover the topic thoroughly and/or wanting to have found and 
used more than the maximum allowed number of sources. 

SOURCE SELECTION: TyPE 

Participants were asked, “How did you know when you had the right kind 
of sources?” Fifteen participants discussed evaluating sources to determine 
which were most appropriate for their research projects. most participants 
found more than the required number of sources and narrowed their selec-
tion to those they used in their bibliographies. one participant’s professor 
assigned some of the sources he used. However, the sources participants 
themselves selected were chosen according to three main criteria: the 
source’s relevance to the research topic, scholarly appearance, and the 
participant’s ability to understand the information. 

Relevance

relevance to the research topic was a criterion common to all participants’ 
selections. most participants spoke of relevance as if it was an assumed cri-
terion, but eight gave specific details about what relevance means to them. 
three stated the obvious, such as, “they were talking about the same thing 
i was.” others discussed selecting sources based on the amount or quality 
of information they contained. one participant explained he chose sources 
based on “the amount of information i was able to pull from them,” and 
another went on to say, “i read through them and saw which information 
was relevant . . . the ones that had either the most information or the inter-
esting facts were the ones i chose.” two others tried to balance pros and 
cons, and described the process saying, “they [the sources] were useful. i 
used them for my argument and for my counter-argument,” and “i would 
first see if it was relevant to my topic. i kind of tried to have an equal 
amount of sources that agreed—that i agreed with—and then disagreed 
with . . . so that way the professor could see i was trying to see both sides 
of the story.” one participant kept relevance in mind but was caught up 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   118 8/24/2011   9:09:21 AM



first-generation college students / 119

in learning about the topic. He stated, “some of them were much harder 
to narrow down, because i get so engrossed in the topic, i don’t realize if 
it’s relevant or not to my paper.”

Scholarly

six participants described evaluating sources to determine whether or not 
they were scholarly as part of their selection process. not all used the term 
scholarly. some spoke of peer-reviewed and reliable sources as well. some 
participants spoke only of evaluating websites, which they did based on 
terms someone else had established for them, but did not explain who. 
one stated that “i just know not to trust websites that end in .com,” and 
the other explained, “i know they wouldn’t accept Wikipedia for sure, but 
everything i was on, i think, was mostly government or news organiza-
tions.” two of the participants that discussed books and articles used the 
context in which they found the sources as scholarly signifiers. Another 
used the fact that he found it “on the Uic website” as a signifier that the 
source was “reliable.” Another determined that sources were scholarly 
because the database told him so. He explained, “i made sure they were 
peer-reviewed . . . it [the database] says it on there . . . in PsycinFo it says 
like how many people used the article or journal, so we went off of that 
as well. it’s like the more it’s used, it was like better information.” this 
participant also had some understanding of how to evaluate the sources 
himself, clearly, in that he was able to explain citation reporting. two 
participants looked at the sources themselves for signifiers. one partici-
pant chose sources that were “written by professors,” and another looked 
at visual cues and the ease with which he could understand the informa-
tion the sources provided. He explained, “okay, this has to be scholarly, 
because it looks, i guess, fancy . . . it wasn’t big print . . . no pictures . . . 
if it’s difficult to read, then you know it has to be scholarly.” 

Comprehensible

three participants discussed the ease with which they understood the 
source’s information as a factor in selecting, or not selecting, that source. 
As noted above, one participant used the fact that a source was difficult 
for him to understand as a signifier that it was scholarly and so selected it 
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to use. However, two other participants rejected sources they had trouble 
understanding. one explained, “When i found something that’s part of my 
interests, something i feel like i had a good understanding of, comprehen-
sion of, i was able to start the project.” the other stated, “sources i don’t 
understand, i just left alone and found something else.”

OBSTACLES

Participants were asked, “Were there any other problems or obstacles that 
you encountered while working on the assignment?” Four students said 
the library was too big, and people can get lost in the building, indicating 
that it is very important to ensure students can get help finding materials. 
six continued to use the libraries they used in high school because those 
libraries were familiar to them. some used the Uic Library, but they also 
continued to use the more familiar, less intimidating libraries where they 
went to get help in high school. one participant explained, “At Uic, it’s 
like so big. there’s so many students. they [the librarians] are not going 
to walk around and ask if you need help.” Another said, “i get confused 
just looking at all those books. i don’t know what they’re for.” 

thirteen of the eighteen students spoke about challenges they faced 
finding sources. some said they found no sources on their topic; others said 
there were not enough sources on their topics; some found the information 
on their topic to be incorrect. A few felt they did not have enough time, 
and one was bored and could not stay committed. However, most intimated 
that they did well on their assignment. it would seem these responses were 
contradictory, yet it is unclear which point in the research process partici-
pants were discussing. it seems implicit to their collective response that the 
obstacles were not permanent. students seemed to have overcome these 
obstacles, potentially with some assistance, as was indicated in response 
to this question and in questions about selecting sources (see above).

GETTING HELP

Participants sought many different types of help with their research proj-
ects and sought this help from a variety of people. Participants were asked, 
with respect to their college research projects, “Did you ask anyone for 
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help?” sixteen participants discussed seeking help with their projects. of 
those, three did not ask for help, and thirteen sought help from people 
affiliated with the university and/or from people involved in their personal 
lives. Participants visited some of these people of their own volition and 
others because it was required or recommended by the instructor. 

Participants sought help most often from individuals affiliated directly 
with their courses. As shown in table 7.1, participants sought help most 
frequently from their instructors and teaching assistants (tAs). some par-
ticipants noted their meetings with instructors were a required part of the 
course, although most suggested they voluntarily sought help from their 
instructor or tA after class. Participants sought help from friends and class-
mates as well. However, participants sought out other university resources 
such as librarians and the writing center most often after some urging or 
direct referral. of the university resources, participants sought help from 
librarians most frequently after their instructor or tA. All four participants 
who asked a librarian for help had prior experience in a library, and most 

From Whom
By Number of 
Participants

Under What 
Circumstances Type of Help

instructor/tA 10 mandated,  
Volunteered

Progress check, proofread-
ing, topic selection, topic 
honing, where to search 
for sources, approval of 
sources, selecting content, 
organizing project

Friend(s)/  
classmate(s)

  9 Volunteered Proofreading, search terms, 
how to use databases and/
or catalog, where to search 
for sources, selecting con-
tent, organizing project

Librarian   4 Volunteered Physically getting to 
sources, search terms, how 
to use databases and/or 
catalog 

Family member(s)   3 Volunteered Where to search for 
sources, selecting content, 
organizing project

Writing center   1 referred selecting content, organiz-
ing project

TABLE 7.1 Seeking Help by Person (in order of popularity)
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had some previous exposure to the Uic Library. one participant had not 
had a library instruction or orientation session and drew a parallel with 
experience at a public library. the participant stated, “i’ve done that at the 
public library, so i figured i could do it here.” two others had had a library 
instruction session at Uic in which they indicated they were encouraged to 
seek out the help of a librarian. Likewise, two participants, one of whom 
had also had a library instruction session, had an orientation session their 
freshman year during which they were encouraged to ask a librarian for 
help. only one participant made use of the Writing center, and the course 
instructor had required that visit. 

Participants turned to their instructors and tAs for most types of help, 
as indicated in table 7.1, but they also sought these types of help from 
other people as well. in contrast, some types of help were unique to certain 
people. Participants sought help with topics, progress checks, and approval 
of sources only from their instructors and tAs. Participants sought help 
physically finding sources only from librarians. Likewise, participants asked 
librarians, not instructors or tAs, for help using library resources such as 
the catalog and journal article databases. 

the difference in use of university resources and participants’ descrip-
tion of when they used specific resources suggests that the built-in nature 
of students’ relationship with their instructors and tAs might be a root 
cause. students see their instructors and tAs on a regular basis in class. 
convenience and familiarity are fundamental aspects of this built-in rela-
tionship. it could be more convenient time-wise to see the instructor or tA 
just after class rather than make an extra trip to the library. Likewise, the 
instructor and tA are known quantities to students. students learn how 
to communicate with them as part of being in the class. Furthermore, the 
instructor and tA assign the projects and grade them, thus their sugges-
tions about approaches to the research process probably seem fundamen-
tally trustworthy to their students. Learning where the library is, how to 
use its services and resources, and determining whether it is a trustworthy 
place to seek help all take time and effort for students. that being said, the 
first-generation students that made use of librarians turned to librarians for 
help using the resources even without a built-in relationship. this combina-
tion suggests that lack of awareness of library offerings and their intrinsic 
value, as well as lack of convenience, may account for the relatively low 
use of librarians among these first-generation students. 
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Although additional research needs to be conducted with respect to 
the reasons students turn to instructors and tAs rather than librarians for 
help with library resources, a pattern seems to have emerged. in order to 
draw students to the experts (librarians) that best know what the library 
offers and how to use it, libraries need to find ways to enhance students’ 
awareness of library resources and services, thus increasing the likelihood 
that students will value librarians and their expertise enough to seek help 
from the library. 

COMMUNICATION

Every student interviewed owned a cell phone. When asked how they pre-
ferred to communicate in general, twelve preferred calling, four preferred 
instant message or texting, three preferred e-mail, and three preferred 
face-to-face interactions. However, when asked how they would prefer to 
work with librarians, all eighteen of the students said they preferred to 
get help face-to-face. Each expressed their preference in a slightly differ-
ent way, but their reasons were well-considered: “i can clarify what i’m 
saying if i need to,” “i actually want to be led around the library,” and “ a 
phone call is a bit rushed and then sometimes you can’t hear the person.” 

in answer to the question, “could the library have done anything 
differently?” one student thought the library had done a “fantastic job” 
and they were “nice,” but they should wear badges or name tags so they 
would be easier to find. Another thought it was good that librarians did 
not assume the student had any prior knowledge. it seemed important that 
librarians not be judgmental. For the most part, the students did not think 
of librarians as academics, and perhaps would not think to approach them 
for help, but they thought it very important that librarians smile and act 
friendly. this is consistent with other studies, such as Jo bell Whitlatch’s 
(2001) “Evaluating reference services,” that discuss reference assessment.

CONCLUSIONS

in summary, the EriAL Project at Uic brought to light some details of 
how first-generation students conduct their research process. the study 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   123 8/24/2011   9:09:21 AM



124 / first-generation college students

demonstrated that first-generation Uic students have a range of experi-
ences and understanding of the research process. in terms of searching for 
sources, students are willing to use both print and online resources, but 
online sources were seen as easier to use. the terms easier and online bear 
further exploration. in selecting sources, participants chose sources that 
were relevant to the topic, scholarly, and comprehensible. the instructor’s 
parameters were the defining ones in terms of number, but students were 
willing to exceed this number in order to adequately cover the topic and 
sometimes had difficulty paring down to the required limit. 

in addition to challenges in finding enough relevant sources in order 
to adequately address the topic within the maximum allowed, participants 
had difficulty navigating the physical library. For this they turned solely 
to librarians for assistance. they also looked to librarians for help using 
the library’s databases and catalog, as well as figuring out search terms. 
However, they primarily turned to their instructors and tAs for all kinds 
of help, including areas in which librarians could be the most useful. 
this omission of librarians could have occurred for many reasons having 
to do with familiarity, convenience, and the final say of the instructors 
with whom the students have a mandatory, built-in relationship. the Uic 
Library and librarians therefore need to seek out ways to increase students’ 
awareness of their services. they also need to find ways to demonstrate the 
value of their services and of librarians’ expertise, so that students are able 
and willing to seek the best help during the research process. Furthermore, 
the assessment and design of new reference services should factor in 
students’ preference for a polite, welcoming demeanor and face-to-face 
encounters with librarians, in conjunction with the ease of online access.

As a result of the EriAL study, the Uic Library is in the process of 
implementing changes to its services. in order to make the university 
library more familiar, convenient, and less intimidating, the library is once 
again becoming involved in orientation for new students and for new fac-
ulty. the hope is to increase students’ understanding of the library before 
they begin setting their research habits. instruction sessions will emphasize 
the difference between high school, public, and academic libraries to make 
the value of academic collections and the services academic librarians offer 
more apparent. Likewise, the library plans to offer movies and book talks 
to help make the library a familiar space. the library is also prioritizing 
outreach to faculty to better ensure that they know and value the library’s 
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holdings and services, and thus might be more likely to refer students 
when appropriate.

the Uic Library is also pursuing additional research in response to 
the EriAL Project. in order to better understand the full experience of 
first-generation students at Uic, a research project using ethnographic 
methods is under way to explore how first-generation seniors conduct 
research and to better understand their expectations of librarians, faculty, 
and themselves during the process. this study will also seek to identify 
differences between first-generation college students in their first year and 
senior year to learn how, and if, students develop their research skills over 
time in college. this research and the data yet to be analyzed from the 
EriAL Project will undoubtedly continue to help the Uic Library improve 
services to first-generation students and the student body as a whole for 
years to come.

NOTES

1.  the research teams for other EriAL institutions did not explicitly 
collect this information.

2.  cook and adjacent counties comprise the greater chicago 
metropolitan area.
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8
Seeing Ourselves  
As Others See Us:  
Library Spaces through 
Student Eyes
JAnE trEADWELL, AmAnDA binDEr,  
AnD nAtALiE tAGGE

going into the twenty-first century, a new 
model emerged for new and redesigned 

library spaces in academic libraries. the central service floor, once devoted 
to the reference desk, the reference collection, the circulation desk, and 
an area for patron seating, either at tables or computer carrels, gave way 
to what became known as the “information commons.” As more and more 
library information became electronic (especially the kind of information 
found in abstracts, indexes, encyclopedias, and other reference sources), 
much of the reference collection was either weeded or relocated to the 
circulating collection, and the “footprint” formerly devoted to the collec-
tion was turned over to patron seating, frequently configured as computer 
carrels for three or four people. tables without computers were also wired 
for both electricity and data so that students can use their own laptops at 
them. in addition to the library catalog and databases to which the library 
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subscribed, productivity software, such as the microsoft office suite, was 
loaded onto the computers, transforming them from the “terminals” that 
were placed in libraries during the three preceding decades for access pri-
marily to the library’s online catalog, to workstations at which students can 
do research, write papers, and if they so choose, surf the internet or even 
play games. in addition, the new or renovated library provides a number 
of collaborative study rooms, both large and small, to accommodate stu-
dents working in groups. this collaborative work might also extend to the 
students seated in the information commons itself, with the result that the 
library—or at least, its main service floor—can no longer be considered a 
place for quiet study. 

much has been written about the information commons, and some later 
authors, notably scott bennett (2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2009), have refocused 
the definition so that the emphasis is placed on the student learner rather 
than the technology that he or she is using, with the resulting name change 
of “learning commons.” A recent book by Forrest and Halbert, A Field Guide 
to the Information Commons (2009), is a good place to start for an overview, 
and includes contributions by both librarians and architects, as well as a 
time line of information commons developments. the authors observe, 
“technology has enabled new forms of information-seeking behavior . . . 
causing a revolution in libraries that revisits the idea of the ‘commons’—a 
public place that is free to be used by everyone.” For in-depth research 
undertaken just as the information commons approach was taking hold, 
shill and tonner offer two articles in College & Research Libraries: “creating 
a better Place: Physical improvements in Academic Libraries, 1995–2002” 
(2003) and “Does the building still matter?” (2004). 

Probably no other architectural firm was more responsible for intro-
ducing the information commons into American academic libraries than 
the venerable boston firm of shepley, bulfinch, richardson, and Abbott 
(sbrA). starting with the University of southern california, and includ-
ing libraries at Emory, Duke, marquette, and the EriAL Project’s own 
illinois Wesleyan University, they helped to transform the main service 
floor of many academic libraries into a place brimming with technology 
and buzzing with activity. However, in a 2005 white paper for the council 
on Library and information resources, The Library as Place: Changes in 
Learning Patterns, Collections, Technology, and Use, Geoffrey t. Freeman 
of sbrA notes that “while students are intensely engaged in using new 
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technologies, they also want to enjoy the library as a contemplative oasis” 
(Freeman 2005, 6). moreover, Freeman asserts that in planning for a new 
or renovated library building, the planning team must ground the process 
in the mission, goals, and values of the institution, and not simply follow 
the popular template of the time. 

BACkGROUND: UNIVERSITy OF ILLINOIS SPRINGFIELD

the University of illinois springfield is the small liberal arts campus of 
the University of illinois. Founded in 1970, it was for much of its history 
sangamon state University, an upper-division university whose student 
body consisted almost entirely of commuter students. in 2001, the insti-
tution began admitting freshmen and now enrolls around 300 per year, 
increasing the on-campus population to around 1,000 students out of a 
total of 4,800. two dormitories, a recreation center, and a new classroom 
building have been constructed since 2001, giving the campus a much 
more residential feel. in addition to the residential student population, 
almost one-quarter of Uis students are in online-only degree programs. 
Also, a sizable number of students continue to commute to campus. the 
library thus faces the challenge of serving these three distinct groups of 
students: residential, online, and commuter. 

the norris L. brookens Library, constructed in 1975, was the first 
permanent building on the Uis campus. constructed in the brutalist style, 
the brookens building nevertheless has a futurist heart—it lacks any right 
angles. the library occupies four floors: a main floor (Level 2), opening to 
the university quad, two upper floors (Levels 3 and 4), housing the bulk of 
the library’s collections, and a lower level occupied by a café and computer 
lab. see figure 8.1. 

Despite its design, by the beginning of the twenty-first century the 
building was beginning to show its age, as the original carpets and fur-
nishings were in place in most parts of the building, and where they had 
been replaced, there was no thought to aesthetic consistency. because the 
building had been subdivided down the middle on Levels 2 and 3, when 
the intent had been for an open floor plan, problems with heating, ventila-
tion, and air conditioning were worse than in most library buildings. the 
single-paned windows were a disaster from an energy-efficiency viewpoint 
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(and had to be replaced for safety reasons just as planning for a renovation 
was getting under way), the lighting was dreadful, and acoustic separation, 
especially on the main floor, was nonexistent. One student, commenting 
on the space in a 2007 LibQual+ survey, said that being in the library was 
“like being in a warehouse or dungeon.”

Over the years, numerous studies have been conducted of the Brookens 
Library building. Two studies conducted in 2003 and 2005 both recom-
mended that the building be renovated. The 2005 study also included plans 
for a library café, which was built in 2008. The university committed to a 
renovation master plan after a 2008 study documented that fully half of the 
deferred maintenance for the entire UIS campus was associated with the 
Brookens facility. It was determined that work of the magnitude suggested 
by the deferred maintenance study (involving heating and cooling systems, 
lighting, windows, and virtually all furnishings) could not be completed 
piecemeal. To implement all of the necessary improvements identified, a 
full renovation of the library would be required.

 While large structural improvements had to wait, the library did begin 
to work on some of the recommendations from the two preliminary stud-
ies that addressed service quality. In particular, we began the transition 
from the traditional academic library main service floor to an information 

 

Figure 8-1:  The exterior of the Brookens Library  
Figure 8.1 The exterior of the Brookens Library
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commons, reducing the size of the reference collection to make room for 
more seating, especially more computer seating. We also combined the 
reference and circulation desks into a single information desk. 

because of these changes to the physical space and library services, 
as well as the rapid changes in collection development policies (with 
increased reliance on e-resources), we decided to survey our users and 
find out how they thought the library was meeting their needs. thus, 
we chose to participate in LibQual+, a nationally normed survey that 
had been developed at texas A&m University and standardized by the 
Association of research Libraries. We participated in the spring of 2007. 
the data from the survey was rich, giving us much to consider in the way 
of improvements. in analyzing the results, we discovered an existing area 
of disparity between the undergraduate and graduate student perceptions 
of “library as place.” Graduate students scored two areas of the library 
at below the desired minimum level: “library space that inspires study 
and learning,” and “a gateway for study, learning or research.”1 While 
undergraduates did not rate any areas as below the minimum level, they, 
too, expressed some concern about “library space that inspires study and 
learning.” However, one area that undergraduates found to be close to 
the desired level was “community space for group learning and group 
study.” this may have reflected the greater importance of group work in 
undergraduate education.

Going into the EriAL project, Uis was determined to look more closely 
at the difference that the LibQual+ study seemed to suggest between the 
perceptions of undergraduate and graduate students regarding the library 
as place. our hypothesis was that undergraduate students had no problem 
with the noisy world of the information commons on the main level of the 
building, while graduate students gravitated more to the quiet study areas 
on levels three and four. Additionally, we presumed that an age difference 
was at play: that the more traditionally aged (18–22 years) students would 
be less likely to seek out quiet study areas and more apt to engage in group 
study than their older counterparts, who were often returning to college 
after an absence of some years and had a more traditional notion of what 
the library should be. these older returning students, we believed, were 
the ones who were likely to be most dissatisfied with the library building. 

in the fall of 2008, the chicago architectural firm Holabird & root 
was selected to develop a master plan for the renovation of the brookens 
Library. over the course of the 2008–2009 academic year, Holabird & 
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root architects worked with a Library Design committee made up of 
representatives from the library and other stakeholders housed in the 
brookens Library building (including the Educational technology Division 
of information technology services, the center for teaching and Learning, 
and the college of Education and Human services) to develop a plan for 
the building to transform it into a twenty-first-century learning center. the 
design that emerged features an entry level that brings together librarians, 
information technologists, the center for teaching and Learning, and the 
center for First year students to form a “success center” focused on student 
learning. to achieve all of the programming goals for the library, the plan 
includes an addition that gives the building a more open and light-filled 
ambience. the building’s learning commons is on two levels connected 
by a very visible grand stairway. to correct the pronounced way-finding 
difficulties of the brookens facility, a strong central corridor is also intro-
duced. the design features numerous group study rooms and quiet study 
areas, as well.

in the course of developing the design program, the architects held 
a number of visioning sessions with library stakeholders, including two 
design charrettes (intense focus groups about the existing library and ideas 
for the future building) with students. Each charrette attracted about five 
students, most of whom were undergraduates. From these discussions, 
the following issues with the existing library emerged: way-finding and 
the maze-like layout of the building, uncomfortable and dated furniture, 
parts of the stacks that seem cold and even “creepy,” lack of acoustical 
separation, and an overall feeling that the building is not welcoming and 
attractive. things students liked about the building included the coffee 
shop, the lounges, some of the study spaces in the stacks, and the ubiquity 
of computers throughout the building. Looking to the future, students 
wanted to see a more open and inviting space, more group study rooms, 
spaces clearly marked for group study, noise, and socializing, and clearer 
organization and way-finding. out of one group came the desire for “both 
high tech and books together,” while another said “be sure to keep part of 
the library with quiet academic atmosphere, surrounded by books.” one 
of the most intriguing ideas, which affirmed a direction that the design 
committee was taking, was that “everything geared to studying should be 
in the library.” 
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AN ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH TO  
LEARNING ABOUT STUDENT PREFERENCES  
FOR LIBRARy SPACE

Viewing ourselves through the eyes of others can be appropriate for institu-
tional, as well as individual, self-reflection. Library user studies frequently 
reveal that patron perceptions of the library are at odds not only with our 
own opinions, but also with our goals for a particular service. the EriAL 
project provided a unique opportunity for the brookens Library to learn 
more about how students perceived the space in the library. As it turned 
out, the master planning process for the renovation of the building was 
working on a different timetable than the EriAL Project, which unfortu-
nately prevented the results from informing the design of the master plan. 
However, data from the EriAL study has been, and will continue to be, 
compared to the assumptions that informed the master plan. the EriAL 
study for the most part affirmed the conclusions of the master plan, and 
based on suggestions from both studies, interim changes are being made 
to brookens Library spaces. Data from the EriAL study will also be used 
to inform the final design plans for the future library renovation. 

of the five libraries participating in EriAL, Uis was the only one to 
address the issue of space in a formal manner. We included this aspect for 
two reasons: to follow up on feedback from the LibQual+ survey of 2007 
that suggested a difference in preference for quiet study space between 
older, commuter students and younger residential students; and to inform 
a high-level redesign plan for the brookens Library facility, which was to 
begin in september 2008, just a month before the EriAL Project began. 
Uis adapted several of the techniques that had been used to elicit percep-
tions and opinions about space by Foster and Gibbons at the University of 
rochester (Foster and Gibbons 2007), including design workshops, photo 
diaries, and flip charts, in addition to using a cognitive mapping methodol-
ogy and ethnographic interviews. 

Although all five participating institutions in the EriAL study used 
the same questions for the ethnographic interviews (see appendix A), 
Uis added one question to the ethnographic interviews that specifically 
addressed space. We explained to participants that we were in the midst 
of planning for a renovation of the building and asked, “if there was 
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something that you could change about the building, what would it be?” 
Another question (included in all the interviews) concerned what students 
liked and disliked about the library. that question elicited nearly as many 
comments about space as the question that directly addressed the building, 
indicating that for many students the library is represented by the physical 
space—not its services, nor people, nor website. because the interviews 
were open-ended in nature, we found that a substantial amount of informa-
tion about the library building was gleaned from the student interviews, 
and many students provided rich descriptions of their perceptions of, and 
wishes about, library spaces.

 

COGNITIVE MAPPING

During the first year of the EriAL Project, a cognitive mapping exercise 
was conducted with student participants in the campus cafeteria (dessert 
treats were offered as an incentive to volunteer for the exercise).2 this 
methodology was carried out away from the library building to gain a 
larger student sample, hopefully including some students who may not 
have been regular library users, and also to learn what elements of the 
building students remembered without any visual clues. A total of twenty-
three students participated in this activity on two different days during 
the spring semester, 2009. 

to complete the cognitive mapping exercise, students were given a blank 
piece of paper along with blue, green, and red pens. they were then given 
six minutes to draw a map of the library from memory, and were asked to 
change the color of the pen every two minutes. this approach allowed the 
researchers to learn the order in which the map was drawn. other than 
these two requirements, the students had wide latitude about how to inter-
pret the instructions. thus, the results varied significantly ranging from a 
three-dimensional approach to an all-floors approach, to an approach which 
focused only on the main entry level—the most common approach.

the drawings were analyzed by the research team to see which ele-
ments of the building and the library’s services appeared most frequently. 
Almost all (91 percent) of the students identified Level 2, the main level of 
the library. three elements were identified by 82 percent of the students: 
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the information/circulation desk, the computer stations, and the book 
stacks. seventy-eight percent of students identified a front entrance to 
the building, and 73 percent drew the central stairway, an architecturally 
prominent feature of the building. After that, common elements quickly 
slipped below 50 percent, with only 17 percent of students identifying the 
librarians’ offices and only a few seeming to be aware of the video/audio 
collections on the main floor. none of the students drew the government 
documents collection, which occupies a significant amount of floor space 
on Level 2. 

because of the nonrandom nature of our sample, we refrained from 
drawing universal conclusions from the cognitive maps on their own, but 
taken together with information from other methodologies, they helped us 
to come to some conclusions about students’ understanding of the library’s 
physical space and of its services, including the following.

Very few students could render the library’s physical space with any 
degree of accuracy. individual interviews with students suggested that this 
is related to the confusing layout of the library’s floors. this also confirms 
observations by the architects of the brookens Library master plan that the 
lack of any 90-degree angles in the building, while rendering the building 
architecturally interesting, makes way-finding much more difficult. in addi-
tion, the fact that the building is divided on the upper floors compounds 
this problem. one of the main goals of the master plan is to make the 
building more transparent and to make way-finding easier. 

For most students, the entry level (Level 2) of the building is the build-
ing’s focal point, as is evidenced by the high frequency of students draw-
ing the floor itself and the individual features contained on it. computer 
workstations and study areas were prominent in the students’ mental 
image of the library, suggesting a high relative importance of these areas. 
students also identified the information/circulation desks both frequently 
and accurately, suggesting that they do know conceptually where to seek 
help if they need it.

much of the library’s high-traffic floor space is devoted to elements 
that the students identified infrequently, such as new books, audio/music 
collection and seating area, and video shelves. the low number of students 
identifying the librarians’ offices on the maps suggests that students have 
little contact with reference librarians or don’t know where to find them. 
individual interviews with students also supported this conclusion. 
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DESIGN WORkSHOPS

two design workshops were conducted during spring semester of 2010, 
almost a year after the design charrettes were conducted by the master 
plan architects. the processes employed by the architects and the EriAL 
Project anthropologist were remarkably similar. the nineteen students 
who participated in the EriAL design workshops were asked to brainstorm 
about the tasks and activities they completed in the library and what they 
liked and disliked about the building. in addition, they were asked to 
describe their ideal library space and, finally, to sketch one floor of this 
ideal library space. 

the design workshops were conducted in the library’s café area (see 
figure 8.2) during a period when it was closed. interestingly, the students 
talked a lot about how much they liked that space and then used it as 
the starting point for their ideal library space. some students’ drawings 
included a 24-hour computer lab, study areas, and the café. 

one of the students drew in a “tutor table,” which was noteworthy, 
since the master plan calls for the center for teaching and Learning (the 
group responsible for student tutoring) to move into the main service 
floor of the library. For this group, the library as a study space emerged 

 

Figure 8-2:  The Brookens Library café area (viewed from above) 
FIGURE 8.2 The Brookens Library café area (viewed from above)
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as the priority. However, when asked if a computer lab on campus would 
serve the same purpose just as well, the students said that they wanted 
proximity and easy access to the library’s collections, not just access to 
computers. in general, the design workshops confirmed directions taken 
by the architects in the master plan and conclusions that were beginning 
to form from information collected by other means. 

FLIP CHARTS

near the end of the EriAL Project we borrowed one of the simplest tools 
that the University of rochester had utilized in its study of library space 
(Foster and Gibbons 2007, 21): flip charts. these were deployed at strategic 
locations throughout the library, with two questions written at the top of 
a large piece of paper, “What do you like about this space?” and “What 
is missing from this space?” as well as a column for answers. We left the 
flip charts accessible for about a week, refreshing the sheets each day, as 
silliness tended to creep in after a while. Although the responses on the 
flip charts were, for the most part, not new, they did reinforce the data 
that we had obtained using other methods. 

on the flip chart sheets, the instances of reporting a “quiet study area” 
as a positive desire increased as the floors got higher—even though both 
Levels 3 and 4 are designated as quiet study areas, students identified Level 
4 as a quieter floor than Level 3. they also cited natural light as a reason 
that they like to come to Level 4 of the library. A guiding assumption in 
library design is to give people natural light and to protect books from 
the light, so it was surprising that the issue of the presence or absence of 
natural light did not come up in our other methods of soliciting information 
from students. the flip chart method, as quick and cheap as it is, proved 
to be the best method for giving us detailed information that we can act 
on in the short run. For instance, we have purchased new chairs because 
the students identified uncomfortable and dirty old furniture as a problem 
throughout the building. in the future, when we receive approval to pre-
pare construction documents, we will want to go back to the students for 
more specific information about the placement of furniture and particular 
library functions and services. 

students answered the “what do you like about this space” question 
in terms of the building itself, as we expected. interestingly, however, 
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one-third to one-half of the negative flip chart comments related not to the 
building, but to services or collections. the most frequent response to the 
“what is missing from this level” question was “24/7 study area,” followed 
by suggestions about updating the collection and getting rid of all those 
“horribly out-of-date” books. the desire for a 24/7 study area had also 
been expressed in the design workshops. Despite the statistics confirming 
low building usage late in the evening, the idea that the library should be 
open much longer hours persists, and it is one of the issues that the EriAL 
Project is causing us to wrestle with once again. 

ETHNOGRAPHIC INTERVIEWS AND PHOTO DIARIES

Ethnographic interviews were conducted with 35 students, a little less 
than half (42.9 percent) of whom were juniors. About a quarter (22.9 per-
cent) of the participants were seniors, and an equal number (eight) were 
graduate students. oddly enough, even though Uis is now admitting first-
year students, all but nine of the interviewees were from the traditional 
“bread and butter” of Uis students—upper division and graduate students. 
twenty-five of the interviewees (nearly 75 percent) were female, a figure 
that was reversed in the design workshops, where over 75 percent of par-
ticipants were male. the interview participants reflected the racial mix at 
Uis (70 percent white; 20 percent black; with various other responses) and 
were spread across disciplines, with the highest number in social sciences, 
followed by humanities. As noted above, responses about the building 
were elicited not only from the particular question about library space, 
but also in reply to what the respondent liked or did not like about the 
building. ten students participated in the photo diary methodology (see 
chapter 1), which included specific photographs and questions about the 
brookens Library’s space. the demographics of these participants were 
closely aligned with the interview respondents, and we will discuss these 
results along with the interview responses below.

to our surprise, the most nuanced comments about library space 
came not from any of the specific methodologies relating to space which 
we employed, but from the general interviews. these interviews tended 
to flesh out the information garnered from the other more space-spe-
cific methodologies. notably, one of the major problems that the library 
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redesign set out to address—that of way-finding—was confirmed by the 
students whom we interviewed. many students said things such as, “it’s 
like a maze up there”; “i get almost lost looking for a book because it’s 
so confusing because of the circular design”; “it’s very easy to get lost.” 

We had heard students say over the years that it would be nice to 
have librarians available on levels 3 and 4 of the library but we had 
never understood why until we read the transcripts from this study—not 
only were some students getting lost in the stacks because of the building 
design, but also they simply didn’t know how to find books. one student 
suggested “thematic” signage for the book stacks instead of Library of 
congress call number ranges (so the books in Ps, for instance, would be 
labeled “American literature”), an idea we are considering more fully. 
We have also ordered badges for all public services workers (librarians, 
staff, and students) to wear so that students will be able to readily identify 
library employees and ask for help. 

From reading the interview transcripts, one gets the impression that 
students either love or hate the building. For example, a 37-year-old female 
political science major, who is a junior, had this response to the question 
about likes and dislikes about the library: “i don’t think there is anything 
i don’t like about it . . . When i first hit this library, i was like, ‘oh, they 
need to build an altar’ . . . i was just in awe. it was like harps started play-
ing or something.” on the other hand, a 23-year-old male political science 
graduate student said, in response to the question about changing anything 
about the library space, “if i could do anything . . . personally i would just 
tear the whole building down.” 

some students spoke at length about what they liked or did not like 
about the building. many students liked the third and fourth levels for 
the quiet study areas that can be found there, and elaborated on what 
they found pleasing or not. one 20-year-old female, a junior in sociology/
anthropology, said, “there are a bunch of different nooks and crannies 
that you can go study in and it’s quiet. it’s just kind of cozy.” Another 
student, 21, a female clinical lab science major, talked about how these 
spaces helped her to focus—“it’s kind of like little corners that you can just 
sit in and be alone and focus on what you are trying to do.” A 25-year-old 
male communications major said that the most important thing that he 
would tell a new freshman about the library would be that on the fourth 
floor “there are several computers [that] no one ever uses . . . you can be 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   139 8/24/2011   9:09:23 AM



140 / seeing ourselves as others see us

quiet. A peaceful area to do research or stuff like that.” on the other hand, 
a 53-year-old female environmental studies graduate student observed 
that there is such a thing as it “being too quiet”—she would prefer a less 
isolated study area. Another student described the quiet areas favored by 
many of the students as being “creepily empty,” and a few students raised 
concerns about personal security.

While the cognitive mapping exercises and the design workshops were 
dominated by Level 2, the main level, in the interviews and photo diaries 
the predominant theme was this push/pull between the desire for quiet 
study spaces and the need to work in groups, or simply to see and be seen. 
one 20-year-old female business major explained that she prefers Level 4 
because it is quiet and a good place to collaborate in a group study. the 
main level is less desirable because friends see her and interrupt her work. 
other students said that they liked the computers on Level 2 but found that 
some of them were too close together and there was not enough privacy. 
occasionally, we would read a transcript where the student was able to 
articulate in more detail something that has been stated or hinted at by 
other students. this 31-year-old male political science graduate student 
was one of those. He appreciated the availability of computers on the 
upper levels of the building but he likes to have people around him when 
he studies, so for that reason he gravitated to Level 2; he felt disconnected 
from people on the fourth floor. on the other hand, he wished that Level 2 
could be quieter like the upper levels. if he could change anything about 
the library, he would make it “more connected and open.” 

CONCLUSIONS

As we reviewed the data relating to library space, we realized that our 
hypothesis about preferences for quiet library space based on age or resi-
dential status had been too simplistic and was not supported. We found, 
surprisingly, that across all ages and living arrangements (commuting or 
on campus) the preference for quiet study spaces was nearly universal. 
However, many students also expressed the desire for more group study 
areas, including places with large tables where people could work together 
and spread their things out. We had posited an either/or situation, but 
found a much more nuanced approach to space on the part of students, 
depending on what types of work they wanted to accomplish. 
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Although implementing many of the solutions to issues raised by the 
EriAL Project will have to wait for a comprehensive renovation, some 
solutions have already been put into place, and others are planned for the 
near future. For example, to respond to students’ comments about the dirty 
and worn furnishings (a sentiment that was also highlighted in the master 
plan), task chairs (nearly 100) matching new models in the information 
commons were ordered for the rest of the library, and lounge chairs (13) 
were purchased to replace some of the most worn and outdated chairs. 
Unfortunately, financial constraints prevented us from replacing all of 
the old furniture. Lighting was also identified as a problem by both the 
student interview subjects and the master plan. Although the majority of 
lighting issues cannot be addressed now, we did order lamps for study 
tables in some of the gloomier sections of the building. the need for more 
and clearer signage repeatedly came up among our student interviewees. 
We will bring this need to the attention of campus building services, the 
group responsible for all campus signage, and work with them to develop 
a solution. Finally, an issue that came up in terms of the building but 
which represents a service desire is the plea for longer library hours. the 
campus lacks a 24-hour computer lab, and we will work with information 
technology services to see if there is some area on campus that could be 
designated for this purpose. 

the EriAL Project and the master plan study were in a way like com-
peting polar expeditions: traversing the same landscape at slightly differ-
ent times, they both ended up in the same place. the study has confirmed 
many directions of the master plan: the desire to bring in other services to 
the main level of the library, the need for better furnishings and lighting, 
and the vexing problem of noise. A renovation will greatly improve the 
acoustics of the building, but beyond that, we now understand that stu-
dents want both to collaborate and to have quiet spaces. the student who 
wanted the library to be both more connected and more open hit upon a 
guiding principle of the design—this is what the renovated building hopes 
to achieve. in order to meet these, and future needs, we have resolved to 
continue consulting with our students, faculty, and other patrons as we 
finalize design plans and move forward with construction. in this way, we 
hope to ever more clearly see ourselves as others see us. 
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NOTES

1.  For an explanation of the LibQual+ methodology, see http://www 
.libqual.org/home.

2.  much of this section is excerpted from the report by Andrew Asher, 
“University of illinois at springfield Library cognitive mapping 
survey, Preliminary report.”
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9
Transformative Changes 
in Thinking, Services,  
and Programs
LynDA m. DUKE

The Ames Library is a beautiful five-story 
building and is considered the “intellectual 

heart” of illinois Wesleyan University.1 the library opened in January 2002 
and employs approximately 70 student assistants during the academic 
year, 11 staff members, and 9 library faculty. since its opening day, it has 
been clear, both from actual gate counts as well as anecdotal comments, 
that the library is much beloved on campus by students, faculty, staff, and 
visitors alike. the library faculty and staff take great pride not only in the 
beauty and comfort of the physical space, but also in the services provided 
to our users, and the quality and range of the print and online collection. 

A substantial amount of thought went into designing and building 
the Ames Library—careful consideration that will serve the iWU com-
munity well for the foreseeable future. nonetheless, over the last nine 
years, changes to services as well as the physical environment have been 
made within the library, in large part to reflect the information revolution 
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occurring outside its walls. For example, the largest change involved the 
music library on the third floor, which historically had been housed sepa-
rately on iWU’s campus. in 2008 the music collection became integrated 
into the main stacks and the physical space became the thorpe center, 
a collaborative endeavor between information technology services, the 
mellon center for teaching & Learning, and the library. the thorpe center 
welcomes faculty, staff, and students and provides support and opportu-
nities to become acquainted with new technologies. the services offered 
are designed to help integrate standard and emerging technologies within 
and outside the classroom. in addition, assistive technologies are housed 
at this location. 

certainly, over the last decade, there have been constant efforts by the 
library to respond to the perceived needs of the iWU community. What 
has been consistently missing in these attempts, however, was a solid 
understanding of how our students actually used the library. the EriAL 
Project provided a depth and breadth of information about iWU students 
that allowed the library faculty to develop, for the first time, a nuanced and 
detailed understanding of iWU students and their interactions with librar-
ians and library resources. this knowledge has transformed our thinking, 
thus helping us to make informed decisions about how to change or modify 
library services and programs. this chapter will focus on the process of 
identifying, selecting, and prioritizing these changes within the library 
and will describe the specific actions already taken, those in process, and 
plans for the future.

CHANGES IMPLEMENTED AS A RESULT  
OF THE ERIAL PROjECT

A series of changes to library services occurred while the EriAL Project 
was under way, including a significant change to the library’s reference 
service model in the fall of 2009. After considerable deliberation and many 
“lively” conversations, the library faculty determined that continuing to ask 
librarians to staff the information desk (formerly called the reference desk) 
was simply not an effective use of their time due to the low number of ref-
erence interactions. it is common knowledge in the library community that 
reference statistics have been declining throughout the academic world, 
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and the Ames Library is no exception. According to the national center 
for Education statistics, as reported by the Academic Library survey, refer-
ence statistics at academic libraries dropped 32 percent between 2000 and 
2008 (carey and Justh 2004, 26; Phan et al. 2009, 6). this continued the 
decline experienced in the early to mid-1990s (martell 2008, 5). During 
this same period reference statistics at iWU also declined, although it is 
difficult to ascertain by exactly how much, as changes in how reference 
transactions were recorded make it impossible to accurately summarize 
transaction statistics. 

iWU’s new research assistance model consists of an on-call system that 
allows librarians to be accessible as needed. student assistants now staff 
the information desk every hour the library is open. Librarians remain in 
their offices during their on-call time (rotated among all librarians). both 
student assistants and librarians monitor the instant messaging service. 
thus, library faculty are able to continue other work when not called upon 
to provide assistance to library users. Librarians post their office hours and 
on-call hours (outside their office and online). An added benefit is that 
students are already familiar with the concept of office hours with teach-
ing faculty. Additionally, the decision was made to stop using the term 
reference and use research assistance in hopes that this would provide more 
clarity to the type of support a librarian can provide. 

the Ames Library faculty had discussed changing the way we provided 
our reference services for a number of years prior to actually doing so. the 
decision was ultimately made when it became clear through the EriAL data 
that the reason our reference numbers were low was due, in large part, 
to the fact that our students had no idea why they might reach out to a 
librarian. While the majority of students we interviewed struggled with one 
or more aspects of academic research, very few students actually reported 
seeking help from a librarian. in fact, one of the most striking aspects of 
the study was the near-invisibility of librarians within the academic world-
view of iWU students. We learned that students went to librarians for help 
locating a physical item (a book in the stacks), but it did not seem to occur 
to them to go to librarians for searching or research-related questions, 
such as how to use a library database, how to find scholarly articles, or 
how to create a search strategy. For example, when asked if she had ever 
asked a librarian for help with a paper, a sophomore in international stud-
ies explained, “not really actually. i’ve never done that. i always assume 
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librarians are busy doing library stuff and it’s just not the first thing that 
pops into my head when i think of a librarian, like helping with papers or 
paper writing.” in fact, iWU students reported being very likely to ask other 
students for help—seeking out students that have either taken the class, are 
currently in the class, are majoring in the discipline, or have some other 
perceived expertise. students also discussed reaching out to their profes-
sors, as they are seen as experts in the discipline, and they assign the course 
grades. one student replied quite bluntly when asked about seeking help 
from a librarian, “i don’t want to sound crude, but i just don’t feel like it’s 
any of their business to. i don’t know who any of them are. ”

moreover, some students noted during their interviews that they were 
not sure where to find a librarian—despite the fact that librarians were 
sitting at the information desk, which is in a highly visible location on the 
entry level. on the cognitive mapping exercise (see chapter 1 for a descrip-
tion of this methodology), only 11 percent of the students noted a librar-
ian’s office on the map—and of those rare students who actually drew a 
stick figure at the information desk, not one labeled it “librarian.” clearly, 
our presence at the information desk was not being noted by our students. 

Without the EriAL data to provide context for our declining reference 
statistics, it is not clear if, or when, the library faculty would have been 
able to break from tradition and implement a new way of providing this 
service. once librarians were able to understand that location was not the 
main issue, it became an easier decision to restructure our work. now the 
emphasis is placed on educating students and faculty about why students 
will benefit from the help of a librarian, along with information about 
where to find us. Although the revised model is still relatively new, it is 
encouraging to note there was an 18 percent increase in research questions 
from the academic year 2008–2009 to the academic year 2009–2010.

in conjunction with changing how we provide our research assistance, 
we also created a new logo: AskAmes (see figure 9.1). this was designed 
by a student assistant and is now prominently 
displayed on the library web pages, as well as 
used consistently in library marketing efforts. 
the AskAmes link describes not only the multiple 
ways to contact librarians (instant messaging, 
e-mail, phone, librarian’s office hours, informa-
tion desk), but also why a student might wish to 
do so. During this time period, the decision was 

FIGURE 9.1 
AskAmes Logo
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also made to hire a student assistant to design all graphics for marketing 
pieces. because the EriAL data was revealing just how out of touch we 
were in understanding our students, we also realized that it would be 
beneficial to have a student involved in creating marketing pieces. this 
has brought a fresh, more colorful, and edgier look to our posters, flyers, 
and giveaways.

the results of the EriAL study clearly supported our sense that stu-
dents love the Ames Library as a physical space. As evidenced by the data 
from the mapping diary exercise (see chapter 1 for a description of this 
methodology), the majority of iWU students visit the library multiple times 
during any given day and use the space for a variety of purposes, including 
individual and group study, social interactions, and meetings for extracur-
ricular activities. in addition to the steady stream of positive comments 
regarding the physical space, two consistent requests were a café and more 
group study rooms. During the spring of 2009, after years of discussion, 
the library faculty decided to consolidate the print journals—which were 
occupying a substantial part of the entry level—to make way for a café and 
more study space. Although these changes do not provide the group study 
rooms requested, this newly designed area is experiencing heavier use.

Prior to the EriAL Project, the above changes had been discussed for 
varying lengths of time by library faculty, with no ability to reach con-
sensus and implement changes. the detailed, qualitative data provided by 
the study guided our thinking and allowed us to move forward in a more 
streamlined and effective way to address these long-standing, and at times 
contentious, issues.

in addition, and perhaps more significantly, the data have allowed us 
to be more effective in forging stronger ties with teaching faculty, students, 
and administrators and to make substantial progress on integrating our 
work throughout the university. As the EriAL Project findings became 
known across campus (through informal channels as well as a formal 
presentation to the iWU community) and teaching faculty and administra-
tors began to grasp that our students lacked the appropriate information 
literacy skills, a number of new opportunities started to materialize and 
solidify. it must be noted that the groundwork laid by iWU librarians 
over the last decade or so was instrumental in helping to create these new 
accomplishments. combining this foundational work with institution-
specific, concrete data significantly increased our ability to assimilate our 
work into the overall fabric of the university.
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For example, librarians are now given time during the annual sum-
mer Parent’s orientation Day (for parents of entering first-year students) 
to talk about the importance of information literacy skills and library 
resources. Working with the Admissions office, librarians send a personal-
ized welcome letter to all incoming students highlighting library resources 
and services—especially our personal research assistance. this fall, for 
the first time, librarians will be included in the Academic Expectations 
session required for all entering students during orientation. As this ses-
sion is designed to highlight the most important aspects of the academic 
experience at iWU, we feel it is critical to be part of this presentation. 
Additionally, the library has been granted time during fall orientation 
to administer an information literacy test to all incoming students every 
three years. this will allow us to build a rich longitudinal data set to use 
in conjunction with the qualitative data we are collecting with our ongo-
ing ethnographic research. 

this past academic year grants were made available through the 
Writing center, so that librarians and teaching faculty could work together 
to integrate information literacy into courses, including the redesign of 
assignments and the integration of librarians in the classroom. on a larger 
scale, exploratory discussions are under way with the associate dean of 
curriculum and the curriculum council regarding formal ways of integrat-
ing information literacy into the curriculum. the director of the writing 
program and the library are just beginning to consider innovative ways 
of integrating the Writing center and the library. Finally, librarians are 
experiencing an increased demand for research instruction sessions and are 
having significant success embedding themselves in the required first-year 
writing course, required courses for various majors, and capstone courses.  

IDENTIFyING, SELECTING, AND  
PRIORITIzING SERVICE CHANGES  
AS A RESULT OF THE ERIAL PROjECT

in addition to the changes implemented during the project and the new 
opportunities that developed as a result of the findings, a formalized pro-
cess of generating new service change ideas began early in the project, 
while the EriAL research team was still in the process of collecting data. As 
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the team began to observe students, discuss findings, and identify emerg-
ing patterns, we began to take notes of ideas, thoughts, concerns, possible 
changes, and general areas to consider and investigate more thoroughly. 
ideas quickly began to multiply during the analysis phase of the project. 
by spring of 2010, we had a list of sixty-five different items to consider. 
these were captured in an Excel spreadsheet, along with a short descrip-
tion of the issue, the rationale for why it was important, and the potential 
“fix.” the items were roughly categorized into themes or areas, such as 
“changes directed at librarians,” “service changes directed at students,” 
“website,” and “space.”

As we entered the final stages of our analysis, a corresponding step 
involved members of the iWU team (with the exception of the resident 
anthropologist) looking at each item and ranking it for the level of impor-
tance and feasibility on a scale of 1 to 3, with 3 being the most important 
or feasible.2 An average score for each item was generated and the team 
then refined the items and rationale, eliminating duplication or issues 
identified as not clear or specific enough, and restructuring the categories 
slightly. 

the next step was to share the document with all nine library faculty, 
explain how the research team had created the list, and ask for input on 
how to proceed. the librarians agreed that at this time the document 
should be shared with all library staff, in order to encourage their engage-
ment with the process. Although many of the identified items related to the 
work of librarians, there were some issues that would impact the work of 
staff as well. moreover, given the importance of the findings and the scope 
of the document, the librarians wanted the staff’s general thoughts and 
input. the document was shared with library staff a week before the sched-
uled librarian/staff meeting in the hopes of providing staff enough time to 
reflect on the document. During the meeting, the lead research librarian 
provided a brief overview of the project and details on how the list was 
created. Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, there were few comments or 
questions and very little conversation took place. Given that this is a typi-
cal response in many staff meetings, although disappointing, this lack of 
engagement was not seen as a reflection of the contents of the document. 

All librarians were then asked to rank each item for level of impor-
tance, again on a scale of 1 to 3, with 3 being the most important. the 
library faculty submitted their rankings to the lead research librarian, who 
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generated an average score for each item. there was remarkable consis-
tency regarding scores. this phase of the process resulted in the ranking 
of five items as a perfect “3”: continue strengthening relationships with 
teaching faculty; provide consistent information throughout the library; 
provide consistent training at service points; create a core common skills 
set for all service points staffed by student assistants; and actively encour-
age teaching faculty to have library liaison and discipline-specific research 
guide information on all syllabi (details of these items are discussed in the 
following section). 

the research team further refined the items, with some placed in the 
categories of “already in process,” or “to drop.” At this juncture, the items 
ranked as generally “undoable” or low priority were added to the “to drop” 
section. For example, one item suggested that we “create a culture of seek-
ing help.” this emanated from our observations that students do not appear 
to ask for help when they hit obstacles while conducting searches for 
information. We often observed students changing databases, topics, and/
or giving up on locating a source, but not seeking help, as illustrated by 
the statement made by a senior in women’s studies: “if i don’t have access 
to it [a source], i search for something else.” While creating a culture of 
seeking help was rated a high priority and is certainly a laudable goal, the 
library faculty were unable to generate any specific and reasonable ways 
to accomplish this goal. Likewise, some students requested quiet zones 
in the library, while others requested group study zones. Enforcing these 
requests seemed undoable and both were dropped from the list.

this process narrowed the list to thirty items. it was particularly grati-
fying to the iWU research team that there was tremendous agreement in 
both the list of items considered to be of highest priority and those that 
should be dropped. moreover, all librarians felt that we had identified 
issues to pursue of a substantive nature, with high potential to positively 
impact our users. Although some aspects were believed to be major under-
takings, they were also deemed achievable—albeit with concentrated 
efforts and resources. 

the final stage of this process took place at the annual retreat for 
library faculty, in early August 2010, not quite two years after beginning 
the project. the identified issues were further broken down into specific 
action items to be completed. specific responsibilities for accomplishing 
the identified tasks were assigned to individuals in the library. in most 
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cases, tasks were easily assigned by functional areas: for example, infor-
mation literacy issues were to be coordinated by the information literacy 
librarian, marketing issues by the academic outreach librarian, and so 
forth. this was both a crucial and exciting phase of the process. often data 
is collected, but the will, or time, to create concrete steps and implement 
changes is missing. However, by moving so seamlessly into this stage, it 
was apparent that the findings from the EriAL Project would help to propel 
the library forward.

FIVE AREAS OF CHANGE

the most important areas identified to work on as a result of the EriAL 
Project were broken into the following five categories:

1.  relationships with teaching faculty and university administrators
2.  Library web pages/website-related
3.  marketing and assessment 
4.  information literacy 
5.  student assistant training

the following section provides a description of each of these categories, as 
well as specific goals to pursue and accompanying rationale.

CATEGORy ONE
Continue to Develop and Strengthen Relationships  
with Teaching Faculty and University Administrators, 
Explaining Library Services and Resources

the data from the EriAL Project suggested that teaching faculty play a 
critical role in socializing students to the expectations and demands of 
college-level academic research. thus, faculty members are crucial to 
facilitating relationships between students and librarians. in short, students 
follow the lead and recommendations of their instructors when seeking out 
and interacting with librarians and library resources. therefore, educating 
faculty about library services and resources educates students by exten-
sion, while building relationships between faculty members and librarians 
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simultaneously builds relationships with students. Although developing 
relationships directly with students must be continued through a variety 
of avenues, focusing additional library outreach activities on developing 
faculty relationships may prove to be more effective, given the role faculty 
play in students’ lives. moreover, faculty leave and enter the university 
at a much slower rate than students and there are fewer faculty to work 
with than students. 

because teaching faculty are ultimately responsible for grading an 
assignment, information gleaned from professors is highly valued by stu-
dents, while librarians are not always viewed as possessing the disciplinary 
expertise to provide sufficient assistance. iWU students view professors 
as experts in their fields of study, and when the professor specifically 
recommends working with a librarian the students tend to highly value 
this advice. Professors therefore regularly act as gatekeepers who mediate 
when and how students get in touch with librarians as they are working 
on research assignments. in this way, the attitude of professors toward 
librarians is a key determining factor in developing student/librarian 
relationships.

As teaching faculty become more knowledgeable about library 
resources and services, as well as the importance of teaching information 
literacy skills, the hope is that they will adjust assignments accordingly, 
refer students to librarians, and be more likely to request research instruc-
tion sessions in their courses. the EriAL study has provided a wealth of 
evidence that can be used to illustrate the importance of including library 
instruction sessions in courses. As a first-year student noted, “i would 
not have gotten an A in Gateway if it had not been for that lab [library 
instruction] session.”3

because iWU employs the library liaison model (where each librarian 
is assigned to work with one or more academic departments on campus to 
develop the collection, work one-on-one with students, and provide in-class 
instruction sessions), the work of this category was deemed the responsibil-
ity of all library faculty. Five core goals were established for this category:

 
1.  Library faculty will encourage all teaching faculty in their liaison 

areas to include information about the related online research 
guide and the librarian’s contact information and office hours on 
syllabi and course pages (e.g., moodle). because students must 
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refer to the class syllabus throughout the semester, including this 
information may help to increase the librarian’s visibility and 
legitimacy in the eyes of the students.

2.  Librarians will regularly strategize and communicate with each 
other about their liaison roles and relationships. Each librarian 
has issues unique to their departments, yet each librarian has had 
success and challenges in working with teaching faculty—what 
can we learn from each other? this is now a standing agenda 
item at all librarian meetings. in addition, librarians share more 
of this information via e-mail and informal discussions, and an 
internal Libguide has been created to gather relevant readings, 
in-class exercises, handouts, and teaching strategies. 

3.  Library liaisons will encourage teaching faculty to review and 
offer suggestions for the discipline-specific research guides (in 
2009 librarians began using Libguides). this may help to ensure 
appropriate resources are listed; perhaps spark discussions on 
how to revise or develop assignments; and professors may be 
more likely to suggest specific library resources to students 
because they are more familiar with available sources and have 
invested in the development of the research guide. 

4.  Librarians will encourage teaching faculty to introduce librarians 
and the online research guides to all classes during the first 
part of the semester. this may help to increase visibility and 
legitimacy, as well as to increase students’ understanding of 
how a librarian can help and the available library resources and 
services. 

5.  to the extent possible, library faculty will seek out ways to work 
with teaching faculty on developing assignments, incorporating 
the use of library resources and ways to integrate teaching 
information literacy skills in courses. 

CATEGORy TWO
Changes to the Library Web Pages/Website-Related

in many ways the library’s web pages have become the face of the library 
and the backbone of the library’s work, playing a central role unimaginable 
two decades ago. All users, as well as library faculty and staff, rely on the 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   153 8/24/2011   9:09:24 AM



154 / transformative changes in thinking, services, and programs

website to provide up-to-date, accurate, and easy-to-access information, as 
well as sophisticated and comprehensive databases with access to academic 
and scholarly sources. incorrect or outdated information, fragmented entry 
points, and antiquated databases (relative to the ease of search engines on 
the internet) all create barriers to our users. 

the EriAL Project demonstrated that when students encountered 
obstacles, either in the form of fragmented tools of scholarship (a myriad 
of library databases) or technical issues (such as dead links, slow response 
time, or incomplete information in an iLLiad request form), this often 
resulted in the student abandoning the source in question and beginning a 
search for different items or reverting to Google. in general, iWU students 
are very quick to give up on finding a source, so much so that almost any 
obstacle they encounter will cause them to move on to another source or 
to change their research topic. 

therefore, library faculty are in agreement that every attempt should 
be made to provide tips and training for navigating the library website 
and streamlining services and resources where possible. the Library Web 
team was assigned the responsibility of working toward seven core goals:

1.  create a site map to provide an additional navigational tool for 
individuals looking for specific information on our web pages.

2.  Provide up-to-date, succinct, and comprehensive point-of-
use explanations of library tools. currently, users may click 
on certain links and find themselves on a web page with no 
explanation about the service or resource they need to use to 
access a resource. Users should be able to quickly ascertain what 
the service is, how to use it, and how to get more help if needed. 

3.  Add maps of the library stacks to the online catalog and update 
maps of the library on the website and within the library. 
currently our students exhibit a great deal of difficulty locating 
items in the collection. better navigational tools could prove 
useful when they are looking for a physical item.

4.  because we observed students treating all search boxes as a 
Google-like interface, the decision was made to conduct a trial of 
the Ebsco Discovery service (EDs) from october 2010 to may 
2011. our current structure (where databases must be searched 
independently) clearly creates obstacles to using, finding, and 
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accessing academic resources. After observing students using EDs 
and our more traditional databases, the decision to subscribe to 
this new tool was made in the summer of 2011.

5.  As a corollary to item four, the library should seek out creative 
ways to streamline library interfaces and services. 

6.  create an online FAQ section. creating a centralized list of FAQs 
could help users and student assistants better understand what 
resources are available, how to access and use them, and where 
to seek help if needed. 

7.  Provide information about library faculty on the banner portion 
of the library web page (a photo and areas of expertise). A key 
finding from the EriAL study is that students are either confused 
about, or lack an understanding of, what librarians do and who 
librarians are. 

CATEGORy THREE
Marketing and Assessment 

there exists an ongoing need to inform our new and current students and 
teaching faculty about our services and resources, for four main reasons:
 

1.  our users enter iWU with varying degrees of comfort, 
experience, and exposure to library resources and services. 

2.  the library and information environment is constantly changing 
(both tools and available resources). 

3.  Although there may be overlap with other libraries with which 
students are familiar, the Ames Library is also unique in its 
offerings (particularly compared to high school libraries). 

4.  And finally, students find the internet to be easy and effective 
to use and therefore may not see the need to use our resources. 
As one first-year student in math noted, “i’m lazy and i use the 
internet.”

Assessment and marketing are uniquely interlinked. to enhance our 
ability to effectively educate our users we need to fully understand how 
they use our services and resources and the obstacles they encounter 
while doing so, how students view the library, and what they think they 

Duke Asher FINAL.indd   155 8/24/2011   9:09:24 AM



156 / transformative changes in thinking, services, and programs

need in order to conduct their research. in addition to providing insight 
on how best to market our services and resources, this information will 
also prove helpful in crafting our services and selection of resources. the 
academic outreach librarian was assigned the following four core goals 
for this category:

1.  create a series of videos, posters, and other related marketing 
items using students to tell other students what they should know 
about the library and its services and resources, and/or how 
they have benefited from using our resources and services. our 
research shows that students talk to one another and seek each 
other out for advice. this should be leveraged to our benefit.

2.  continuously encourage students and faculty to go beyond the 
databases they usually use by marketing discipline-specific 
resources that are new, underutilized, or particularly important 
to a major, minor, or program. Participants in the study often 
reverted back to the same database they had success with before, 
whether or not it might be an appropriate source for their 
current project (see chapter 5 for related details).

3.  Develop an ongoing, sustainable plan for using ethnographic 
methodologies to understand our users’ needs, difficulties, and 
ways of conducting research, building on the substantial data 
gathered in the EriAL Project.4 

4.  because students do not tend to seek out librarians or our 
resources, we must make it as easy as possible for our users to 
learn about what the library has to offer and we should provide 
up-to-date information. this can be accomplished by reaching 
out to students and faculty using as many venues as possible: 
courseware, e-mail, electronic postings, one-on-one interactions, 
and a library blog. 

CATEGORy FOUR
Information Literacy 

From the EriAL Project, we learned that many iWU students, to a sur-
prising extent, are lacking information literacy skills, as defined by the 
Association of college and research Libraries. in particular, students strug-
gle with reading citations and identifying the type of source referenced, 
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understanding why it is important to cite information and the informa-
tion a citation conveys, or knowing when a citation is required. many of 
our students do not fully understand issues surrounding the ethical use 
of information, especially with respect to the meaning and implications 
of copyright protection, and the practical actions required to correctly 
observe copyright law.5 

iWU students exhibited difficulty in evaluating sources of information, 
and were particularly confused about the differences between primary 
and secondary sources. Finally, our research showed that students do not 
adequately understand how information resources are organized, both in 
the library and elsewhere (e.g., on the internet). For example, students dis-
play difficulties understanding the difference between the library’s catalog 
and online databases, the types of resources that can be found using these 
tools, and the differences between library subject-specific databases. As 
a first-year accounting student noted, “i don’t really know what there is 
to use. i know there are books but i don’t really know how to find them. 
really the only thing i know how to do is go to Google and type in what 
i’m looking for.” 

Four core goals were generated for this area. these were woven into 
the library’s information literacy document and fall under the purview of 
our information literacy librarian.

 
1.  seek ways to better integrate information literacy skills 

instruction throughout the curriculum and throughout a student’s 
four years at iWU—from the required writing class for all first-
year students through senior seminars. Doing so will help to 
build relationships between students and librarians over time, 
build skill sets as students gain disciplinary knowledge, and keep 
students (and teaching faculty) up-to-date with changing library 
services and resources. 

2.  Develop innovative ways to teach students elements of the 
research process, information literacy skills, and searching 
techniques. 

3.  Provide more and better information literacy tutorials on the 
library’s website. Although not all students will take advantage 
of this type of instruction, providing yet another avenue for our 
users to learn information literacy skills may prove useful to 
some of our students.
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4.  Establish stronger ties with the university’s Writing center, in 
the hopes of providing another way for students to get referrals 
to librarians and/or help directly from other students regarding 
finding appropriate sources for their assignments. 

CATEGORy FIVE
Student Assistant Training

the Ames Library employs approximately 70 students during the academic 
year and 15–18 during the summer months. Library faculty and staff rely 
on student assistants to staff all four service points (tate Archives, thorpe 
center, information desk and circulation desk). often, when a user seeks 
assistance the first person (and sometimes the only person) they encounter 
is a student. the EriAL Project provided compelling data that demonstrates 
the importance of having well-trained students who can provide consistent 
and appropriate service. our research shows that our students often had 
difficulty locating books or other items in the library stacks. Unfortunately, 
when students sought help for locating these items at one of the service 
points, many times they were given incomplete or incorrect information 
by student assistants. 

three core goals were established for this category, which were incor-
porated into the work of the training team (consisting of library faculty 
and staff who supervise student assistants).

1.  create a set of core common skills for all student assistants who 
work in the library. Although not all students work at service 
desks, all student assistants should have a basic understanding 
of the library and our services and resources. Examples of 
common skills include how to read a call number, locate contact 
and office hour information for librarians, and find designated 
information using the library web page.

2.  Develop a system to track inquiries (quantity and type) at all 
four service points. this will help us to better understand the 
types of questions we are receiving at the different locations and 
modify how student training is developed.

3.  Provide consistent information and training (using consistent 
terminology) at all four service points. our students do not tend 
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to ask for help very often; when they (and other users) do so, 
we want to provide excellent service. because library jargon is 
confusing to students and faculty, and even more when used 
inconsistently, librarians should minimize the use of jargon, 
online, in print, and in conversation, and consistent terminology 
should be used for services and resources. 

CONCLUSION

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the EriAL Project provided 
a level of detail about iWU students that was previously unavailable. in 
the process of closely observing our students over the course of eighteen 
months, some of our initial assumptions were confirmed, such as their love 
for the library as a physical space—as one student noted, “it’s the way a 
library should look.” We also suspected that our students procrastinate, 
and this trait was mentioned repeatedly when interviewing students. it is 
worth noting that this did not diminish their expectations for immediate 
access to the needed source, as stated by a first-year math student, “yeah 
i procrastinate, but when i want something, i want it now.” 

of greater importance, however, was the bright light shed on issues 
not previously understood, such as how quickly students gave up when 
encountering a perceived obstacle or how little students understand the 
beneficial role a librarian can play in their research needs. Whereas we 
often did not like what we discovered, the library faculty at iWU are in a 
stronger position as a result of participating in this study.

this study allowed us to build a holistic understanding of our students 
and their rhythms and activities throughout the course of a typical day, and 
how they use (or do not use) the library spaces, services, and resources. 
We now have much needed qualitative and quantitative data to guide 
and support our decisions and actions. As a result, library faculty at iWU 
have been able to move forward with long-simmering, much-discussed 
and debated issues, as well as forge new goals to pursue and pathways for 
accomplishing our objectives. 

in many ways, the end results of the EriAL Project have yet to be 
determined, in that much of the follow-up work identified as a result of the 
study remains to be completed. However, progress is already being made 
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on a variety of fronts. With an increased understanding of user needs, iWU 
librarians have begun to develop more effective models of service, tools of 
scholarship, relationships with teaching faculty and university administra-
tors, and instructional techniques. As a direct result of the EriAL Project, as 
well as sustained efforts by all the librarians at iWU, library faculty are now 
actively engaged in conversations with the associate dean of curriculum, 
writing coordinator for general education, the writing program director, 
and the interim provost to create avenues for interweaving information 
literacy into the curriculum.

it is clear that the study provided the context and details necessary 
to create a focused set of goals to work on for the foreseeable future. one 
might argue that many of the goals we have set for ourselves are not revo-
lutionary. However, what is clear is that because we now have data instead 
of assumptions, the library faculty at iWU can proceed with confidence, 
clarity of purpose, and unity as we seek to understand the needs of our 
users, teach information literacy, and assess our success.

NOTES

1.  illinois Wesleyan University is a highly selective, private, liberal arts 
school with 2,100 undergraduate students.

2.  the resident anthropologist helped guide the evaluation process. 
since he was not a permanent member of the Ames Library faculty, 
he chose to refrain from ranking the items.

3.  iWU requires all students to enroll in a writing course during their 
first year on campus. this “Gateway” course is a small, discussion-
oriented class designed to develop students’ critical thinking and 
writing skills.

4.  Planning is under way to annually conduct research process and 
retrospective interviews with students, along with an information 
literacy test.

5.  in the fall of 2009, the iWU research team implemented an 
information literacy pre- and post-test to over 50 percent of the 
entering class. the extensive qualitative data collected through the 
EriAL Project provided a unique opportunity to contextualize the 
quantitative results from the information literacy tests.
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10
Conclusions and  
Future Research
AnDrEW D. AsHEr AnD LynDA m. DUKE

A t the beginning of the EriAL Project, none 
of the individuals involved with the study 

could have foreseen the specific paths traveled, lessons learned, conclu-
sions drawn, or steps taken as a result of the research. Each of the five 
participating institutions set out to increase its knowledge about its own 
students and their research processes, as well as how relationships between 
students, teaching faculty, and librarians shape these processes. Although 
all of the research teams implemented many of the same methodologies 
and followed the same overall plan, each team eventually forged its own 
path, focusing in on particular aspects of the study that were most mean-
ingful to their campus and university culture. 

the EriAL Project is distinctive in that the study provided site-specific 
data, as well as the ability to make cross-institution comparisons with 
select components of the data. For example, a recurring theme through-
out the EriAL Project, and across the five institutions, was the centrality 
of relationships between teaching faculty and librarians within students’ 
research processes and practices. At the completion of this study, it seems 
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fair to state that establishing strong relationships between librarians and 
faculty is critical to librarians’ success in reaching students. Additionally, 
all institutions found students’ search habits and information literacy skills 
to be lacking. the impact of the internet on this generation of students 
is unequivocal—students expect instantaneous, online access to sources 
and they often lack the ability to refine searches and evaluate sources, in 
large part due to their years of successfully searching the Web for their 
information needs. moreover, and perhaps most disconcerting, was the 
almost uniform lack of understanding regarding the work of a librarian 
and the specific ways in which they can support students in their research. 
Although heartening to know that those students who found their way to 
working with a librarian were satisfied with this experience, the abysmally 
low numbers of librarian-student interactions makes this, in the end, of 
scant comfort. 

in addition to the common themes identified throughout the findings 
at the five EriAL libraries, the EriAL Project presented research teams 
with the rare opportunity to learn about specific needs and habits of their 
own students. by utilizing numerous methodologies, each site was able to 
create a more nuanced understanding of the daily lives of their students. 
this level of detail about one’s own institution is critical if librarians are to 
effectively engage with their students. For example, some of the obstacles 
students face at a private, four-year, residential college (e.g., balancing 
the demands of coursework with athletics and extracurricular activities) 
are different than those found at an urban, Hispanic-serving institution 
(e.g., long commutes on public transportation, or juggling full-time jobs 
and course schedules). the chance to examine one’s students in such close 
detail proved to be of extraordinary value for each university. in the daily 
working world of a library, it is common to make assumptions about dif-
ferent aspects of one’s environment, in part because it is human nature to 
do so, but often because there are insufficient data available. yet actions 
must be taken and decisions made. clearly, the more distinctive and finely 
grained information we have about our students and their research habits, 
the more informed our choices and actions can be. 

All of the chapters in this volume underscore the importance of under-
standing the library not just as a place or space, but as a social system com-
prised of a multitude of interactions between students, librarians, faculty 
members, staff, and administrators. As thill notes in chapter 2, assumptions 
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and attitudes contained within these relationships can have profound effects 
on the goals and expected outcomes of expectations for students’ research. if 
they are unaware of differing expectations, librarians and faculty members 
can find themselves working at cross-purposes to the detriment not only of 
students, but also their continued and effective collaboration. 

tensions and miscommunications between faculty members and librar-
ians can have a direct effect on the quality of library instruction, as well 
as whether or not a librarian is invited to give instruction at all. in chapter 
3, Armstrong describes in detail the delicate balance between instructors 
and librarians in teaching research skills, as well as the importance of 
tailoring library services to meet the specific needs of individual courses 
and faculty members. the EriAL Project teams repeatedly observed that 
teaching faculty’s attitudes toward, and relationships with, librarians were 
key variables in determining when, and if, a student utilized a librarian 
for assistance with a research assignment. 

Unfortunately, the invisibility of librarians within the academic lives 
of students was also a recurring theme throughout the EriAL Project, as 
discussed by miller and murillo in chapter 4 and Asher and Duke in chapter 
5. While probably not surprising to reference librarians, both chapters sug-
gest that a central cause underlying this lack of use is that students do not 
have sufficient opportunity to build relationships with librarians, instead 
relying on the advice of their professors and peers. 

because of its diverse sample of students and universities, the results 
of the EriAL Project helped elucidate issues that are institution-specific 
as well as those that are more generalizable. For example, across the 
EriAL institutions, we observed students struggling with the concepts and 
mechanics of the search process, as well as the information literacy skills 
needed to appropriately evaluate source materials (see chapters 5–7). 
However, the EriAL Project also demonstrated the importance of examin-
ing the specificity of individual universities and student groups, as well as 
developing intensive local knowledge of the unique social processes taking 
place in a single library. Ethnography is particularly well-suited to this 
task, as David Green demonstrates in his examination of Hispanic students 
at nEiU in chapter 6 and Firouzeh Logan and Elizabeth Pickard show in 
their study of first-generation college students at Uic in chapter 7. both of 
these chapters illustrate the importance of understanding students’ social 
context and backgrounds in developing effective library services. 
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in chapter 8, Jane treadwell, Amanda binder and natalie tagge dem-
onstrate the process of utilizing ethnography to inform library planning by 
illustrating how EriAL Project data was used to enhance the redesign of 
Uis library spaces. Likewise, Lynda Duke provides an in-depth discussion 
of how iWU integrated its EriAL Project results directly into the process 
of planning and implementing service changes in chapter 9. 

CONDUCTING ETHNOGRAPHy STUDIES IN LIBRARIES

While the EriAL Project was fortunate to have funding for full-time anthro-
pologists, a large grant is not necessary to begin applying ethnographic 
methods within any particular library setting. in general, ethnography is 
time-intensive, but not especially expensive, and very little specialized 
equipment is needed. in fact, the vast majority of the EriAL Project funds 
went to paying staff salaries, and only a small percentage was spent on sup-
plies and equipment (for details on timing and equipment, see Asher and 
miller 2010). it is also important to note that although there are numerous 
methodologies that could be administered, it is also feasible, and perhaps 
even recommended, to start a project of this nature on a smaller scale, 
choosing a few methodologies particularly well-suited to one’s community. 

As an outcome of the EriAL Project, Andrew Asher and susan miller 
(2010) developed a “toolkit” for librarians to use in planning and executing 
a 20–30-participant ethnographic study over the course of an academic 
year. An ethnographic study even of this size requires a significant time 
commitment. A one-hour interview typically requires at least three to four 
hours of analysis in addition to the time required to schedule, conduct, 
and transcribe the interviews. successfully managing a project’s overall 
workflow can also be a time-intensive endeavor. nevertheless, time to 
think deeply about the data collected is a critical component of a successful 
ethnographic project, and any study should realistically gauge the amount 
of data that can be effectively collected and analyzed in the time available. 

Additionally, ensuring that there is support from library personnel 
and the administration is crucial, for two main reasons. First, taking on 
a project of this nature will require those involved to put aside at least 
some of their usual responsibilities; others may be asked to take on added 
responsibilities to cover the library’s normal work flow, and deadlines may 
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need to be extended for some regular tasks to be accomplished. second, 
in order to ensure that the findings generated can then be translated into 
action items, there needs to be “buy-in” from those who are not necessarily 
involved in the day-to-day work of the project. Frequent updates regarding 
the progress of the study and emerging themes from the data analysis can 
be helpful in fostering this investment. 

While they might first appear daunting, ethnographic methods can 
be one of the most effective ways of learning about how practices occur 
in context, and are especially useful for understanding complex processes 
that are difficult to examine using surveys or other more quantitative 
approaches. Ethnography is a nuanced task of close observation, interroga-
tion, and analysis, and is a skill that is best learned by building experience 
with practice. An ethnographic study of this kind requires careful planning, 
teamwork, administrative support, learning new skills, diligence, and an 
investment of time. As we hope the EriAL Project has shown, however, 
the depth and breadth of information that ethnography provides are well 
worth the commitment required, and this is often one of the best ways to 
obtain holistic and actionable information about the needs and require-
ments of a library’s various user groups.

At this juncture, it is also worth noting an unanticipated, yet highly 
valued, outcome of the project. most of the research team members from 
the five institutions did not know each other prior to the study. Despite 
the geographic distance, many strong relationships evolved between the 
librarians involved in the project. these new ties will almost certainly help 
to forge new collaborative research, presentations, and general support of 
each others’ work. moreover, all research team members have benefited 
from developing a deeper understanding of the differences, and common-
alities, among academic institutions in the state of illinois.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Although there is now a growing body of literature illustrating the use 
of ethnographic methods in academic libraries (see chapter 1), there 
remains a great deal of space for future research. one important area 
demonstrated throughout the EriAL Project is a need for increased study 
of high school and community college students, and in particular how 
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the previous research experiences of these students affect their transition 
to four-year universities. At the EriAL institutions with high numbers of 
transfer students, our results suggested a need for better outreach with 
the community colleges that send students to four-year universities (often 
this involves only a handful of sending institutions for a given four-year 
university). However, pursuing this question fell outside of the EriAL 
Project’s mandate. 

At the other end of the spectrum, there is also a need for additional 
research directed at the more advanced information requirements of gradu-
ate students. While the EriAL Project included some graduate student 
participants, the main focus of the study was on undergraduate research 
habits, and more data is necessary to determine the practices and unmet 
needs of graduate students as they make the transition to professional 
scholarship. the EriAL Project also included online and distance educa-
tion students at only one university (Uis), gathering sufficient preliminary 
information to suggest that these students’ instructional needs and library 
use practices are distinct enough from on-campus students to warrant an 
additional study designed specifically for the online educational experi-
ence. both of these avenues of research will only grow in importance as 
graduate students become a cohort with no pre-internet memory and the 
overall number of courses taught online continues to increase. 

Finally, library ethnography in general is in need of more substantive 
longitudinal data examining how students’ research practices and infor-
mation literacy skills change and develop over the course of a university 
curriculum. As a continuation of the EriAL Project, iWU is in the process 
of designing and implementing an ongoing research strategy to address 
these longitudinal questions. in order to create a sustainable approach for 
collecting and analyzing data, a combination of quantitative data (in the 
form of an information literacy test) and qualitative data will be pursued. 
As noted in chapter 9, the findings from the EriAL Project are driving 
numerous endeavors, either newly created or reenergized, within the Ames 
Library. the attention the EriAL Project results have garnered on iWU’s 
campus makes it even more compelling for librarians to put their energy 
into this type of work.
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SUMMARy 

it is clear that for many students, the term librarian and its related func-
tions are antiquated and that the library is often viewed as a place to meet 
other students, study, or print needed documents, rather than being an 
integral part of their research and a place offering highly valued research 
assistance and resources. Growing up with the internet has, for many of 
our students, meant never having to talk to a librarian. if the library com-
munity hopes to have students engage with the library and related services, 
we need to aggressively educate ourselves about their needs and habits, 
and then inform students and faculty about how our services and resources 
can benefit their immediate and long-term educational goals. if librarians 
wish to remain relevant in today’s world, the profession must continue to 
actively seek ways to engage more deeply in the academic community. 
sitting passively at the reference desk, waiting for students and faculty to 
find us, is no longer a sustainable model. 

through participating in the EriAL Project, each institution discovered 
unique aspects about its students and the culture of its university, as well 
as some generalizable truths about this generation of learners. based on 
its history, traditions, resources, politics, and philosophies, how a library 
uses this information to move forward toward achieving its vision will, in 
the end, be tailored specifically to that library’s particular world. 
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APPendix
ERIAL Interview Guide Questions

the following questions comprised the common interview guide that 
was shared across the five EriAL universities. these questions were not 
intended to be an interview script, but rather to provide direction and 
structure to the interview. the researcher conducting the interview was 
therefore allowed to ask additional questions to follow up on interesting 
themes or topics and to clarify answers or elicit additional information. 
institutional research teams were also allowed to add questions designed 
to address specific research questions that were of particular interest to 
their universities.

PREVIOUS PREPARATION

Did you write a long research paper or work on a large project before 
attending college?

If no:

 ● When did you—or when do you expect to—write your first 
paper or project in college? 
 ● What do you think you will use as your primary sources of 

information?

If yes, or if the student mentions writing a college-level paper: 

 ● What did you use as your primary sources of information? 
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EVALUATING RESEARCH PROjECTS

What would you describe as the elements of a good research project?

What do you think your professors are looking for when they grade your 
research projects?

RESEARCH PROCESS

Please describe the process you followed for the last research paper or 
project you worked on, step by step, from beginning to end. What 
did you do first, second, etc.?

If student is describing a current paper: can you show me how you might 
look for information for this project here in the library?

How did you search for information sources for this project? 

Where did you expect to find books and articles?

What about other types of information? For example, statistics, raw data 
sources, survey results, etc.?

What sources did you use for this project?

can you demonstrate for me how you searched for these sources? 
(Ask the student to walk you through a search using the computer 
provided.)

What problems or obstacles did you encounter while working on this 
assignment? (Probe for specifics, e.g., finding good books and 
articles, time management issues, difficulty in judging appropriate 
source materials, etc.) 

if you had to do this project again, what would you have done 
differently?

What help do you think the library could have offered you?

How do you think your research process compares to that of other 
students? 
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STUDENT-FACULTy ExPECTATIONS  
AND INTERACTIONS

While you were working on your last research paper, when were the 
most important components of the project communicated to you by 
your instructor?

How do you apply the guidelines given to you for your research 
assignment to your work in the library?

SEEkING HELP

When was the last time you asked someone to help you with your 
research?

During the assignment you described earlier, did you find you needed 
help with any aspect of the project?

What kind of help did you need? 

Who did you ask for help?

What kind of help did you expect to receive?

LIBRARIAN-STUDENT ExPECTATIONS  
AND INTERACTIONS

tell me about the last librarian you worked with on a research paper or 
project.

Were you surprised by the level of knowledge they expected of you? 

What kind of help did you need from the librarian? 

What other help did you need?

If answer is anything except “nothing”: Did you get this help?

in general, how do you expect librarians to help students? 

What is the most significant thing librarians can do to help students with 
their assignments?
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When you work with a librarian, how would you most likely do this 
(e.g., instant messaging, phone, e-mail, librarian’s office, reference 
desk, something else)?

(optional) What do you expect of librarians during your research process?

(optional) What are some of the most important resources or services 
that the library offers to students? 

What do you expect librarians to know about technology? (Probe for 
explanation)

What do you think librarians expect of students?

What do you think librarians expect of students doing research?

DESIRED CHANGES AND IMPROVEMENTS

What do you like most about the university’s library? 

What don’t you like about it?

Have you used the library website? 

What do you like about it? 

What don’t you like about it?

if you could change one or two things about our library, what would 
they be?

Would you like to know more about the library and its services? if yes, 
what? 

What do you wish librarians would tell students about the library?

Do you have a favorite place to study in the library? Why?

if you could tell an incoming freshman the most important thing he/she 
needs to know about the library, what would it be?
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students

• Detail a number of service reforms which have already been 
implemented at the participating institutions

This important book deepens our understanding of how academic 
libraries can better meet students’ needs, and also serves as a model 
for other researchers interested in a user-centered approach to 
evaluating library services.
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