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Professional Principles and
Ethics in LIS Graduate Curricula

Martin Garnar

s a degree, the master of library science is regularly questioned as to whether it

is still effective as preparation for professional roles in the field.! Concerns range

from a lack of technical proficiency and practical skills in graduates to whether a

graduate degree is even necessary to be a librarian. Defenders of the degree talk about the

theoretical foundation given to graduates of library and information science (LIS) programs,

including a grounding in the principles and values that undergird the professional work

of a librarian. If that is one of the primary justifications of the degree, then it is important

to understand how those principles and values, including professional ethics, are taught in

library and information science programs. More than twenty years have elapsed since Shel-

ley Rogers conducted a comprehensive review of ethics education in LIS program,* so the

American Library Association’s Committee on Professional Ethics decided to undertake a

survey of all accredited LIS programs to ascertain the current state of ethics education in

graduate programs, compare it to historical approaches, and discover how the committee

can best use its resources to support the teaching of ethics to future librarians.

Literature Review

When we discuss ethics education, what do we mean?
How do we agree upon the values that are covered by the
broad topic of ethics in library and information science
(LIS)? Koehler drew upon the LIS literature to identify
commonly supported values within the library profession,
including intellectual freedom, privacy, intellectual prop-
erty, professional neutrality, preservation of the cultural
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record, and equity of access.® Koehler also noted that ex-
amining codes of ethics from a variety of professional li-
brary and information organizations revealed six common
topics: patrons’ rights and privileges, social issues, access
issues, selection issues, responsibilities to the employer, and
professional practice.* Surveys conducted by Koehler and
others found that while librarians tend to share these com-
mon professional values, there is no agreement within the

SUMMER/FALL 2016 6


mailto:mgarnar%40uccs.edu?subject=

profession as to how they should be ranked in importance.
Therefore, Koehler believes that LIS students should be ex-
posed to the range of thinking on ethics within the field.
How professional ethics are taught in LIS programs has
been studied in varying degrees of detail. Rogers conducted
a survey of ALA-accredited LIS programs in 1992 regard-
ing ethics in the curriculum.® With responses from 52 out
of 59 institutions, Rogers determined that while only six
programs had stand-alone ethics courses, virtually every
institution reported that ethics was woven throughout the
curriculum, with many programs introducing related top-
ics in foundational or introductory
courses.® Only one of the programs
with an ethics course required all
students to take it. Rogers noted that
the majority of respondents felt that
a stand-alone course was not the best
approach because of the importance
of ethics to so many topics within li-
brary and information science. Prior
to the publication of Rogers’s survey
results, there were attempts to doc-
ument approaches to ethics educa-
tion at the state level. Blake examined
the distributive approach to ethics in

IT IS TROUBLING
THAT SOME
PROGRAMS HAVE NO
APPARENT FOCUS
ON ETHICS IN THEIR
COURSES.
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way through a required seminar on issues in LIS in the final
semester."”” Dow et al. noted that case-based learning for
ethics was an effective approach for enhancing the ability
of students to describe basic principles of ethics, apply those
principles when faced with a dilemma, and increase overall
interest in information ethics."

As part of the broader topic of professional ethics in
LIS, the field of information ethics has also been the sub-
ject of some discussion regarding its place in the curricu-
lum. Holverstott-Cockrell made the case that information
ethics needed to be added to the LIS curriculum, as the
concerns of traditional profession-
al ethics may not reflect the com-
plications of information use in the
digital world.” Carbo and Almag-
no reported on the University of
Pittsburgh’s multiple projects related
to information ethics, including a
course, information ethics fellows, a
website, and a lecture series.'® Carbo
tollowed with an update detailing
their institution’s approach to the
course, including the importance of
examining decision-making mod-
els and how to address the challeng-

LIS curricula at graduate programs
in New York State and suggested
three options for ensuring that all graduates are exposed to
ethical concepts: take a required course, pass a competency
exam, or complete a required non-credit colloquium series
before graduation.” Representatives from the LIS programs
in North Carolina also reported a distributive approach to
ethics education in the curriculum.®

Other scholars have written about ethics education in
their own institutions. Woodward detailed the topics cov-
ered in an ethics class in Drexel, including ethical theo-
ry, freedom of information versus privacy, ownership of
information, social responsibilities, affirmative action, and
censorship.” Woodward believed that anyone working with
personal information or making decisions about informa-
tion curation should be required to take an ethics course.'
White discussed the heavy use of case studies in his ethics
classroom and noted the challenge of getting students to
think analytically about the cases rather than to just rush to
finding solutions." White also noted that the library pro-
fession’s primary ethical concern is access to information,
and therefore it is the primary focus of ethics education.'
Paskoft described the distributed approach to ethics in the
curriculum at Louisiana State, giving examples of ethi-
cal topics embedded in the new student orientation all the
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es of teaching students from diverse
backgrounds."” Britz and Buchanan
advocated for an immersive approach to information ethics
education, and suggested that the topic should be embed-
ded across the curriculum, not restricted to a single class
or relegated to one week in another class.'®

Whether it is the broader topic of professional ethics in
library and information science or the narrower topic of
information ethics, the literature shows that most pro-
grams have been taking a distributive approach to ethics
in the curriculum, though a handful of programs continue
to highlight ethics through dedicated classes. More than
twenty years after Rogers’ research was published, this
study aims to discover if the same trends for ethics educa-
tion are continuing.

Method

This survey was proposed in the spring of 2015 by the
Committee on Professional Ethics (COPE) of the Amer-
ican Library Association (ALA)."” Deans and directors of
LIS graduate programs that offer a master of library and
information science accredited either by the ALA or joint-
ly by the American Association of School Librarians and
the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Prepara-
tion (AASL/CAEP) were contacted by email and asked to
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complete a survey asking about the institution’s approach
to teaching ethics, as well as how COPE could be of assis-
tance in supporting ethics education in their programs.?’
The survey is available in the appendix.

Data collection began in the summer of 2015 after a
lengthy approval process by the institutional review board
(IRB) at the author’s previous institution. When the author
moved to his current institution in September 2015, he was
required to halt data collection and resubmit his project for
review by his current institution’s IR B. The project was
approved in October 2015 and data collection resumed,
with another round of emails sent to the target institutions
in October 2015 and again in January 2016 after the author
presented at the annual Association for Library and Infor-
mation Science Educators (ALISE) conference in Boston
and made a plea for greater participation. Of the 97 institu-
tions contacted (59 ALA accredited, 38 AASL/CAEP ac-
credited), the total number of responses after seven months
of collection was 36 (27 ALA accredited, 9 AASL/CAEP
accredited), with an overall response rate of 37.1% (45.8%
ALA accredited, 23.7% AASL/CAEP accredited). For the
institutions that did not respond, the author examined their
websites and course catalogs to determine (when possible)
which classes included professional ethics and principles
as part of the course objectives. Other parts of the survey
could not be completed using this method.

Results

Ethics Courses

Of the institutions that responded, 17 stated that they
had a required course specifically focused on professional

Table 1. Courses with Ethics Content in LIS Programs
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ethics and principles at the master’s level. However, upon
further examination of the course descriptions, only 4 met
the criteria used by the author when examining the offer-
ings of non-responding institutions, so there is a large gap
in what the institutions believe to be a specific course on
ethics compared to the author’s perception. Of the insti-
tutions that did not respond, an additional 5 had required
courses clearly identifiable as having a specific focus on
professional ethics and principles, bringing the overall to-
tal to 9 out of 97 institutions (9.3%).

For elective courses with a specific focus on profes-
sional ethics and principles at the master’s level, 18 of the
responding institutions indicated the existence of such a
course, with another 13 identified from the non-respond-
ing institutions, for a total of 31 out of 97 institutions
(31.96%). For courses that include professional principles
and ethics as part of the learning objectives, 30 of the re-
sponding institutions listed qualifying courses at the mas-
ter’s level, with another 42 non-responding institutions
identified as having courses in this category. Additional-
ly, 4 of the responding institutions reporting a required
core class that was later judged by the author to be in the
wrong category did not give an answer for this question,
so those courses will be included here, leading to a final
total of 76 out of 97 institutions (78.35%).

Of those programs offering a doctorate (all in institu-
tions also offering an ALA-accredited master’s program),
only 1 out of 24 (4.17%) has a required course on profes-
sional principles and ethics, while another 10 (41.7%) have
elective courses on these topics. That means that the ma-
jority of doctoral programs (54.17%, or 13 out of 24) have

Master’s Programs

Required Ethics Course

Reported*
Observed
Elective Ethics Course
Reported 16
Observed 12
Course(s) with Ethics Content
Reported** 25
Observed 28

FAWNGES-12))

AASL/CAEP (n=38) Total (n=97)
4
2 18
1 13
9 34
14 42

* includes only those classes judged to be focused on ethics
** includes classes with ethics content reported elsewhere
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Table 2. Use of COPE publications in LIS programs

Document

Code of Ethics of the ALA
Copyright: An Interpretation of the Code of Ethics

Questions & Answers on Ethics and Social Media (An explanatory statement of the

ALA Code of Ethics)

Questions & Answers on Conflicts of Interest (An explanatory statement of the ALA

Code of Ethics)

Questions & Answers on Enforcement of the Code of Ethics of the American Library

Association

Questions & Answers on Speech in the Workplace (An explanatory statement of the

ALA Code of Ethics)

A
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No. (%) of Respondents
(N=36)

33 (91.7%)
22 (61.1%)
14 (38.9%)

13 (36.1%)
13 (36.1%)

10 (27.8%)

no identifiable courses with professional principles and
ethics as a focus. Given that the majority of master’s pro-
grams in LIS offer courses in this area, perhaps the doc-
toral programs can assume that entering students will have
been exposed to these concepts at the master’s level.

Comparing programs accredited by ALA to those ac-
credited by AASL/CAEP, overall the ALA programs are
much more likely to have courses with content related to
professional principles and ethics, though there is a slightly
higher percentage of AASL/CAEP programs with re-
quired courses (10.53%, or 4 out of 38 AASL/CAEP pro-
grams compared to 8.47%, or 5 out of 59 ALA programs).
Looking at electives focused on professional principles and
ethics, 47.54% of ALA programs (28 out of 59) have such
a course, while only 7.89% of AASL/CAEP programs
(3 out of 38) offer a course in this category. Likewise,
89.83% of ALA programs (53 out of 59) have courses that
include ethics as part of (but not the focus of) the content,
compared to 60.53% of AASL/CAEP programs (23 out of
38). Without knowing enrollment patterns in the cours-
es with ethics content, it is hard to say how many students
in a given program are exposed to those professional val-
ues, but it does appear that a student in an ALA-accredit-
ed program is more likely to have an opportunity to learn
about professional principles and ethics than is a student
enrolled in an AASL/CAEP-accredited program.

When asked to “briefly describe your program’s ap-
proach to ethics education in the curriculum,” the vast
majority of respondents, including all AASL/CAEP pro-
grams that commented on this question, reported that the
teaching of ethics was distributed throughout the curric-
ulum. A few noted that ethics was a focus in a required
foundations class, while one respondent from a program
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with a required ethics course said that ethics is covered
both in the required class as well as in other classes across
the curriculum and also noted that there are a few ethi-
cists on the faculty. Finally, two programs noted that the
ethical use of information is emphasized through either
through learning citation styles or using anti-plagiarism
software, in addition to discussions of professional values
in various assignments.

COPE Documents and Activities

COPE spends a significant amount of time on develop-
ing policy statements and other documents intended to
provide guidance to librarians in the field. As a result, the
committee wanted to know if any of the various docu-
ments produced by COPE were covered in their curricu-
lum. Table 2 shows the results by title. The Code of Eth-
ics, as a core document, has a solid place in the curriculum
at responding institutions. The copyright interpretation,
though the most recent of the documents, is also used by a
majority of the respondents.

Since the survey was conducted on behalf of COPE,
some of the questions were geared to potential future ac-
tivities of the committee, such as new explanatory state-
ments related to the Code of Ethics and other services that
could be useful to LIS programs. When asked to rank top-
ics for new documents related to the Code of Ethics, the
most popular response was for “Personal Beliefs and Pro-
fessional Responsibilities” followed closely by “Profession-
al Conduct.” Almost half the respondents also indicated
that a statement on “Professional Development” would be
useful, while one respondent also suggested that the exist-
ing question and answer documents maintained by COPE
could be customized for the K-12 setting.
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As for other services that could be offered by the com-
mittee, two-thirds of the respondents said that infograph-
ics, pamphlets, or other brief publications would be useful,
and another third of the respondents said it would be help-
tul to get support or assistance in creating ethics courses or
curricula. The idea of direct connections between students
and COPE such as chat sessions or mentor connections
was less popular, so the higher level tasks of producing
policy statements and offering curricular advice were the
clear priority for the respondents.

Discussion

The majority of LIS graduate programs include an ele-
ment of ethics education as part of their curricula. How-
ever, it 1s troubling that some programs have no apparent
focus on ethics in their courses based on published mate-
rials, including 1 ALA-accredited program and 13 AASL/
CAEP-accredited programs. While it is certainly possible
that the actual levels of ethics-based content are not ap-
parent from course descriptions or titles, the very lack of
prominence regarding professional ethics and principles is
an indicator of their importance (or lack thereof) within
the curriculum.

When asked about their program’s approach to eth-
ics education, one respondent included their program’s
student learning outcome addressing professional values
and ethics and noted that the application of the outcome
in each class varies depending on the expertise of the in-
structor. Ultimately, this is the issue when the teaching of
ethics is distributed across the curriculum, as students may
have different levels of exposure to and engagement with
professional values and ethics depending on which in-
structors they have.

Comparing these survey results to those from Shelley
Rogers’s of more than twenty years ago, the number of
ALA-accredited institutions offering stand-alone, required
ethics courses is virtually unchanged, and it appears that
the approach of weaving professional principles and ethics
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throughout the curriculum is still the favored method.
‘What remains to be seen is how effective this method is.
Though this survey was able to document the stability of
the place of professional principles and ethics in graduate
LIS curricula, it did not assess the effectiveness of this ap-
proach. Future research is necessary to develop an assess-
ment tool for measuring whether the current practice of
distributed ethics education achieves the goal of inculcat-
ing new librarians with the core values of the profession.

During the revision process of the most recent ALA
Standards for Accreditation of Master’s Programs in Li-
brary and Information Studies,?’ COPE submitted com-
ments regarding the place of professional principles and
ethics within those standards and pushed for more speci-
ficity regarding student learning outcomes. COPE should
continue to work with the ALA Committee on Accredi-
tation to assess the impact of ethics education in accredited
programs and should consider establishing a relationship
with AASL to look at the place of ethics in CAEP-accred-
ited programs. Meanwhile, there are a number of oppor-
tunities for COPE to expand its library of documents and
statements related to professional ethics. The popularity
of the copyright interpretation is notable given its relative
newness. Whether this high usage rate is because of the
content or because of the document’s status as an interpre-
tation, the committee may want to consider choosing to
create interpretations over question and answer documents
when addressing new topics if they believe that the con-
tent warrants more attention.

The second paragraph of the preamble to the ALA
Code of Ethics closes with the following sentence: “The
American Library Association Code of Ethics states the
values to which we are committed, and embodies the
ethical responsibilities of the profession in this changing
information environment.”* In order for those values and
ethical responsibilities to be embraced by future genera-
tions of library workers, they must be a central learning
outcome of any library education program.
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Appendix: Survey Instrument
The purpose of this survey is to examine the inclusion of e [open text boxes]
professional ethics and principles in LIS education. For the e If you offer a doctorate, please list the title of any
purposes of this survey, we will define professional ethics required course or courses specifically about profession-
and principles to include access to information, intellectu- al ethics and principles.
al freedom, privacy, copyright, and professional conduct. e Include an option for “NA”
e What is the name of your institution? e If you offer a doctorate, please list the title of any
e For your master’s program, please list the title of any elective course or courses specifically about professional
required course or courses specifically about profession- ethics and principles.
al ethics and principles. e Include an option for “NA”
e Include an option for “NA” e [f you offer a doctorate, please list the title of any other
e For your master’s program, please list the title of any course or courses that cover professional ethics and prin-
elective course or courses specifically about professional ciples as part of the coursework
ethics and principles. e Name of course: % of course about professional ethics
e Include an option for “NA” and principles:
e For your master’s program, please list the title of any
other course or courses that cover professional ethics and
principles as part of the coursework
e Name of course: % of course about professional ethics e Briefly describe your program’s approach to ethics edu-
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and principles:

cation in the curriculum.
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e Do the course(s) that cover professional ethics and prin-

ciples include any of the following ALA statements in the

course content? Check all that apply.

o the Code of Ethics of the ALA

o Copyright: An Interpretation of the Code of Ethics

o Questions & Answers on Conflicts of Interest (An ex-
planatory statement of the ALA Code of Ethics)

o Questions & Answers on Enforcement of the Code of
Ethics of the American Library Association

o Questions & Answers on Ethics and Social Media (An
explanatory statement of the ALA Code of Ethics)

o Questions & Answers on Speech in the Workplace (An
explanatory statement of the ALA Code of Ethics)

e On which topics would you find additional interpreta-
tions of the Code of Ethics and/or Q & As to be useful?
o Professional Conduct
o Professional Development

Call for Submissions

o Personal Beliefs and Professional Responsibilities
o Other

e How can the American Library Association and Com-

mittee on Professional Ethics support your faculty in the
teaching of ethics and related principles? Check all that
apply:

o Mentor connections

o Email/Chats with students in related classes

o Infographics, pamphlets, or other brief publications

o Other
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