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FROM THE EDITOR
Barry Trott

A s I write this column in April, it is National Poetry 
Month, and I have been reading a lot of poems, 
old and new. I came across Ruth Lechlitner’s 
1938 poem “Change Must Be Served,” in which 

she says, “They who fear change nest in the now-moment.”1 
There is a lot of change going on in our world, in our com-
munities, and in our libraries, and it becomes very easy to 
do just what Lechlitner describes. We often find it easier to 
turn away from the relentless and difficult questions that 
these changes raise than to reflect on what they mean for us 
as librarians and as members of a community. 

Over the past several years, Joe Thompson, Anne Hous-
ton, and Alesia McManus, our three most recent RUSA 
presidents, have written thoughtful pieces for RUSQ about 
changes being considered in the organization. They and 
many others have covered everything from considering 
name changes to reflections on the nature of what we do as 
reference librarians. For some members, changing an orga-
nization that has been a home for them and for their work 
is a hard thing to contemplate. And considering all of these 
changes to a profession that we value and love can be diffi-
cult. Rethinking your work and your role in your institution 
is a scary thing. What if it means that you find that you no 
longer have a role? What if your long-held career plans are no 
longer viable because the work you wanted to do is not the 
work that needs to be done? It can be tempting to “nest in 
the now-moment” and pretend that things are not changing.

So, how do we make peace with the idea that, as Ruth 
Lechlitner said in 1938, “Change must be served?” Looking 
back after twenty years of work in reference librarianship, 
the common trait among the people I know who have been 
not only successful at their jobs but also happy in their work 
has been a willingness to find joy in learning new things. 
When I was fairly new to the profession, I used to worry that 
I did not have big plans for where I wanted to be five years 
down the road (that common interview question). I just do 
not really think that way, but I felt that I should, as it seemed 
to be expected. 

I was fortunate enough to attend Snowbird Library Lead-
ership Institute early on in my career, and there I heard 
George Needham talk about this concept. Needham said that 
rather than planning where he wanted to be in five years, 
he simply did the best job he could in his current position, 
tried to learn as much as he could about the institution and 
its users, and said “yes” when asked to do things. Then, when 
a new opportunity, a change, arose, he would be prepared 
to take it. 

Barry Trott

Correspondence concerning this column should be 
addressed to Barry Trott, RUSQ Editor, 7770 Croaker 
Rd., Williamsburg, VA, 23188; email: btrott@wrl.org.
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Change Must Be Served

This was an epiphany; it has shaped my professional life. 
Perhaps, then, it is best to look at change, in our profes-

sion, in our library, in our professional organization, not as 
something to fear and to hide from, but as a chance to learn 
something new about that profession, that library, or RUSA. 
I think that taking this approach makes the idea of change 
seem less overwhelming. It becomes instead an occasion to 
become a better librarian and to prepare yourself for the next 
opportunity that comes along. 

With that in mind, I wanted to alert you all to some 
upcoming changes at RUSQ. I have had the pleasure and 
challenge of serving as editor of the journal for the past five 
years. But the editorial position is limited to two three-year 
terms, and so we will be looking for a new editor to take over 

the journal, becoming editor-designate on February 1, 2018, 
and assuming the position of editor following the 2018 ALA 
Annual Conference. In late summer or early fall of this year, 
we will send out a call for applications for the editor posi-
tion, and I encourage anyone with a background in scholarly 
publication to consider applying. I would be happy to answer 
any questions about the position, so feel free to contact me 
at btrott@wrl.org or 757-259-7747.

Reference

1. Ruth Lechlitner, “Three Poems,” Poetry: A Magazine of Verse 
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FROM THE PRESIDENT OF RUSA
Alesia M. McManus, President

A s is often the case with publication timelines, 
I’m writing my last RUSQ President’s Column in 
February but it won’t be published until June. My 
columns this year have focused on opportunities 

and challenges for RUSA and this column is no exception. 
At the 2017 ALA Midwinter Meeting in Atlanta, ALA Coun-
cil accepted a proposal to add a fourth strategic direction to 
ALA’s Strategic Plan. Equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) is 
now the fourth strategic direction, joining advocacy, infor-
mation policy, and professional and leadership development. 

Here is a summary of the new strategic direction: The 
ALA recognizes that equity, diversity, and inclusion affect all 
aspects of work among members of the association, within 
the field of librarianship, and within the communities served 
by libraries. This work includes addressing, dismantling, 
and transforming policies, structures, and biases through-
out both the organization and the field of librarianship. 
The ALA, through its actions and those of its members, is 
instrumental in creating a more equitable, diverse, and in-
clusive society. 

This powerful statement is accompanied by specific goals 
for the association, including the following:

 z committing to ameliorating marginalization and under-
representation within the Association and the communi-
ties served by libraries through increased understanding 
of the effects of historical exclusion

 z expanding the work of the ALA and its allies in building 
a diverse and inclusive profession

 z providing context and understanding of the concepts 
of equity, diversity, and inclusion and recognizing their 
intersectional and complex nature

 z empowering all ALA members to participate in the life 
of their organizations

 z establishing resources and support so libraries and li-
brarians can be effective advocates for the inclusion of 
all individuals in the life of their community

 z establishing the ALA as a major voice for the values of 
equity, diversity, and inclusion in all areas of informa-
tion policy

 z providing a safe, respectful space for diverse voices and 
perspectives 

This strategic direction is timely for many reasons given 
the current political situation in our country. Its implemen-
tation provides RUSA members with an opportunity for 
conversation about how considerations of diversity, equity, 
and inclusion affect reference and user services in libraries. 

Alesia McManus 

Alesia M. McManus is Environmental Sciences 
Librarian, Peter J. Shields Library, University of 
California, Davis; email: alemcmanus@ucdavis.edu.
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Thoughts on Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion in Reference and User Services

In June 2016, the ALA Task Force on Equity, Diversity, and 
Inclusion submitted a final report which provided a total of 
sixty recommendations for the association in areas of confer-
ence program planning, annual conferences, priorities and 
planning, membership and participation, and recruitment, 
education, and retention. One of the recommendations 
strongly encourages all offices, divisions, and round tables 
within ALA to audit their goals, strategies, and outcomes 
for diversity and inclusion every three years. The task force 
also provided definitions for the terms equity, diversity, and 
inclusion.1

Anne Houston, RUSA past president, shared an impor-
tant article with the RUSA executive committee that exam-
ines how well the RUSA “Guidelines for Behavioral Perfor-
mance of Reference and Information Service Providers” and 
RUSA “Professional Competencies for Reference and User 
Services Librarians” address societal racism.2 In a 2015 ar-
ticle in Library Trends, Brook, Ellenwood, and Lazzaro use 
critical discourse analysis as a method for analyzing the 
RUSA documents using the lens of critical race theory.3 In 
particular, the authors examine the principles of approach-
ability, responsiveness, and objectivity in the documents 
and provide suggestions for an “antiracist reference practice.”

The RUSA executive committee has just received the 
draft revision of the 2003 “Professional Competencies for 
Reference and User Services Librarians.” The Task Force on 
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion recommends that, after an 
initial review by RUSA board, the competencies be available 
for a specified period of time for member comments. With 

the help of RUSA board, I will be thinking of different ways 
that the RUSA membership can have a dialogue on equity, 
diversity, and inclusion and how we might develop actions 
for the RUSA strategic plan as well as reviewing the profes-
sional competencies in light of principles of EDI. 

I would like to thank the members of the RUSA Profes-
sional Competencies for Reference and User Services Librar-
ians Task Force, including Nancy Huling (chair), Larayne 
Dallas, Robin Kinder, Jo Bell Whitlatch, and Beth Woodard, 
for their work on revising the Professional Competencies. 

As always, I would like to hear your thoughts on this 
topic. Please send an email message to alemcmanus@ucda-
vis.edu. I look forward to the conversation.

References
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MANAGEMENT
Marianne Ryan, Editor

Excelling at one’s job can be a challenge. Trying to do it for 
two jobs—concurrently—can be beyond difficult, yet that 
situation is not uncommon in evolving organizations that 
utilize acting appointments to bridge gaps during periods of 
change. In this column, Greg MacAyeal outlines the many 
facets of acting appointments—both the positive and the 
less so. MacAyeal provides much food for thought for those 
who may be tapped to take on such roles or are already ne-
gotiating their way through them. His insights are worthy of 
consideration by anyone who is juggling an acting position or 
thinking about doing so, as well as by administrations who 
rely on this mechanism during times of transition.—Editor 

I n most organizations, interim employment assignments 
are not uncommon. While the for-profit world makes use 
of interim assignments to enable certain kinds of change 
or growth, higher education tends to use “acting” posi-

tions in a different way. In the business world, for example, 
there are individuals who make careers out of interim mana-
gerial assignments. Such people are hired guns who can step 
in, produce a desired or prescribed result, and head off into 
the sunset. Acting positions in higher education, however, 
tend to be filled by individuals who are already employed by 
the college or university. In most instances, a person filling 
an acting role (henceforth referred to as the actor) expects 
to continue to be employed by the same institution once 
the acting assignment has concluded. The responsibilities 
of the actor’s “old” job, along with those associated with the 
acting position, are expected to be met with equal attention. 
Practically speaking, this is nearly impossible, but the work 
is there and needs to be done. Filling these positons may be 
a comparatively fast and simple process, which is advanta-
geous to the organization. However, realizing success as an 
actor is not fast and can be riddled with complications. It 
is highly beneficial to the organization to support the actor. 
This article will describe potential hazards and suggest strat-
egies to enable success in interim employment.

BACKGROUND

The library and managerial literature includes a handful of 
pertinent articles on this subject. Lisa German offers a prac-
tical approach in day-to-day leadership. She suggests that 
actors need to view their new roles with enthusiasm, and 
proceed with the intent to advance established goals, as op-
posed to simply maintaining operations.1 Lynn Chmelir of-
fers her perspective on being an interim director, something 

Gregory MacAyeal

Gregory MacAyeal is Curator of the Music Library, 
Northwestern University Libraries, Evanston, Illinois.
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that happened twice in her career. In both situations, she 
was hired from the outside as an interim director, and her 
comments reflect the need to add stability to an unsettled 
situation.2 Her commentary builds upon another engaging 
essay authored by Gail Munde, whose experience is in a 
large academic library. She describes “lessons learned” and 
covers time management, perceptions, and the experience 
of suddenly finding herself on the playing field of the whole 
university, not just the library.3 Offering additional advice, 
Sandra Shell demonstrates how personal management style 
can positively impact a short-term assignment. She advises 
potential actors to be informed, do the work that needs to 
be done, and allow themselves to make mistakes while em-
phasizing the growth opportunity available to them.4 Sandra 
Weingart’s article provides a carefully written case study re-
garding her time as an academic library acting director. She 
describes the experience of suddenly leading a unit without 
the benefit of established goals.5 Pat Newcombe and James 
Donovan describe a career path that leads from acting to 
permanent employment.6 Overall, these excellent texts sug-
gest a few common themes in the areas of communication, 
administrative support, time management, expectations 
and perceptions, and ultimately the potential benefits of ac-
cepting acting assignments. I will address these themes and 
others as informed by my own experience in an acting role.

I was named acting head of the Music Library at North-
western University, an appointment that lasted roughly one 
year. At the end of my appointment, I was named perma-
nent curator of the Music Library. Prior to my time as acting 
head, for six years I held the position of assistant head of 
the Music Library.

The title of Curator that I now hold came about as the 
result of a large-scale reorganization process. Beginning in 
2014, Northwestern Libraries embarked on a robust plan 
with the stated purpose to revision the library as an outward-
facing organization. A central goal of the reorganization was to 
consolidate like kinds of work into single workgroups across 
the library. For example, in the previous organization, the 
Music Library was a single department with responsibilities 
that included stacks management and cataloging. In the new 
structure, both of these functions were transferred to other 
units, bringing similar work together. The Music Library be-
came a more service-focused unit. No longer a stand-alone 
department, it is now a unit within a larger workgroup called 
Distinctive Collections, but still keeps its mission of maintain-
ing a world-class collection of music materials. Throughout 
the library, many staff members took on new or revamped 
responsibilities as a direct result of the reorganization. Several 
acting positions were created. My experience was not unique.

ALLEGRO NON TROPPO  
(FAST, BUT NOT TOO FAST)

As stated above, one benefit of appointing an existing staff 
member to an acting positon is that it can happen relatively 

quickly. The organization can begin working promptly 
where there is need or in entirely new areas. However, the 
downside to speed and flexibility is a deficiency in long-term 
planning. For newly created positons in newly formed units, 
acting leaders may begin their work with unclear relation-
ships to administration, staff, and new reports. Administra-
tion may not have the time to look carefully at the strategic 
needs of new units, and thus may not be immediately able 
to deliver complete job descriptions or define competencies. 

Another challenge is that newly formed units with act-
ing leaders may not have the benefit of established access to 
materials and organizational resources. Acting unit leaders 
may be asked to hit the ground running with little more than 
an outline of their responsibilities. Budgets, workflows, and 
policies may not exist at the onset but instead come in time. 
The need to quickly solve practical, on-the-ground problems 
can cause a delay in long-term or strategic planning. This 
in turn can hinder the development of a vision for a perma-
nent appointment. Solutions for practical problems can be 
definitive and stand as the lasting approach to addressing 
a particular need. It becomes difficult to make a change to 
that solution even when the opportunity to think strategi-
cally finally arrives.

COMMUNICATION

A key point taken from the existing literature is that excel-
lent communication is imperative. Think of the actor as the 
central point in a communication chain that flows in a bidi-
rectional manner, away from the actor to both administration 
and to staff. This of course is true in any leadership position, 
particularly in those often referred to as a mid-level. From 
the perspective of the actor, it is important to allow report-
ing staff to communicate openly and freely. If the actor is 
stepping into a breach, staff will express their concerns. The 
need to allow reporting staff to communicate their concerns 
is vital even when no immediate solution is clear or available. 
Especially in times of transition, people fundamentally feel 
the need to be heard.

MANAGING EXPECTATIONS 

The impermanence of an acting role creates a unique situ-
ation related to expectations. Will the actor be expected to 
significantly advance already-established goals? Will the 
actor take on more of a maintenance role, with work limited 
to sustaining routine tasks? Staff may wonder if they should 
take the actor seriously, or ignore the actor and wait for a 
permanent hire. Administration can help tremendously by 
firmly communicating expectations, both to the actor and 
to the reporting staff. It is important for everyone to have a 
shared understanding. 

Administration may expect an actor to continue to work 
at a high level. In instances where the expectation is to move 
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unit goals forward quickly, the actor may not have time to 
develop relationships naturally. It may be difficult to know 
how to delegate work. Most likely, the actor will tend to work 
especially hard with those staff who will address pressing 
needs, but those needs may not be critical from a strategic 
perspective. The urgency of short-term gains can negatively 
impact long-range goals. In such a myopic situation, truly 
important relationships can go undernourished.

MANAGING PERCEPTIONS

Reporting staff will need to see the actor as a resource, no 
matter what expectation is understood, and how the actor 
is perceived is very important. If an internal appointment, 
the actor will undoubtedly carry some existing perceptions. 
The actor may also need to respond to perceptions related 
to the predecessor, if there is one. When perception of the 
predecessor is positive, everyone will want the actor to work 
in the same style. When negative, there will be hope for a 
departure. Good and bad, fair and unfair, how the actor is 
perceived defines how the actor will be treated. Some people 
may find it difficult to define themselves in new roles. The 
actor may be required to treat others differently because rela-
tionships have been redefined. Asserting an identity beyond 
any existing perception is a burden the actor must overcome, 
but one of vital importance.

AUTHORITY

More responsibility should lead to more authority, but this 
does not always happen—or happen fast enough. If we 
think of authority as a construct of responsibility, trust, and 
acceptance, we see that authority is both granted (by those 
who assign responsibility) and allowed (by those who accept 
direction). Administration will likely support the decision-
making responsibility of the actor, but the actor will still 
need to earn administration’s trust. It may take some time 
for administration to fully trust an actor to make important 
decisions. Without trust, the staff will not allow the actor to 
retain authority without some kind of intervention. If this 
intervention is required before the actor has gained the trust 
of administration, lasting problems may develop. Unresolved 
trust issues will impede the actor’s authority, which can cre-
ate a toxic situation. For the actor to be successful, the actor’s 
authority must be accepted by everyone.

ONE PERSON, TWO JOBS, AND HOW TO FILL 
THE VOID

Many times, an actor will end up with two jobs. Administra-
tion may seek to reduce the work load of the actor, but often 
not much can done. Prior responsibilities will still need to be 
addressed. An acting position implies a vacancy, and these 

responsibilities will likely be distributed across the actor’s 
permanent home unit and possibly the temporary unit. To 
fill the vacancy, unit responsibilities might be redistrib-
uted so staff members take on extra work. Addressing most 
critical needs can necessitate staff working beyond their 
strengths or primary areas of responsibility. 

While it’s wonderful to have staff who are willing to take 
on extra work, an incorrect sense of ownership can develop. 
It may create a “job creep” of sorts that will ultimately pro-
duce flawed workflows and enable on-the-fly decisions to 
become policy. When the time comes to reevaluate respon-
sibilities and workflows, staff who have taken on extra work 
may not want to relinquish it, even to other more appropri-
ate staff. Job creep can become permanent, with ill-suited 
employees juggling an odd array of duties.

THE SUCCESSFUL ACTOR

Completing an acting appointment with a successful out-
come depends on a complex set of interdependent factors. 
How well administration supports the actor is key, as is how 
the actor develops relationships. Staff will help both them-
selves and the actor, if they are able to accept the actor and 
maintain reasonable expectations.

Administration can help actors by taking these steps:

 z Setting well-defined and manageable goals. The sky will 
seldom be set as a limit for anyone in an acting role. Ad-
ministration will help the organization by broadly com-
municating reasonable expectations which should align 
with the parameters of the temporary situation. With 
periodic review, goals can be altered to fit evolving needs.

 z Setting the tone. By making sure the organization knows 
that the actor will be supported, administration will be 
able to establish authority and encourage staff to feel that 
the unit’s success is a priority.

 z Establishing a path to resources early in the actor’s ten-
ure. With newly defined roles, it may be unclear what 
budgets, facilities, and staff are available to help the actor. 
Having these questions answered early will help ensure 
that efforts are well supported.

 z Making a timeline. Crucial to setting reasonable goals, 
an initial timeline will give the organization a sense of 
formal structure in an otherwise uncertain setting. Time-
lines should be reviewed periodically.

Actors can help themselves by taking these steps:

 z Actively working to keep communication lines open. 
Developing relationships with staff is the most impor-
tant initial goal. This is crucial to having the staff believe 
that the actor wants to listen and values all members of 
the unit.

 z Asserting themselves. Actors need to communicate their 
expectations based on goals set by the organization and 
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the unit. They should allow their natural style to emerge 
without being overly critical of predecessors. Aside from 
not fully understanding the predecessor’s decisions, ac-
tors may undermine the relationships they are trying to 
improve. 

 z Delegating appropriately. By assigning work where it 
is best suited, the long-term health of the unit will be 
strengthened. Actors must resist the urge to assign work 
solely to staff that are available, are friends, or have 
worked well in unrelated situations.

Staff can help actors by taking these steps:

 z Allowing actors to be themselves. By resisting the temp-
tation to make comparisons, staff will allow actors’ natu-
ral styles to flourish. 

 z Accepting that any extra work may be temporary. Taking 
on new areas of responsibility is most successful when 
it’s part of a larger strategic vision. Matching personal 
strength and interest with need is essential and should 
be targeted over convenience and speed.

 z Keeping expectations in check. It will take time for the 
actor to secure all the resources needed to complete all 
tasks. Patience is always a virtue.

SURVIVING AND THRIVING

The upside for the actor is potentially high. An acting role 
may offer the chance to grow in areas that may otherwise 
be unavailable. By interacting with a fuller range of staff, 
the actor has the opportunity to create a new workplace 
context for him or herself. Performing at a high level while 
really holding two jobs shows administration an actor’s high 
capacity and ability to adapt. These are “soft skills” that can 
normally be very difficult to demonstrate. The experience 
may very well evolve into a permanent situation, as in my 
case, or it may to lead to a different opportunity. Other 
leadership situations may arise, and with an established 
track record of positive growth, leadership experience, and 
willingness to take on challenging work, the actor is well 

poised to become a viable candidate. For opportunities that 
arise outside of the organization, the actor’s CV will reflect 
the additional experience. 

From the administration’s perspective, there is also a 
potential upside. Acting assignments offer a unique oppor-
tunity to test out an employee’s ability to grow. With only 
a short-term commitment, if the acting assignment is not a 
good fit, administration can choose to return the actor to the 
original role. If the actor is competing for a permanent posi-
ton, administration will have gained valuable insight which 
will inform the recruiting process. The chance to evaluate a 
staff member with on-the-job experience in an agile setting 
gives administration a staffing tool unlike any other.

There is a shelf life to all acting appointments. The lon-
ger the duration of acting roles, the more difficult success 
becomes for both the actor and organization. Ambiguity can 
lead to stress, temporary measures can become lasting solu-
tions, and time slips away on strategic goals. With adminis-
trative help, actors will be successful and provide essential 
help to their organizations. Ideally, both the actor and the 
organization will have a good experience by the conclusion 
of the acting assignment. No matter what follows, the actor 
will have grown and demonstrated new abilities, and the 
organization will have gained valuable knowledge on which 
to base strategic decisions.
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Your communities need your help more than ever, in so 
many ways—job, healthcare, and college and occupational 
study applications, workplace research and problem solv-
ing, research paper and homework help, and many other 
community-related issues, like accessing laws and regula-
tions. How do you address these needs when there are so 
many people needing your help, at any time of the day or 
night, almost anywhere in the world, but also right in front 
of you at a physical reference desk? Face-to-face personal 
help is still invaluable, but reference work has expanded in 
many ways. It includes, but goes beyond, fact finding. Refer-
ence librarians help people learn how to learn so they can 
participate fully in their societies as informed and knowl-
edgeable citizens. This column takes a look at how librarians 
and others around the world are identifying what people 
need to learn for this purpose, and how to help them learn 
it. This column and the sites listed at the end of it provide 
ideas and approaches that could be used or adapted to help 
the people in your communities achieve this goal. Note: I 
gratefully acknowledge Susan Gardner Archambault (Loyola 
Marymount University), Dr. Jane Secker (London School of 
Economics), and Sarah LeMire (Texas A& M University), co-
editor of this column, for their very helpful comments and 
suggestions.—Editor, Esther Grassian

D o you offer online or in-person classes, workshops, 
or credit courses on topics such as how to use the 
Internet, how to find credible information, and 
how to document and present findings? Do you 

go beyond fact finding in reference interactions by working 
with users to empower them with information-seeking skills 
of their own? If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, 
you are going beyond providing facts and answers to queries 
by teaching and helping others learn how to learn.

Labels for these kinds of help have varied and evolved 
over time, dating back many decades. These labels include 
both basic and more complex terms, such as “library orien-
tation,” “library instruction,” “library skills,” “bibliographic 
instruction” (BI), “digital literacy,” “information literacy” 
(IL), “media and information literacy” (MIL), “metaliteracy,” 
“critical information literacy,” “health information literacy,” 
“workplace information literacy,” and “lifelong learning.” 
Regardless of their level of complexity, these labels represent 
starting points and similar goals.

What are these goals, and why should any of this mat-
ter to you? In the current technology-focused environment, 
helping people learn how to learn at any age or educational 
level is more important than ever. Information literacy 
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empowers people to make knowledgeable decisions for a life-
time, including personal and political decisions, and equips 
them to address educational needs. This includes instruction 
in public libraries, many of which have been focused more 
on efforts to address “information poverty” by offering access 
to information, and by helping people learn how to use tech-
nologies effectively, an essential prerequisite for informed 
participation in democratic societies.1 IL/MIL, even when 
labeled with other terms such as those listed above, extends 
these essential skills by helping people learn how to pose 
critical thinking questions about information and the tools 
they use to find that information, including social media.2 
These questions include, What is the source of the informa-
tion? What is its point of view and purpose? Is it designed to 
educate/inform, sell, or persuade? How accurate, up to date, 
and complete is the information? How does it compare to 
other sources on the same or similar topics?

This column outlines a selection of alternative teaching 
and learning approaches, concepts, and models related to 
information researching, developed in a number of coun-
tries and by national and international organizations. Some 
were designed for specific groups, such as schoolchildren, 
while others address teaching and learning for a lifetime. 
As a whole, they represent a welcome rise in consciousness 
worldwide of the value of an empowered citizenry who have 
learned how to learn, how to identify and locate useful in-
formation, how to manage and synthesize information, and 
how to communicate the results effectively and ethically 
with others. 

How can this help you? Librarians, theoreticians, and 
researchers have developed a variety of frameworks for 
programs and individual efforts to help people learn how 
to learn.3 In order to address societal change, including 
technological advancement, it is important for organiza-
tions and institutions to periodically review and revise their 
guidelines, and even the labels used to describe their efforts. 
Some of these updating exercises have been lengthy and con-
tentious, such as ACRL’s replacement of its “Information Lit-
eracy Competency Standards for Higher Education” with its 
“Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education.”4 

It is not surprising that this process was contentious, es-
pecially given the lengthy history of the ACRL Standards and 
their highly significant and far-reaching impact on teaching, 
learning, and research worldwide. ACRL is currently devel-
oping support for the Framework in the form of teaching 
and learning materials, and research is likely to follow. A 
2015 alignment chart is useful in illustrating that there are 
ways to examine, relabel, and reorganize what librarians 
are already doing to meet or enhance efforts related to the 
six concepts that compose the ACRL Framework.5 At this 
point, it is too soon to say whether or not the Framework 
will have the immense worldwide impact that the ACRL 
Standards have had on programs and research, including 
doctoral studies. Currently, the ACRL Standards continue 
to serve an important purpose for those who require de-
tailed and assessable national standards, similar to other 

national organizations’ educational standards often used in 
accreditation, to support funding and staffing of instruction 
programs.6 This is a highly compelling reason for reinstating 
them alongside the ACRL Framework, as both approaches 
offer great value in meeting differing needs.7 However, it is 
also important for those interested in teaching and learning 
in libraries and information centers to be aware of and open 
to new developments, as well as historical efforts related to 
IL/MIL. Their support is crucial as we keep up with and an-
ticipate continuous change worldwide, revising, adding to, 
and replacing even widely accepted documents, guidelines, 
and approaches. 

With this in mind, we should be aware that many alter-
native IL/MIL models, conceptual approaches, frameworks, 
and standards have been developed for different educational 
and age levels. Some have been rescinded, suspended, or 
replaced to address evolving pedagogical, technological, 
and societal developments, as well as lack of needed fund-
ing. Nevertheless, they are listed here for their importance 
as models for current standards, as well as inspiration for 
future iterations. We should also keep in mind that much of 
the content of this column relates to approaches published 
originally in English, though some have been translated into 
other languages, indicating their worldwide impact. Explora-
tion of these general examples may broaden our knowledge 
and reveal ways of thinking that may be new to many of us. 

As you look over the brief descriptions below, keep in 
mind that each model may be best suited to a different con-
text. Some may work well in certain circumstances and for 
certain audiences, such as undergraduate students. Others 
may be applied more generally to a wider audience, includ-
ing those of all ages and educational levels served by public 
libraries. Public libraries “have been effective at helping 
people learn how to use new technologies,” but a recent Pew 
study indicates “just 7% say they have taken a library class 
on how to use the Internet or computers.”8 In many cases, 
whichever approach seems most appealing may still require 
discussion and adaptation to your own environment. This 
may include developing, testing, and assessing the effective-
ness of pilot programs. 

To get this started, you may need to make a major effort 
to focus attention on “information illiteracy” in your com-
munity and the benefits of an informed citizenry who have 
learned how to learn. This kind of discussion can take time, 
but I would urge you to think of it as an opportunity to reach 
out to and collaborate with others in your community, your 
institution, and beyond. You can work together to answer 
questions like these:

 z What does “library instruction” mean to you and your 
community, however you label it?

 z What do members of your community already know 
about information researching?

 z What do you expect the learners in your community to 
know and be able to do on their own related to informa-
tion researching, and at which age and educational levels?
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The answers you develop together will help guide you 
and your communities as you consider, adapt, or create defi-
nitions and guidelines for supportive instruction, and as you 
plan to assess its effectiveness.

ASSESSMENT

In competing for scarce dollars and attention, individuals, 
institutions, and organizations need to assess their teaching 
and learning efforts to provide data regarding their impact 
and value. Each of the approaches described below requires 
staffing and funding of one sort or another, and funders at all 
levels, including participants, governments, and in a number 
of cases, families who pay fees, want to know what they are 
getting for their funding—that is, Return On Investment 
(ROI). For this reason, research and reporting require detailed 
measurements of qualitative, as well as quantitative, impact. 

On a practical level, how do you assess the value of 
these efforts, some of which may have long-term impact? 
Qualitative data (user satisfaction) has gained in importance 
worldwide. It can be cited in addition to quantitative data 
(for instance, numbers on student success and equity). User 
satisfaction assessment can be useful for affective assess-
ment, that is, whether or not individuals liked the program, 
materials, and instructor, as well as what they think they 
have learned. Angelo and Cross wrote the book, literally, 
on classroom assessment techniques that do just that,9 and 
Bowles-Terry and Kvenild published a recent book on this 
topic devoted to librarians.10 But what have participants re-
ally learned? Other, more formal means of assessment can 
help you find out. Examples include pre- and post-tests 
based on pre-established learning objectives and outcomes, 
standardized IL tests, and authentic assessment of real-world 
projects or assignments. In fact, assessment based on pre-
determined learning outcomes can provide meaningful data 
regarding the value of instruction. 

The models below offer a variety of broad areas to target 
in order to help people learn how to learn. It will be much 
easier to design and develop assessment of instruction if you 
begin by selecting some broad target areas, writing learning 
outcomes for each, and then developing teaching method-
ologies to help people achieve those learning outcomes. A 
number of books, articles, and websites provide more infor-
mation about standardized assessment tools, and assessment 
in the context of planning ahead.11 

EXAMPLES OF IL/MIL MODELS, STANDARDS, 
FRAMEWORKS, CONCEPTS 

Below you will find descriptions of overall issues in three 
categories: Lifelong Learning, Schools/K–12, and Higher 
Education. Each category contains selected examples with 
brief information regarding each, focused on the basic con-
cepts, approaches, and key words used to describe them. 

Many similar concepts and wording appear here, some uti-
lizing the same or very similar language. For instance, you 
will see frequent use of the following words and phrases, or 
others closely related to them: 

 z Identify Need
 z Plan
 z Access
 z Search and Locate
 z Evaluate
 z Reflect, Manage, and Synthesize
 z Apply/Use Effectively and Ethically

Yet these examples offer different approaches, including 
qualitative as well as quantitative aspects of IL/MIL, devel-
oped independently or adapted from other models. Some 
examples focus on particular educational or age levels, while 
others cover IL for a lifetime (also called “lifelong learning”), 
which could apply to almost any type of library or informa-
tion center. As you review them, consider their primary 
audiences and how you might want to use or adapt one or 
another or some combination of them for your own user 
populations. They may work best in one-on-one reference 
or in group instruction in the form of in-person or online 
classes, workshops, credit courses, usage guides for library 
resources, subject guides, and social media. 

Lifelong Learning: Issues and Examples
All types of libraries participate to some degree and at some 
level in learning, including public libraries, special libraries, 
and archives, as well as academic and school libraries. Some 
of the examples in this category provide detailed goals and 
expected learning outcomes for entire populations of many 
different age and educational levels, and can provide helpful 
examples when used in part or as a whole. In some examples, 
the word “national” or the name of a country appears in the 
title. This indicates an awareness of the need to look beyond 
institutions and specific levels of education to support and 
encourage information literacy among entire populations. 
Major challenges here include raising consciousness about 
the need for an information literate populace and seeking 
funding, and collaboration to help achieve that worthy goal.

CILIP (Chartered Institute of Libraries and Information 
Professionals), 2011, United Kingdom12

(Under review as of 2016, for possible revision.)
The UK professional organization for librarians lists 

“eight competencies / understandings that a person requires 
to be information literate. 

 z a need for information
 z the resources available
 z how to find information
 z need to evaluate results
 z how to work with or exploit results
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 z ethics and responsibility of use
 z how to communicate or share your finding
 z how to manage your findings.”13

Information Literacy Framework for Wales, 200914

Based on SCONUL 7 Pillars of Information Literacy—
Welsh Information Literacy Project (initiated in 2009) Life-
long learning curriculum for ages 3–19 and beyond, includ-
ing the workplace, with details available on their website:

 z Plan
 z Develop
 z Reflect
 z Oracy
 z Reading
 z Writing
 z ICT Skills Framework [including Finding and develop-

ing information and ideas, and Creating and presenting 
information and ideas]

 z Interpret and present findings

International Federation of Library Associations and In-
stitutions (IFLA), “Guidelines on Information Literacy 
for Lifelong Learning,” 201515

“The IFLA standards are grouped under the three basic 
IL components.     

a. ACCESS. The user accesses information effectively and 
efficiently

b. EVALUATION. The user evaluates information critically 
and competently

c. USE. The user applies/uses information accurately and 
creatively”

National Information Literacy Framework Scotland16

(Suspended as of 2013 due to lack of funding.)
Includes sequential information literacy levels for ages 

8–12, Secondary Schools/Further Education Colleges, Fur-
ther/Higher Education, Higher Education, Lifelong Learning, 
including Community and Workplace Learning.

Information Literacy “involves several skills and compe-
tences. These are an understanding of:

 z a need for information 
 z the resources available 
 z how to find information
 z the need to evaluate results   
 z how to work with or exploit results 
 z ethics and responsibility of use 
 z how to communicate or share your findings
 z how to manage your findings

Attainment levels range from:

 z learning and using individual information skills with 
assistance to 

 z using some information skills to perform a simple infor-
mation task with assistance if required to 

 z efficiently and effectively undertaking a significant piece 
of research. 

These levels are a graduation / progression in the devel-
opment of Information Literacy skills from early learner/
novice to expert.”17

UNESCO Information for All Programme (IFAP), 200018 

“IFAP exists to be an advocate for all people on the wrong 
side of the information divide, whether they be in developed 
or developing countries. Of special concern are the needs 
of women, youth and the elderly, as well as persons with 
disabilities.”

IFAP priorities include “Information Ethics” and “Infor-
mation Accessibility,” as well as “Information Literacy,” with 
the latter defined as follows: “Information Literacy empowers 
people in all walks of life to seek, evaluate, use and create 
information effectively to achieve their personal, social, oc-
cupational and educational goal.” 

Schools/K-12: Issues and Examples
Tackling information literacy for an entire population can 
seem daunting, especially in large geographic regions. Starting 
at the kindergarten through high school (twelfth grade) level 
can have an enormous impact, given the fact that in many 
areas of the world, the lower the educational level, the greater 
the numbers of students and schools. Challenges in this arena 
include educating school administrators regarding the value of 
information literacy instruction, as well as educating teachers 
on how to help their students become information literate. 

American Association of School Librarians (AASL), 
“Standards for the 21st-Century Learner,” 200719

(Learning Standards and Program Guidelines under review and re-
vision as of 2016, but 2007 version will remain available on the site.)

1. Inquire, think critically, and gain knowledge
2. Draw conclusions, make informed decisions, apply 

knowledge to new situations, and create new knowledge
3. Share knowledge and participate ethically and produc-

tively as members of our democratic society
4. Pursue personal and aesthetic growth.

Big6: An Information Problem-solving Process, 1990, 
United States20

Primarily utilized in schools, described as “a process 
model of how people of all ages solve an information prob-
lem. . . . It encompasses six stages with two sub-stages un-
der each:

1. Task Definition
2. Information Seeking Strategies
3. Location and Access

http://www.big6.com/
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4. Use of Information
5. Synthesis
6. Evaluation”

iLearn, 2011, United States21

A combined information science and instructional design 
model with six iterative stages, designed for school library me-
dia specialists, and others, including higher education, with a 
focus on learning as the purpose behind information seeking.

“Identify a problem or question that can be addressed 
through information.
Locate information that can be used to address the 
problem or question at hand. 
Evaluate the information.
Apply the selected information to the learning task.
Reflect on both the product and the process of the 
preceding stages.
kNow what has been learned so that it resolves the 
problem or question and so that it can be used to spur 
future knowledge generation.”22

Higher Education: Issues and Examples 
Academic libraries support research, teaching and learning 
among their potentially captive audiences of students, staff, 
and faculty. Some of the examples below state that they 
apply to specific sub-categories, such as undergraduates. 
However, many are generic enough to be applied to other 
higher education populations, such as graduate students. 
A major challenge here is sequential information literacy 
instruction—building on what may have come before (K–
12 information literacy instruction), and supporting what 
comes after graduation at all educational and age levels. One 
example (ANCIL) mentions the school-to-higher-education 
transition, while another (SCONUL) offers expected learning 
outcomes for graduate employability.

American Association of Colleges and Universities 
(AACU), “Information Literacy VALUE (Valid Assess-
ment of Learning in Undergraduate Education) Rubric,” 
2009, United States23

Offers sixteen VALUE rubrics, including an “Information 
Literacy” rubric with the following concepts:

 z Determine the Extent of Information Needed
 z Access the Needed Information
 z Evaluate Information and Its Sources Critically
 z Use Information Effectively to Accomplish a Specific 

Purpose
 z Access and Use Information Ethically and Legally

A New Curriculum for Information Literacy (ANCIL), 
2011, United Kingdom24

A model aligned with UNESCO’s, with “three key at-
tributes:

 z Transitional
 z Transferable
 z Transformational

In terms of the content, the curriculum is divided into ten 
strands: 

1. Transition from school to higher education
2. Becoming an independent learner
3. Developing academic literacies  
4. Mapping and evaluating the information landscape 
5. Resource discovery in your discipline
6. Managing information
7. Ethical dimension of information  
8. Presenting and communicating knowledge
9. Synthesising information and creating new knowledge 

10. Social dimension of information literacy”25

Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), 
“Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Educa-
tion,” United States26 

This model, published in 2016, replaces the ACRL Infor-
mation Literacy Competency Standards (2000) and offers the 
following six “threshold” concepts, published in alphabetical 
order, with much more detail available on each:

 z Authority Is Constructed and Contextual
 z Information Creation as a Process
 z Information Has Value
 z Research as Inquiry
 z Scholarship as Conversation
 z Searching as Strategic Exploration

Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), 
“Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher 
Education,” United States27 
(Published in 2000, rescinded in 2016, and replaced by the 
“Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education.”) 

The five Standards listed below all begin with “The 
information literate student . . . ,” with much more detail 
available on each:

1. . . . determines the nature and extent of the informa-
tion needed.

2. . . . accesses needed information effectively and effi-
ciently.

3. . . . evaluates information and its sources critically and 
incorporates selected information into his or her knowl-
edge base and value system.

4. . . . individually or as a member of a group, uses in-
formation effectively to accomplish a specific purpose.

5. . . . understands many of the economic, legal, and social 
issues surrounding the use of information and accesses 
and uses information ethically and legally.
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“Australia and New Zealand Information Literacy (AN-
ZIL) Framework: Principles, Standards and Practice,” 
2001 (2d ed. 2004)28

The six Standards listed below are based on the ACRL 
Information Literacy Competency Standards (2000). All be-
gin with “The information literate person . . . ,” with much 
more detail available on each. 

1. . . . recognises the need for information and determines 
the nature and extent of the information needed 

2. . . . finds needed information effectively and efficiently 
3. . . . critically evaluates information and the information 

seeking process 
4. . . . manages information collected or generated 
5. . . . applies prior and new information to construct new 

concepts or create new understandings 
6. . . . uses information with understanding and acknowl-

edges cultural, ethical, economic, legal, and social is-
sues surrounding the use of information”

Society of College, National, and University Libraries 
(SCONUL), “7 Pillars of Information Literacy: Core 
Model for Higher Education,” 1999 (rev. 2011), United 
Kingdom29

“SCONUL represents all university libraries in the UK 
and Ireland, irrespective of mission group, as well as national 
libraries and many of the UK’s colleges of higher education.” 
Also utilized as a basis for the 2009 Information Literacy 
Framework for Wales. 

1. Identify
2. Scope
3. Plan 
4. Gather
5. Evaluate
6. Manage
7. Present

In addition to the core model, SCONUL has created the 
following:

 z Research lens
 z Digital Literacy lens
 z Open Educational Resources lens
 z Evidence-based practice healthcare lens
 z Graduate Employability lens

CONCLUSION

This column offers a big-picture view of IL/MIL models and 
standards developed and utilized worldwide, along with 
issues and challenges, through a selection of models and 
approaches developed in a number of countries. Each may 
be adopted or adapted for different environments, educa-
tional, and age levels, for one-on-one or group programs. 

Pilot projects can be a useful means for developing learning 
outcomes, and then testing and assessing various methods 
for helping people achieve those learning outcomes. Many 
academic and school librarians are experienced in teaching 
and learning, and could serve as mentors or advisors in this 
effort for those seeking to develop pilot programs. Many are 
already generously sharing their useful materials, tools, and 
teaching techniques through listservs, repositories, and on-
line communities.30 Considering these options, lesson plans, 
and a multitude of sample materials, as well as the models 
and standards described above and elsewhere, much more 
extensively,31 opens the mind to the variety of approaches 
we can take in helping people learn how to learn. All of this 
becomes increasingly important as we grapple with inevita-
ble change worldwide. This offers opportunities for creative 
thinking and the application of technological tools to sup-
port pedagogy, which, in turn, will empower us to partici-
pate in our societies knowledgeably and with respect for all. 
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AMPLIFY YOUR IMPACT
Nicole Eva and Erin Shea, Editors

While some libraries struggle with the whole idea of em-
bracing marketing, and others do it piecemeal off the side 
of their desks, San Antonio Public Library has dedicated an 
entire team to their marketing and communications. Read 
on to see how this unique arrangement works, and for some 
of the innovative ideas these non-librarians have brought to 
the library world.—Editors  

S an Antonio Public Library (SAPL) takes a non-
traditional approach to library marketing: there are 
no librarians on our marketing team. We operate 
as an in-house boutique agency comprised of spe-

cialists in media, public and community relations, graphic 
design, marketing, and communications strategy. As the 
community and public relations manager, I oversee a team 
of seven that includes three full-time graphic designers, two 
marketing specialists, a public information officer, and a 
community relations coordinator. As a team we are respon-
sible for marketing the entire SAPL system of thirty locations, 
including Central Library. Despite our independence, we 
would not be nearly as effective as a marketing team if we did 
not have many successful partnerships and collaborations 
with our librarians. They are brilliant, creative souls who 
know the library industry best and help us to be successful. 
We hope we do the same for them. 

Our graphic designers are responsible for creating visu-
ally appealing pieces that range from directional signs to 
print ads, logos, and t-shirts. One marketing specialist is 
responsible for overseeing all logistics related to programing 
and rental of event space in Central Library. Among these 
job responsibilities is to serve as the main point of contact 
for the San Antonio Book Festival: a free all-day event that 
features over ninety national, regional, local, and emerging 
authors and welcomes more than 18,000 visitors. The sec-
ond marketing specialist coordinates community outreach 
for the marketing team. She attends large city-wide com-
munity events as a representative of the library. She engages 
with the community regarding library resources and col-
lects information about our community’s needs. Our public 
information officer is responsible for writing press releases, 
finding news to promote, and cultivating and maintaining 
our relationship with the media. She also acts as the point of 
contact for other city departments and library partners. Fi-
nally, as the community and publication relations manager, 
I lead the strategic vision for the team and am responsible 
for internal communication between our department and the 
other units and departments within the San Antonio Pub-
lic Library system. I also serve as liaison for any marketing 

Caitlin Cowart 

Caitlin Cowart is the Community and Public Relations 
Manager for the San Antonio Public Library. She leads all 
marketing, community and public relations efforts for 
the Central Library and twenty-nine branch locations. 
She has worked with nonprofits and for-profits in various 
markets throughout her career including Washington, DC, 
and Los Angeles. Caitlin holds an MA in Organizational 
Leadership from The Chicago School of Professional 
Psychology and a BA in Communication Studies from 
the University of North Carolina at Wilmington.

Correspondence concerning this column should be 
directed to Nicole Eva and Erin Shea, email: nicole.
eva@uleth.ca and eshea@fergusonlibrary.org.
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needs of our Library Board of Trustees and Library Founda-
tion. Together, our team builds comprehensive advertising, 
marketing, and public relations campaigns for products, 
programs, and services.

In 2011, during the creation of the San Antonio Public 
Library’s 2011–2016 Five-Year Strategic Plan, the library’s 
board chair at the time, Jean Brady, recognized that the library 
needed to have a larger marketing team in order to make a 
bigger impact in the community. The strategic plan identified 
key strategic initiatives: support educational and learning op-
portunities, support workforce and economic development, 
foster community connections, increase public awareness, 
improve organizational health, and delineate roles of board 
of trustees and library support groups. Brady’s background in 
public relations before becoming a school librarian inspired 
the push to build a robust marketing team. What she proposed 
was uncommon for libraries, but she championed it as a pio-
neer and visionary in believing it would work—and it did. 

Until that point, the library humbly (and unfairly, in the 
marketing team’s opinion) considered itself “the best-kept 
secret” in San Antonio. When I joined the library team as 

community and public relations manager in 2013, I knew 
we had to turn that perception around. If the organization’s 
employees—one of the most important advocacy and PR 
assets we have—continued to perceive the organization as 
a secret, it would keep being a secret! For an organization 
to be successful in the public eye, the staff members need 
to feel the brand deserves to be seen, talked about, loved, 
and enjoyed. With one of the strategic plan’s priorities be-
ing public awareness, we needed to build momentum inside 
the organization in order to enhance our presence in the 
community. We needed to start believing in ourselves and 
believing in the journey. 

Based on the foundation of the library’s strategic plan, 
the marketing team created a marketing plan that identified 
key audiences and four areas of strategic focus to build on 
over the next two years: message alignment among external 
and internal stakeholders, strengthened public awareness 
and community engagement, identifying new audience seg-
ments, and leveraging promotional endeavors with strategic 
partners. This also included an updated logo and website 
launched in the summer of 2016.

Marketing Team (left to right): Anna Farr, Graphic Designer; Regina Villalobos-Perez, Marketing Specialist; Giselle Weyte, Graphic 
Designer; Karla Vasquez (front), Marketing Specialist; Maria Garza (back), Graphic Designer; Caitlin Cowart, Community & Public Rela-
tions Manager; Marcie Hernandez, Senior Public Information Officer; Esther Sanchez, Community Relations Coordinator.
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To align our message among external and internal stake-
holders, we began by offering media and marketing training 
to our library administrative team and other library supervi-
sors working on location with the frontline staff. The goal 
of the training was to encourage leadership to cultivate an 
environment of open communication among staff. It was 
important to engage the staff as our frontline advocates in 
the process. The marketing team worked with the library’s 
Organizational Health Unit to support their efforts to com-
municate with employees. The focus of Organizational 
Health is to address and support the needs of SAPL employ-
ees with effective and continual communication throughout 
the organization; to promote creative thinking, innovation, 
and cohesion; and to support employees’ personal career 
goals. Our partnership with this unit and the coupling of 
their mission to our own areas of focus allowed internal 
stakeholders to feel involved and bolstered positive attitudes. 
We also worked individually with members of our Board of 
Trustees, the San Antonio Public Library Foundation, and 
the Friends of the San Antonio Public Library to create tar-
geted and succinct messages that could be shared with local 
leadership, donors, and others.

Our next goal, strengthening public awareness and 
community engagement, advanced with the creation of the 
Digital Library Community Project in 2014. The Digital 
Library Community Project, the recipient of the American 
Library Association’s 2016 PR Xchange Award and 2016 TLA 
Branding Award, is a promotional initiative that was created 
to boost public awareness of the library’s digital resources. 
The project is made up of a collection of Digital Library wall-
papers, designed to look like bookshelves, placed city-wide 
at various community partner locations and three digital 
touch-screen kiosks at San Antonio International Airport 
that provide direct access to our digital collection of e-books 
and e-audiobooks for download. The project is key to pro-
moting the library system’s Digital Library and showcasing 
all that is available to the community with a free library card. 
We have seen a steady rise in the use of our digital collection 

(approximately 50 percent) since the project’s 2014 launch. 
In fiscal year 2016, the digital collection received a 22 per-
cent increase over fiscal year 2015. In fact, if SAPL’s Digital 
Library were a physical location, it would have the highest 
circulation of all thirty library locations. Increasing the use 
of our Digital Library was truly a collective effort between 
our Digital Services and Collection Development depart-
ments and frontline advocates. 

This project is a prime example of how San Antonio 
Public Library continues to deliver the latest on-demand 
products that meet the needs of an ever-mobile, internet-
connected world. The initial launch of Digital Library wall-
paper installations included local YMCAs, senior centers, 
Central Library, and the Haven for Hope homeless campus 
in downtown San Antonio. Since the launch, the wallpapers 
have expanded to twenty locations, including the Henry B. 
Gonzalez Convention Center, the DoSeum children’s mu-
seum, and numerous public parks. The San Antonio Public 
Library Foundation and the Friends of the San Antonio Pub-
lic Library have generously funded this project.

The creation of this project has put San Antonio Public 
Library at the forefront of the national library discussion by 
offering traditional library services outside the walls of the 
library. The purpose of many of SAPL’s marketing campaigns 
is to increase public awareness in this way, and to increase 
use of the library’s digital collections and services. We have 
connected with many library peers to respond to questions 
and exchange ideas about the project.

The Digital Library Community Project allowed us to 
segue into our third goal of identifying new audience seg-
ments. Because both the wallpapers and digital kiosks al-
lowed non-SAPL cardholders access to our digital collection, 
we had a great opportunity to showcase our resources and 
services to people from San Antonio and all over the world. 
We were able to track usage of the Digital Library wallpaper 
installations by their locations, thanks to the unique QR 
codes on each title, to determine patterns that would lead us 
to increase access to service and resources in certain areas of 

The Digital Library Community Project wallpapers serve as a gateway to San Antonio Public Library’s Digital Collection. Pictured: 
Digital Library wallpapers at local community centers and the Henry B. Gonzalez Convention Center.
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the city. Recently, we have experimented with collaborations 
with other city departments and local community partners 
to offer curated collections for local themed events. For ex-
ample, the local coffee festival and featured art exhibits now 
come with a curated digital collection link on their mar-
keting materials. The lists are created in partnership with 
OverDrive and allow us to connect with new audiences in 
a different way. 

We also followed the digital trend by investing in the 
creation and expansion of the San Antonio Public Library’s 
social media presence. By developing our voice we were 
able to better communicate the library’s mission and vision 
while building relationships with both cardholders and 
non-cardholders through Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, 
Snapchat, Twitter and YouTube. SAPL has been able to cul-
tivate relationships with millennials who we know are early 
adopters of technology. Tapping into this audience segment 
has allowed us to innovate in the way we offer traditional 
library services. 

Our largest audience on social media is women between 
the ages of twenty-five and forty-four who typically engage 
with us most frequently on posts that highlight children’s 
events, programs, and resources. Knowing this, we have 
made sure to include children’s titles on the digital library 
wallpapers. We have also worked with children’s and teen 
services staff to develop eReading lists for their perspective 
audiences. Another aspect of the library’s social media pres-
ence that has proved to be successful is direct interaction 
between our followers and librarians and library staff. Indi-
viduals are able to build relationships with staff throughout 
the system, not just those who work in their community 
library. Social media’s digital “word of mouth” marketing 
system has allowed our messages to spread far and wide 
throughout the community. Considering that 62 percent of 
U.S. adults consume news through social media, we know 
that this outlet is effective.1

Another development within the San Antonio Public 
Library system that allowed us to identify new audience 
segments was the creation of an adult services coordinator 
role to facilitate adult programming throughout the system. 
In partnership with this librarian, the marketing team was 
able to collaborate more effectively to create unique and 
innovative marketing materials to distribute for programs 
and events. For example, after the installation of the initial 
Digital Library wallpapers in 2014, the library designed and 
released a mobile app that allows patrons to browse, place 
holds, access account information, and more via mobile de-
vices. To develop awareness of the app, the marketing team 
created a campaign called “Come on get ‘appy” that featured 
retro, Partridge family–inspired graphics on t-shirts, branch 
signage, shelf talkers, and printed material. The “throwback” 
style seemed to resonate with millennials, and in 2016 the 
MySAPL app hosted over 528,000 sessions. While we had 
worked with children and teen adult services coordinators, 
this was the first time that the library had this role for adult-
focused programs. Since we have been working together, we 
have seen a more than 30 percent increase in attendance for 
library programs. 

We also began to work more closely with the San Anto-
nio Public Library Foundation’s First Edition Society. This 
group of young San Antonians supports the mission of 
the San Antonio Public Library Foundation by working to 
engage and cultivate the next generation of young leaders. 
They host events that raise money for and awareness of our 
library system. We have been collaborating with leaders of 
the group to educate their members about library programs, 
events, and resources that they can help us to spread the 
word about. In October 2016, the marketing team hosted a 
Harry Potter–themed Snapchat release party in partnership 
with the First Edition Society. Almost one hundred people 
attended the event, which resulted in six hundred views and 

 Anyone travelling through the San Antonio International Air-
port can access the San Antonio Public Library’s digital collec-
tion with or without a library card. Pictured: Digital Library Kiosk 
in Terminal B at San Antonio International Airport. This popular marketing campaign to promote the Library’s mo-

bile app resulted in over 528,000 in-app sessions in 2016.
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twenty-six uses of our first Snapchat filter. 
Finally, we knew that to be successful we needed to le-

verage promotional endeavors with strategic partners. Part-
nering with community organizations with similar missions 
allows us to reach demographics that might not yet be key 
users of the library. This expands our reach and introduces 
new audiences to our services. 

As previously mentioned, partnerships with our San An-
tonio Public Library Foundation and Friends of the San An-
tonio Public Library have proven to be successful. Our rela-
tionship with the Foundation, a charitable organization that 
works to augment the San Antonio Public Library’s budget 
with support from individuals, corporations, and charitable 
foundations, has resulted in the addition of playgrounds 
and technology upgrades at branches, as well as purchasing 
advertising, marketing collateral, and social media support 
for the marketing team. Their members allow us to build 
relationships with individuals and corporations who believe 
in the mission and vision of the San Antonio Public Library. 

The Friends of the San Antonio Public Library offer sup-
port in the form of promoting public use of the library and 
appreciation of its value as a cultural and educational asset 
to the community. With this as their mission, they act as a 
volunteer marketing “army,” working within their individual 
networks to build public awareness of the library and its 
resources. 

We are also leveraging a partnership in a new way with 
our co-located Potranco Branch Library at the Mays Fam-
ily YMCA at Potranco. As a partnership with the YMCA of 
Greater San Antonio, this library serves as a destination for 
the Westside community and provides endless opportuni-
ties for learning and living well. This unique and innovative 

space offers access to a dynamic family of services and re-
sources. Potranco Branch Library is made up of an exterior 
courtyard, an interactive makerspace, a quiet study area, an 
expanded-hours self-service lobby, and a children’s discov-
ery area. The library also provides a full-service computer 
area and free Wi-Fi, and of course a collection of popular 
materials, including vinyl records, for check out. Thanks 
to this project, the community can explore all that the San 
Antonio Public Library and the YMCA have to offer families.

This partnership has created new outlets for marketing 
the Library as a destination for living well. The marketing 
team has enjoyed brainstorming with YMCA employees to 
create inviting and inspiring marketing images and messages 
to bolster membership sales and library card sign ups.

We have other similar partnerships with groups, organi-
zations and media partners that allow us to expand our au-
dience reach. For example, our partnership with Alamo City 
Mom’s Blog, a community of mommy bloggers, has allowed us 
to build upon their current knowledge of early literacy and 
story times and introduce them to our resources that they 
can use as entrepreneurs, creators, DIYers, readers and more. 
Another example of a media partnership is with the San Anto-
nio Current, the local free publication that focuses heavily on 
events in the community. We were able to partner with the 
magazine to offer a mini-performance of the Nutcracker that 
drew families to Central Library and provided free advertis-
ing in exchange for the performance venue. We have also 
developed partnerships with organizations like the Briscoe 
Western Art Museum (where we have a small-scale digital 
library) and the Office of Historic Preservation that allow us 
to reach individuals with interests in history and genealogy.

Overall, we have learned that marketing libraries really 
does take many people working together, and we know that 
has been essential to our success. We attend as many of the 
wonderful webcasts as we can that are available through li-
brary organizations and we also seek out learning opportuni-
ties to stay ahead of trends in marketing and public relations. 
The library inspires us as communications professionals to 
continue learning and studying, always advancing in how 
we interact with the community. We continue to look for 
new ways to innovate and find unique ideas that are cost-
effective and impactful. I can see a big change in San Anto-
nio Public Library’s popularity not only in numbers but in 
the general buzz of having the word out there more often in 
more places. The best way to market is to put the word out 
there and do it consistently in various ways—doing this, 
success is inevitable.
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cess to a dynamic family of services and resources and is serving 
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There is no question that the romance genre continues to 
grow in popularity. In part, this is because romance writers 
have been quick to explore new avenues for their stories. 
Here, column editor Laurel Tarulli takes a look at one of the 
newest trends in romance fiction: bad boy romances. While 
there have always been some dodgy romance heroes, Tarulli 
notes the rapid rise of bikers and Mafiosi as romance leads. 
Tarulli discusses the elements of this increasingly popular 
subgenre of romance and offers the readers’ advisor some 
sound advice on working with romance readers.—Barry 
Trott, RUSQ editor

I n 2015, Mary K. Chelton wrote an article for this column 
called Readers’ Advisory: There Seem to Be More SEALs in 
Romance Fiction Than in the US Navy, and If So, Why Does 
It Matter? I remember when Chelton and I discussed 

the idea for the article, considering the wildly popular Fifty 
Shades phenomenon among readers, and this subtle shift of 
a powerful alpha male into the world of SEALs. During that 
time, we saw an increase in romances featuring “good guy” 
alpha males, who were often military men or involved in law 
enforcement and had a strong moral or ethical code—even 
if the female characters challenged their chivalry!

Over the Christmas 2016 holiday, I decided to escape 
into some romance, and started exploring what was new or 
popular in the genre. Were SEALs romances still enjoying 
the same popularity, or was there something new to explore? 
For me, romance is my way of escaping from the everyday 
YA and children’s materials that I focus on at work. To my 
delight, I noticed a new and growing subgenre exploding 
onto the scene: bad boy romances. These bad boy romances 
fascinated me because the bad boy in question is almost al-
ways likeable and has a soft spot that the reader can’t help 
swoon over. 

In particular, over the past couple of years, there has 
been growth in the publication and popularity of biker gangs 
and mafia romance. And I’ll admit, I’m a sucker for a strong, 
Italian alpha male. It’s not a new subgenre, but I can’t recall 
when it has ever been this popular. And, fortunately for me, 
I had to read a variety of these books for this column, to see 
what was new or different about them. But even if romance 
isn’t your preference, it’s interesting to note the presence of 
this subgenre, and the variety that is offered. More about 
that in a minute. First, I wanted to know if my hunch was 
true, and if this subgenre really was enjoying a newfound 
popularity.

Looking at the publication dates of bad boy romances, 
it appears that they first started showing up significantly in 

Laurel Tarulli

Correspondence to this column should be addressed 
to Laurel Tarulli, Librarian and Information 
Services Manager, Sacred Heart School of 
Halifax;email: laureltarulli@yahoo.com.

Bad Boy 
Romances
Biker Boys and 
Mobster Royalty

mailto:laureltarulli%40yahoo.com?subject=


246 Reference & User Services Quarterly

READERS’ ADVISORY

2013, with a marked increase in 2015 and 2016. Bad boy 
romance enjoyed an extremely successful year in 2016, with 
an abundant number of titles published. With the number 
of new titles set to be published this year, the popularity of 
this subgenre doesn’t seem to be slowing down.

BAD BOY POPULARITY

I have a very good friend who works as the primary fiction 
processor for our local public library. Since the cataloguing 
and processing department is a centralized service for ap-
proximately fourteen branches, she often knows as much as 
frontline staff, if not more, about what’s happening in cir-
culation. As an experienced processor and an avid reader, 
she touches more books in the system than any subject cata-
loguer or purchaser. This gives her insight into what’s new, 
what’s trending, what needs replacement, or what’s being 
phased out or discarded. I value her input when negotiat-
ing purchasing choices and identifying themes. So, on one 
of our frequent get-togethers, our conversation naturally led 
to books and what we’ve been reading. I decided to ask my 
friend what she’s observed regarding patron reading habits, 
and if she’s seen an increase in romance novels focusing on 
the mafia and biker gangs. As it turns out, she has seen a 
marked increase, with many more making their way across 
her desk than ever before. Indeed, if you search the various 
library catalogues, you’ll notice holds on these romances, 
not only on the ones already available for borrowing, but on 
the latest titles. 

In fact, the authors have been clever in building a fol-
lowing. Most of these romances are written as stand-alone 
books within series. These series are focused on stories 
within a specific mafia family, location, or ethnic group 
(Italian mafia, Russian mafia, etc.). The biker gang books fall 
under the umbrella of the gang in question, often first ex-
ploring a variety of romances within one gang where char-
acters are related, and then subtly shifting to another series 
of books branching off to a rival biker gang. This can hook 
a reader into reading eight, ten, or more books by the same 
author, with all of the stories and characters interrelated. 
And yet, many of the books are written to be approachable: 
if you don’t want to invest in all of the books, you can read 
one as a stand-alone and not feel as though you’ve missed 
too much of the story. 

What’s also notable is their availability in e-book formats. 
In addition to the hard copy publications that are also being 
sold digitally, many romance novels are being published 
as e-books only. These offer the advantage of allowing in-
dividuals to explore their reading indulgences without the 
paperback’s tell-tale romance cover illustration. They also 
offer the convenience of obtaining the next book in a series 
with the click of a button.

But, why are these books gaining such popularity? 
What sets them apart? They give readers what they look 
for in a variety of ways: romance, suspense, danger, factual 

information and history on the inner workings of the mafia 
and biker gangs, and yes, even erotica.

THEMES AND STORY LINES 

La Cosa Nostra and Biker Gangs
When I settled in to read my first mafia romance, I must 
admit, my expectations weren’t high. I thought I was in for 
a light romance in the usual formula with characters in a 
mafia environment. While I did run into the usual formu-
laic romance publications, I also found myself drawn into 
the mafia world and La Cosa Nostra (“this thing of ours”). 
Many of the Italian mafia romances focus on La Cosa Nostra 
and the inner workings of the mafia. There are descriptions 
of the hierarchy of La Familia (“the family”) and how men 
become “made men.” In many of the romances, the male 
characters have more depth than I’ve experienced in other 
romance subgenres, and the authors take their time explor-
ing the inner workings of the organizations as well as the 
characters within them. They don’t shy away from describ-
ing the brutality of the organizations, and they recognize the 
conflict that a man or family struggles with in being a part 
of them. In many of the better-written mafia romances, we 
see the man’s struggle to separate his family from his mafia 
family, and the strife born from expectations about tradition 
and violence. In many ways, this is what snagged me. I must 
admit, the romances had me seeking out books and docu-
mentaries on the actual organizations and personal stories 
of true mafia members. 

There are definite parallels between biker gang romances 
and mafia romances. Many readers might be inclined to 
separate these two subgenres, and while it can be argued 
their characters and general feel offer a somewhat different 
experience, there are many similarities beyond the “bad boy” 
theme. My colleagues and I have talked about biker gangs 
being portrayed as a brotherhood, with similar expectations 
of loyalty, trust, respect, and duty placed on the male char-
acter. In the biker gang romances, there is also an introduc-
tion to violence and, in some cases, the legitimate business 
of these organizations that still attract unsavory characters. 
Through it all, we again experience the characteristics of a 
well-developed male character. 

This is especially significant because these romances 
deal with real-life issues. Domestic violence, gangs, trust, 
respect, and honor are just some of the values and struggles 
readers face in their everyday lives. Indeed, it is easy to paint 
the figure of the biker or mafioso as a caricature, sometimes 
even as a monster, without acknowledging that the real-
life counterparts of their organizations involve actual men, 
women, and families. It’s intriguing how authors of this 
subgenre explore the humanity within these organizations 
(with, of course, the freedom to fictionalize them, making 
them easier to love!). While there is often a happy ending, it 
is not always without some personal loss, death, or shift in 
a character’s development. 
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Genres within the Subgenre
Bad boy romances are often lumped in with dark romance 
or erotica, but that isn’t always the case. In some ways, this 
genre is so varied that navigating it is not easy, because the 
only common themes are “bad boys,” romance, and bad 
language. The other content and story lines vary widely, 
from extremely violent and containing erotica, to tales full 
of suspense, romance, and mild bedroom scenes. 

Exploring the publication of these genres, and specifi-
cally the mafia romances, I noticed that many of the authors 
were male. What attracted me to these romance novels—
and author W. S. Greer does this especially well—was the 
experience the reader has not only with the characters but 
with the life of the organization itself. Two of Greer’s mafia 
romances, Kingpin and Long Live the King, demonstrate how 
a man becomes absorbed into the mafia and its way of life, 
whether it is through friends or family. However, they also 
allow the reader to glimpse the less glamorous side of this 
world, where your life is always at risk and violence is ac-
cepted as normal. It reveals the changes that newer mem-
bers try to enact and the strength of the traditional mindset 
within these organizations. These novels have made Greer 
an international bestselling author, and they’re not his only 
mafia romances. 

In many of the publications in this subgenre, male au-
thors tend to provide more suspense and insight into the 
organizations and how they function, without losing the ro-
mance and yes, even the bedroom scenes. The depth of the 
male characters is also stronger, perhaps because the author 
is male. The stories also tend to take place over a longer pe-
riod of time. Sometimes, the stories start out when both main 
characters are young, and we are taken with them through 
their life experiences before settling into the main plot. 

However, women authors are no less valuable in their 
contributions. The majority of these titles are written by 
women and they certainly don’t lack in quality. The bedroom 
scenes and language tend to be more intense, and specific 
“series” tend to have more installments. The authors include 
many characters who are woven together so that they can 
re-introduce them in later books. Like the male authors I’ve 
read, these authors also provide some insight into these orga-
nizations, although not with the same depth. I’ve found that 
women tend to focus more on the characters, emotions, and 
events within the story. One of the first authors that comes 
to mind in the mafia romance subgenre is Michelle St. James. 
She has written a series of books, broken into trilogies, that 
let the reader experience the mafia, as well as a touch of law 
enforcement.

Biker Boys vs. Mafia Royalty
While the similarities between these bad boy romances have 
been discussed, it is important to note some very different 
characteristics. Not all readers will enjoy both the biker gang 
romances and the mafia romances. And indeed, even in the 
mafia romances, there will be preferences based on ethnicity 

or age—Italian vs. Russian mafia, soldiers vs. bosses, and 
young love vs. mature relationships.

In the Italian mafia romances, I noticed the refinement 
and emphasis on tradition. The books are chock full of nice 
cars, impeccably dressed men, excellent food, and beauti-
ful homes. In biker gang romances, the men are grittier and 
rougher and the settings are far more unpolished and tangi-
ble. There are backyard barbeques, beer, and television chan-
nel surfing. Yes, stereotypes are evident throughout! This is 
noteworthy, as one experience might speak to or resonate 
with a reader more closely. And that in itself is something to 
discover in a readers’ advisory interview. If an earthy, road-
side bar or a grittier lifestyle is what a reader is used to, that 
reader may very well want to escape into a mafia romance. 
Or, it might be easier for the reader to become immersed in 
story of a biker gang romance, because it is more familiar.

No matter who the male character is, coarse language 
abounds. If hard-core swearing is a turnoff to a reader, I 
would hesitate to recommend this subgenre. You can’t escape 
the male characters’ dirty mouths, and may find an Italian 
mafia boss mixing Italian endearments with the dirtier side 
of our English language. However, between the two, the bik-
er gang romances contain language that might be much more 
offensive to sensitive readers; this must be remembered.

So, why would these alpha males attract our readers? 
Even with their dirty mouths, they’re prone to moments of 
tenderness that attract our human nature. They harbor hid-
den weaknesses that they slowly reveal to the women they 
fall in love with. Sometimes, the key is in the description 
of a glance, a hesitation, or a touch that is expressed even 
in an environment that isn’t romanticized or glamourized. 
The reader is moved by the male character’s struggles with 
duty, loyalty, and respect. And, how many romance readers 
don’t want their heartstrings tugged by a bad boy who can 
be redeemed? Or if not redeemed, then made captivating by 
a tantalizing glimpse of softness and distinguished by their 
fierce protection of those they love?

Biker Chicks v. Mafia Princesses
The female characters in this subgenre are no less interest-
ing. While I cheekily use the term “biker chicks,” the women 
introduced in the biker gang romances can vary from a sweet 
artist and baker to a feisty young woman who is just trying 
to find out who she is and what she wants. There are also 
women who suffer from extreme abuse and become stron-
ger, not because of the bad boy, but because they have been 
written as strong and tenacious. Michelle St. James’s mafia 
romance series includes a female protagonist who is one of 
the bosses; a confident, beautiful, strong, competent, and 
extremely intelligent woman. In others, the females are in-
nocents in a crime family in which they have no knowledge. 
While a reader can find an innocent, meek female character 
in some of these books, many of the female protagonists in 
this subgenre are strong and independent and need to be so 
in order to deal with their alpha male counterpart. 
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In almost all of these romances, the story is told by both 
the female and male characters, offering distinct perspectives 
on the same situation and providing opportunities for all of 
the characters to be developed more fully.

CONCLUSION

The romance book industry is a large one, and keeping up 
on trends as a romance reader can be difficult. If you’re not 
a romance reader yourself, it can be even more difficult to 
navigate and understand what the differences are between 
the subgenres! This genre can also present significant prob-
lems with our readers because the readership is so varied. 
Romance fans can be grandmothers, teens, mature adults, 
professionals, and everything in between. And, as with all 
large genres, romance is not one-size-fits-all. In fact, ro-
mance novels can present an even trickier issue because of 
the wide range of content found within the subgenres. It’s 

easy to offend sensibilities or shock a reader if we suggest a 
book that doesn’t fit the reader’s tastes. But I think we face 
this struggle on a daily basis.

My hope in writing this article isn’t simply to write 
“another romance genre piece” but to demonstrate that this 
shift in romance should be noted on two levels. As with the 
law enforcement and military subgenres, we are dealing 
with alpha males who demonstrate strong loyalty, respect, 
and a sense of duty, albeit while participating in not-so-legal 
activities. But these two subgenres can also be a starting 
point for readers to learn more about real-world biker gangs 
and La Cosa Nostra. If we find readers who are enjoying the 
titles which explore the inner workings of these organiza-
tions, this opens a variety of opportunities for us to find 
other books, in the romance, suspense, and narrative non-
fiction genres, that may capture readers. The possibilities 
are there, as we explore the increasing popularity of these 
two genres and the biker boys and mafia princes who bring 
these stories to life.
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I n recent years, there has been an increasing awareness 
of transgender culture, issues, and experiences. In popu-
lar culture, trans celebrities such as Laverne Cox, Chaz 
Bono, and Janet Mock have been a part of this shift, often 

acting as celebrity spokespeople to increase understand-
ing of trans issues. Even with the greater visibility of trans 
lives in popular culture, ongoing court battles like G.G. v. 
Gloucester County School Board (a US case centered on trans 
students’ rights to use communal bathrooms congruent with 
their gender) demonstrate the need for greater understand-
ing and acceptance.

As co-authors, we have had the privilege of working with 
materials on loan from the Transgender Archives at the Uni-
versity of Victoria (Canada), the largest transgender archive 
in the world. This experience, which included collecting 
comments from library patrons who viewed the collection 
materials, highlighted for us the role that libraries and ar-
chives play in laying the groundwork for increased diversity, 
awareness, and inclusion related to trans lives, culture, and 
community. It is not only a matter of meeting the informa-
tion needs of those who are coming out as transgender, but 
the wider community of family (spouses, children, parents, 
etc.), friends, and allies. And, alongside the value of provid-
ing information with direct practical application, patrons’ 
comments underscored how the inclusion of trans resources 
at the library enriches our cultural imaginary, and creates 
the space for imagining and living what they have sometimes 
felt to be “impossible lives.” 

As discovered through our work on this column, there 
are some excellent resources to recommend to collection 
development librarians. Two that particularly guided our 
work are TRANScending Identities: A Bibliography of Resources 
on Transgender and Intersex Topics, which was compiled for 
the American Library Association’s (ALA) Gay, Lesbian, 
Bisexual, and Transgender (GLBT) Round Table by Nancy 
Silverrod of the San Francisco Public Library (last updated 
2008),1 and Beyond Caitlyn Jenner by K. R. Roberto.2 This 
column hopes to add to, and build upon, the work already 
done by Silverrod and Roberto, and is careful not to duplicate 
titles (although a few snuck in there). 

In addition to the titles listed below, there are several 
prominent authors for whom it is challenging to single out 
individual titles. The body of their work is important as a 
whole, and many of them have received awards and appeared 
in Gender Studies and Sociology reading lists at universities 
across North America and beyond. These authors include 
Kate Bornstein (My New Gender Workbook; A Queer and 
Pleasant Danger; Hello, Cruel World: 101 Alternatives to Suicide 
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Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick, Canada.
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for Teens, Freaks, and Other Outlaws; Gender Outlaw), Ivan 
Coyote (Tomboy Survival Guide; Gender Failure (with Rae 
Spoon); Missed Her; One in Every Crowd; The Slow Fix), Les-
lie Feinberg (Stone Butch Blues; Transgender Warriors: Making 
History from Joan of Arc to Dennis Rodman; Drag King Dreams), 
and Julia Serano (Whipping Girl; Excluded: Making Feminist 
and Queer Movements More Inclusive; Outspoken: A Decade of 
Transgender Activism and Trans Feminism). 

Presses that specialize in LGBTQ literature also make ex-
cellent places to find new work in this quickly growing area 
of cultural production. A few publishers to note are Arsenal 
Pulp Press, Flamingo Rampant (children’s books), Seal 
Press, Topside Press, and Transgress Press. The website 
Lambda Literary is another excellent resource for features, 
reviews, and interviews. Lambda Literary also sponsors an 
award program known as The Lammys, which identifies and 
celebrates the best writing in LGBTQ publishing. There is 
also the invaluable work of ALA’s GLBT Round Table, which 
administers the Stonewall Book Awards. 

If we have inadvertently left out any important resources 
(no doubt we have), please feel free to contact us—we would 
love to continue building upon the collective efforts of librar-
ians identifying and promoting material that represents and 
contributes to greater gender diversity in the stacks. 

REFERENCE SOURCES

Erickson-Schroth, Laura, ed. Trans Bodies, Trans Selves: A 
Resource for the Transgender Community. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014 (ISBN: 978-019-932535-1).

This 672-page guide is an essential resource about any-
thing having to do with trans life, written by and for the 
transgender community (family and friends will find it in-
valuable, too). Its many contributors write on topics such as 
“Relationships and Families to Life Stages.” The inclusiveness 
of the book is noted, with an emphasis on the diversity of the 
transgender community in the chapter “Who We Are.” The 
editor holds an MD, so health, both physical and mental, is 
covered candidly and authoritatively. 

Howell, Ally Windsor. Transgender Persons and the Law, 2nd 
ed. Chicago: American Bar Association Book Publishing, 
2015 (ISBN: 978-163-425036-8). 

According to a study on the information needs of trans-
gender communities in Portland, Oregon, legal information 
is the top-ranked material sought.3 This guide covers many 
areas of law, such as identification changes, family law, and 
health care, using case law and federal law and regulations. 
This invaluable source also contains a glossary of terms and 
an appendix that breaks out, state-by-state, laws relating to 
changing one’s birth certificate. The book also intersects 
with health care issues by providing a list of US companies 
that provide health insurance coverage for gender confirma-
tion surgery. 

Meyerowitz, Joanne. How Sex Changed: A History of Transsexu-
ality in the United States. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2004 (ISBN 978-067-401379-7). 

A cultural history that relies heavily on archival material 
to construct what has taken place since the mid-twentieth 
century in medical and scientific treatment of gender and 
sex, starting with the “sex change” surgery of Christine Jor-
gensen. The role of the media, particularly its treatment of 
transsexuality in popular culture, is also explored. 

Stein, Marc, ed. Encyclopedia of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender History in America. New York: Scribner’s, 2004 
(ISBN: 978-068-431261-3). 

First published in print in 2004, and due for a revision, 
this work is available online through the Gale Virtual Refer-
ence Library. It is a general reference on wide-ranging LGBT 
historical developments, and contains a variety of trans-
gender topics such as the Erickson Educational Foundation 
and Transgender Organizations and Periodicals. Coverage 
includes over five hundred entries, and its chronology spans 
four hundred years of history. 

Stryker, Susan. Transgender History. Berkeley, CA: Seal, 2008 
(ISBN: 978-158-005224-5).

Written by a trans woman and historian, this is a well-
received survey text of transgender history covering the 
past hundred years. In addition to historical information, 
the author opens the book with a detailed chapter on key 
terms and concepts, and provides an addendum on further 
reading and resources. 

Books
Beemyn, Genny and Susan Rankin. The Lives of Transgender 
People. New York: Columbia University Press, 2011 (ISBN: 
978-023-114306-6). 

A groundbreaking research project of 3,474 diverse trans-
gender participants, this data-rich study shares its findings, 
broken down into five sections: Demographics, Experiences, 
The Climate, Developmental Milestones, and, of particular 
interest for those who work with transgender youth, Impli-
cations for Higher Education. 

Boylan, Jennifer Finney. She’s Not There: A Life in Two Gen-
ders, 10th anniversary ed. New York: Broadway, 2013 (ISBN: 
978-038-534697-9). 

Boylan has the distinction of being an academic, a soap 
opera guest, and a best-selling author. This is her honest, 
and often humorous, story of transitioning from James to 
Jennifer, and the repercussions of her gender shift on her 
wife, two sons, friends, and colleagues. She admits that the 
change was easier for her than for those around her. 

Califia, Patrick. Sex Changes: The Politics of Transgenderism, 
2nd ed. San Francisco: Cleis, 2003 (ISBN: 978-157-344180-3). 

Known for his provocative and radical writings on 
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sexuality, Califia, who is a trans man, explores the history 
of “gender transgressors” and gives attention to a group 
that is often overlooked: partners of transgendered people. 
A sweeping overview and critique of the literature pub-
lished on trans people—from autobiographies to academic 
writings. 

Currah, Paisley, Richard M. Juang, and Shannon Price 
Minter, eds. Transgender Rights. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2006 (ISBN 978-081-664312-7). 

Divided into three sections—Law, History, and Poli-
tics—this collection of essays, written by a wide range of 
leaders in the transgender rights movement, focuses on 
social justice and the advancement of transgender rights 
and equality. It also serves as a resource for those interested 
in an overview of trans issues in the United States from an 
activist perspective. 

Faludi, Susan. In the Darkroom. New York: Metropolitan, 
2016 (ISBN: 978-080-508908-0). 

A memoir from the perspective of an adult daughter by 
famed feminist author Faludi, whose estranged father, a Jew-
ish Holocaust survivor, transitions from Steven to Stefánie 
at age seventy-six. Not only is this a personal journey to un-
cover more about her father’s motivations for undertaking 
gender confirmation surgery, but it is also an examination of 
what gender is and how it both shapes and traps us. 

Greatheart, Marcus. Transforming Practice: Life Stories of Trans-
gender Men That Change How Health Providers Work. Toronto: 
Ethica, 2013 (ISBN: 978-099-179890-2). 

Greatheart’s training as a social worker shapes this book, 
and emphasizes the support systems and resources available 
to trans men. Many stories of those who have transitioned 
are included as well. One of the author’s goals is to encourage 
“trans competent” practices and environments among those 
who provide medical care to the transgender community. 

Irving, Dan and Rupert Raj, eds. Trans Activism in Canada: 
A Reader. Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2014 (ISBN: 
978-155-130537-0). 

This critical anthology brings together work from trans 
activist scholars and community members. The editors fo-
cus on the process of transformation, from opportunities 
for social change to changes in institutions and health care. 
The collection features leading Canadian scholars such as 
Dr. Aaron Devor and Viviane Namaste. 

Jacques, Juliet. Trans: A Memoir. New York: Verso, 2015, 
(ISBN: 978-178-478164-4). 

At the age of thirty, UK-based journalist Jacques, after 
struggling with gender identity for many years, made the de-
cision to pursue gender confirmation surgery. She chronicles 
her journey through an online column in the Guardian, and 
shares her story publicly with readers all over the world. 
Many cultural references to her favorite films, books, sports 

teams, and music are provided, allowing the reader to “get 
to know” the author. 

Jennings, Jazz. Being Jazz: My Life as a (Transgender) Teen. 
New York: Crown Books for Young Readers, 2016, (ISBN 
978-039-955465-0). 

Called one of “The 25 Most Influential Teens” of 2014 by 
Time magazine, this YouTube star and trans activist has writ-
ten a memoir that chronicles her journey, coming out at as a 
transgender girl at an early age with much love and support 
from her large Jewish family. A New York Public Library Best 
Book for Teens, 2016. 

Kuklin, Susan. Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak 
Out. Somerville, MA: Candlewick, 2014, (ISBN 978-076-
365611-9). 

An intimate look at the lives of six mostly urban transgen-
der or gender-neutral young adults, with accompanying pho-
tographs by the author. The book offers a window into their 
teenage lives, and serves as a photojournalistic account of their 
stories through the author’s interviews and images. Many of 
the subjects speak frankly about some of the challenges faced 
such as bullying and grappling with gender identity. 

Mock, Janet and Mark Seliger. On Christopher Street: Trans-
gender Stories. New York: Rizzoli, 2016, (ISBN: 978-084-
785831-6). 

Known for his photographs of celebrities, Seliger set out 
to capture the spirit of the old West Village, especially its 
various subcultures, which are rapidly disappearing in the 
face of an uber-gentrified New York City. He was drawn to 
the transgender community, and his intimate portraits are 
accompanied by the subjects’ own stories of transitioning 
and the impact it had on their lives. 

Nutt, Amy Ellis. Becoming Nicole: The Transformation of an 
American Family. New York: Random House, 2015, (ISBN: 
978-081-299543-5). 

A New York Times Notable Book, this is the true story of 
Wayne and Kelly Maines, who adopted who they thought 
to be identical twin brothers. It turns out, however, that the 
twins identified as different genders. The book chronicles 
the emotions of the family as it comes to terms with the 
transformation of a son to a daughter. 

Shultz, Jackson Wright. Trans/Portraits: Voices from Transgen-
der Communities. Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College Press, 
2015 (ISBN: 978-161-168807-8). 

Part of a “fourth wave” of trans literature, the book is 
filled with useful information such as a timeline of trans-
gender history, a glossary of medical terms, and resources 
for medical and mental health care providers. In addition to 
the stories of over thirty trans individuals, this broad and 
inclusive book was created to produce a “comprehensive, col-
lective and lay memory of transgender experiences” through 
oral history. 
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Valentine, David. Imagining Transgender: An Ethnography of a 
Category. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007 (ISBN: 
978-082-233869-7). 

An interdisciplinary ethnography by an anthropologist 
who worked as a safe-sex activist in New York City during 
the early 1990s. The author, now an assistant professor in 
anthropology at the University of Minnesota, discovered 
that, in his research with primarily trans women, there 
were language politics at play and resistance to being labeled 
transgender. 

Zabus, Chantal and David Coad, eds. Transgender Experience: 
Place, Ethnicity, and Visibility. New York: Routledge/Taylor & 
Francis, 2014 (ISBN: 978-041-565616-0). 

A comparative, global reader of trans topics from around 
the world including Australia, South Africa, and France. As 
the editors point out, the need to increase the visibility of 
the transgender experience is one that is a “common goal 
globally.” 

Periodicals and Serials
International Journal of Transgenderism. New York: Taylor & 
Francis, 2005, quarterly (ISSN: 1553-2739). 

Published in association with its partner organization, 
the World Professional Association for Transgender Health 
(WPATH), this journal features international and multidis-
ciplinary articles on transgender health care topics from 
academics and practitioners in the field. Indexed in many 
sources, including: CINAHL, CSA Social Services Abstracts, 
SocINDEX, EBSCOhost, Scopus, International Bibliography of 
the Social Sciences (IBSS), LGBT Life, PsycINFO, and more. 
Volumes 1 through 6 are with German publisher Symposion.

Transgender Studies Quarterly. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2014, quarterly (ISSN: 2328-9252). 

Edited by Paisley Currah and Susan Stryker, this jour-
nal publishes innovative interdisciplinary research explor-
ing gender and identity, with issue topics ranging from 
Decolonizing the Transgender Imaginary to Archives and 
Archiving. Indexed in EBSCOhost, HighWire Press, and 
Scholars Portal. 

Databases
Archives of Human Sexuality and Identity: LGBTQ History and 
Culture Since 1940. Gale.

Launched in 2016, this vast new digital offering brings 
together thousands of rare and unique primary sources, 
many out of print, from organizations such as the New York 
Public Library, the Lesbian Herstory Archives, the Canadian 
Lesbian and Gay Archives, and the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
and Transgender Historical Society. This searchable col-
lection includes LGBTQ materials from around the world, 
including newspapers/newsletters, organizational records, 
reports, pamphlets, manuscripts, and more. 

LGBT Life. EBSCOhost. 
Known as the definitive index to LGBTQ literature, it was 

created in partnership with ONE National Gay & Lesbian 
Archives and the Lesbian Herstory Educational Foundation. 
Source types include 350+ abstracted and indexed books 
and reference works, 260+ abstracted and indexed journals, 
magazines, and newspapers (many regional). Includes a fair 
number of transgender sources, including a short run of the 
pioneering magazine Transgender Tapestry. 

LGBT Thought and Culture. Alexander Street. 
A database of significant archival materials, relating to 

LGBT political and social activism from the twentieth cen-
tury to the present. The database contains case files relating 
to a number of obscenity cases (including Radclyffe Hall’s 
Well of Loneliness) and a run from 1965–80 of the Damron 
Guides, a directory of LGBT-friendly establishments in the 
United States and Canada. Exclusive content includes the 
Pat Rocco Collection, the papers of Jeanne Cordova, and 
the Magnus Hirschfeld Collection. Partnerships made with 
various institutions, including ONE National Gay & Lesbian 
Archives, The Kinsey Institute Archive and Library, and 
Cleis Press, ensure broad, multidisciplinary coverage. Cross-
searchable with LGBT Studies in Video. (see below).

Web Resources 
National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE) (http://
www.transequality.org/)

Founded in 2003, the Washington, DC-based NCTE is a 
national social justice organization for transgender people. 
Its advocacy efforts focus on two projects: the Racial and 
Economic Justice Initiative, which aims to include perspec-
tives of trans people of color and those who are affected by 
poverty, and to improve conditions for transgender people 
who are incarcerated or detained, and the Trans Legal Ser-
vices Network, which helps transgender persons navigate 
any legal-related issues, such as formally changing one’s 
name or gender on identity documents. 

Transgender Law Center (https://transgenderlawcenter.org) 
and Transgender Law and Policy Institute (http://www 
.transgenderlaw.org) 

Sister organizations, they work together to combat dis-
crimination, and to provide legal information and resources 
to the transgender community. In addition, they advocate 
for the advancement of trans rights and equality in law and 
policy, and monitor and track current legal developments 
happening around the world. The Transgender Law Center 
operates a helpline for legal information requests. 

Trans Student Educational Resources (http://www.trans 
student.org/)

A youth-led organization that promotes a trans-friendly 
educational system through advocacy work and trans activ-
ism. It has several upcoming publications to note, including 

http://www.transequality.org/
http://www.transequality.org/
https://transgenderlawcenter.org
http://www.transgenderlaw.org
http://www.transgenderlaw.org
http://www.transstudent.org/
http://www.transstudent.org/
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Title IX: The Rights of Transgender Students (to be released in 
2017). It also maintains the biggest online list of LGBTQ+ 
camps. 

Archival Collections
Digital Transgender Archive (College of the Holy Cross) 
(http://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net) 

Based at the College of the Holy Cross, where its founder 
and project director K. J. Rawson is an assistant professor 
in the English department, this is the world’s largest online 
hub of digitized transgender materials. A collaboration of 
over twenty institutions and private collectors, it contains 
materials from around the world. Its goal is to make trans 
history easily accessible to researchers globally. The archive 
is searchable, and merges all its various collections into a 
single search engine. Users can also browse the materials by 
geographic location, topic, or collection. 

ONE National Gay and Lesbian Archives (University of 
Southern California Libraries) (http://one.usc.edu)

Founded in 1952, ONE is the largest repository of 
LGBTQ materials in the world, housing over two million 
archival items. A small portion of the collection has been 
digitized and is available online via the USC Digital Library. 
Among the types of materials represented are periodicals, 
books, film, sound recordings, photographs, pieces of art, 
organizational records, and personal papers. A majority of 
the collection is searchable via online catalogs, including its 
subject files, and finding aids are available for its archival 
collections via the Online Archive of California.

Transgender Archives (TGA) (University of Victoria, BC, 
Canada) (http://www.uvic.ca/transgenderarchives/) 

Launched in 2011 and dedicated to the preservation and 
promotion of trans history, the TGA is the largest trans ar-
chive in the world. Its materials, which come from all over 
the world, range from books and newsletters to photos and 
personal correspondence. Its collections include many pio-
neers in trans activism, including Reed Erickson, Ariadne 
Kane, Virginia Prince, Rikki Swin, and the organizational 
records of Fantasia Fair, one of the longest-running annual 
celebrations of gender diversity. TGA’s founder and academic 
director, Dr. Aaron Devor, holds the Chair in Transgender 
Studies at the University of Victoria, and is a widely ac-
claimed scholar and teacher. His book, FTM: Female to Male, 
Transsexuals in Society, was recently reissued in 2016 by In-
diana University Press (ISBN: 978-025-302286-8). The TGA 
also sponsors a conference, Moving Trans History Forward, 
which is open to everyone interested in the preservation and 
sharing of trans and gender-nonconforming history. 

Media Collections
LGBT Studies in Video. Alexandria, VA: Alexander Street 
(ISSN: 2325-2715). 

This survey collection of over three hundred videos is 
a partnership primarily with Frameline, the media organi-
zation behind the San Francisco International LGBT Film 
Festival. Many award-winning videos that chronicle LGBT 
history are included, in addition to rare works by pioneering 
filmmakers such as Carl Theodor Dreyer and Pat Rocco. Us-
ers can search by keyword or browse its offerings by theme 
or topic. Transcripts are provided, and are fully searchable. 

Film
By no means a comprehensive list, these films are worth 
highlighting for their numerous awards and international 
recognition: Beautiful Boxer (Thailand, 2003), Boys Don’t Cry 
(USA, 1999), The Danish Girl (UK, USA, 2015), Hedwig and the 
Angry Inch (USA, 2001), Laurence Anyways (Canada, France, 
2012), Ma Vie en Rose (Belgium, 1997), Tomboy (France, 
2011), Trans (USA, 2012), and Transamerica (USA, 2005). 

Podcasts
TransWaves (http://www.transyouthequality.org) 

Produced by the Trans Youth Equality Foundation, this 
show features interviews with a wide spectrum of guests, 
from trans youth and their families to health providers and 
activists. Past episodes have featured the TransKids Purple 
Rainbow Foundation and Harvard University poet, literary 
critic, and professor, Stephen Burt. 

One from the Vaults (OFTV) (https://soundcloud.com/one 
fromthevaultspodcast)

Monthly episodes on trans history, produced and hosted 
by Morgan M. Page, a Montreal-based video artist, writer, 
and activist. In addition to being a Lambda Literary Fellow, 
Page has written BRAZEN: Trans Women’s Safer Sex Guide.4

Transgeneral (http://www.transgeneral.supplies/blog/)
Billed as a “comedy infotainment podcast,” this podcast 

is hosted by two Australian trans women, Chelsey and Char-
lotte. It was created as an outlet to connect with the trans 
community and to educate people on trans issues and con-
cepts in a conversational, and often humorous, way. 

Transition Transmission (http://transitiontransmission.lib 
syn.com) 

Started in 2012 by the “Transgender Trio” (Amber Neko, 
Alexandria Tibby and Ramona Knotts), this is a “by and for 
transgender podcast.” Current trans and LGBTQIA+ news 
and culture are discussed.
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WORKING WITH USERS
David A. Tyckoson
Reference librarians, here defined as those people who an-
swer questions for users, play a more profound role within 
the community than one might think. In the process of 
responding to users’ questions, the librarian is doing much 
more than finding an answer to the question that was asked. 
The librarian is building a relationship with the user that 
will make the user more likely to ask more questions in the 
future. The answer to one question often generates more 
questions later—bringing the user back to the library more 
often than the user would have guessed at first.

Most users who come to the library seek answers or so-
lutions to an immediate problem. The library offers help to 
the business person seeking investment opportunities, the 
gardener looking for information on the viability of new seed 
varieties, the immigrant wanting to improve English lan-
guage skills, the college student who desires more challeng-
ing computer programming applications than are provided 
in class, the adult seeking information on divorce, the high 
school girl wanting to know at what stage a pregnancy starts 
to show, and the child curious about everything to do with 
ligers. The reference librarian helps them, providing them 
with information, search strategies, and websites that cover 
their specific topics. Some users find everything that they 
want, some find part of what they are looking for, and a few 
might not find anything useful. This is the nature of refer-
ence work, and it is what we do for our users every single day.

This description makes it seem like working with users is 
a simple activity, but there is something more complex going 
on. Uses do not submit questions (What is the meaning of 
life, the universe, and everything?), wait a while, then receive 
an answer (Forty-two). Reference librarians work together 
with users, and it is that togetherness that makes what we do 
so special. We help define the question, we work together to 
examine search terms, and we collaborate to evaluate the 
results. The librarian becomes the user’s partner during the 
problem-solving process.

By working together, we build relationships with our us-
ers. Users learn that we give professional assistance. They 
also learn searching and evaluation skills that enable them to 
do similar searches on their own in the future. Reference li-
brarians take user needs seriously, find sources at the appro-
priate reading level, and keep requests confidential. By doing 
so, we inspire in our users feelings of respect, knowledge, 
and perhaps most importantly, trust. Those feelings make 
it easier for a user to come in again with another question. 

David A. Tyckoson and 
Nicolette Warisse Sosulski

Correspondence concerning this column should be directed 
to Nicolette Warisse Sosulski and David A. Tyckoson, 
email: librista@gmail.com and davety@csufresno.edu.

Building Better 
Communities, One 
Person at a Time
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It is this relationship that makes the biggest difference 
to our users. If you ask a user about their library experience 
several months after a visit, they probably will not remember 
what they asked, but they will remember whom they asked 
and how that librarian made them feel. And I am willing to 
bet that in the vast majority of cases, they would definitely 
go back to that librarian again with their next question. This 
is how I measure reference success.

That success goes on every day at every library. We help 
our users with their immediate requests, but in the process 
we are building a relationship with them that will serve them 
well over time. We make the library a trusted institution that 
they can turn to when they are in their greatest need. We 
ensure that they see that the library plays a key role within 
the community. As we help users, we are solving immediate 
problems—but we are also helping build a stronger com-
munity, one user at a time.

NEGOTIATING THE QUESTION
Nicolette Warisse Sosluski
This type of question negotiation and relationship building 
can happen quickly or gradually over time. Sometimes I 
have noticed it happening and sometimes it has happened 
without my being aware of it. How can that relationship 
growth happen without my knowing it, you ask? Well, for 
one thing, each member of library staff is being observed 
every day by the patrons of the library, especially the ones 
you might call “the regulars.” They know much more about 
us than we do about them, because there are so many more 
of them. When you are helping a patron and going the extra 
mile, they know. When you are smiling through clenched 
teeth and praying that a patron will Just. Go. Away... they 
know that, too. So, even if your interactions with these pa-
trons up to this point have been merely a printer jam fix or 
an extension of computer time, they are coming up to you 
because they have chosen you to answer their question. The 
question has a bit of intimacy to it and they have waited for 
just the right time—and just the right librarian.

One day, I was approached by a patron whom I recog-
nized by sight, but didn’t know personally. “I was hoping 
you would be here!” she said. “I need something that is kind 
of hard to talk about and hard to find.” Her adult child lived 
out of state, out West, and was having a difficult time emo-
tionally, struggling with hopelessness and needing help. The 
child wanted professional counseling, but was overwhelmed 
at the prospect, and thought it would be less daunting in an 

outdoor setting. This type of service does not exist where I 
am in the Midwest—or at least, I was unable to find it. But it 
is not at all uncommon in some western, outdoorsy, and (as 
a friend of mine calls them) “crunchy” states. The child did 
not know what to do, and sought parental guidance from my 
patron. This mother wanted to support her child, but out-
door psychotherapy referrals for a city over a thousand miles 
away were beyond her scope. She was worried and protective 
of her child, and, flatteringly, she selected me to help.

I started my search by looking at sites and articles online 
on psychotherapists as well as the local psychology associa-
tions and groups. I also looked at Google Scholar to see if 
anybody was writing about this. I saw mentions of hiking 
therapy, snowshoe therapy, and ski therapy—who knew? 

My patron was sitting at a public computer at this point 
because I had told her that finding what she needed might 
take a bit. To my surprise, another patron sitting at a nearby 
computer, whom I knew even less than the woman I was as-
sisting, leaned over to my patron and said, “Don’t you worry, 
honey, you got this.” She nodded her head at me, and added, 
“She doesn’t stop until it is done!” Apparently, this user made 
a habit of listening to every patron and librarian at the desk, 
including the interaction I’d just had. 

I then called the director of a therapy association in the 
area where the child lived. I asked if the association had 
therapists who offered these kinds of services or whether he 
had encountered colleagues who did at local professional 
meetings. He was surprised to hear from the Midwest, but 
readily gave me three contacts, as well as information for his 
own practice, and urged me to call back if the prospective 
client did not “click” with any of the colleagues he suggested. 

I returned to the patron and gave her the information, 
printing a page with the clinics’ contact info and caution-
ing her that my referrals meant that the services she sought 
were probably offered but were not a professional recom-
mendation from me. She hugged me (and the encouraging 
patron at the public computers said “I told you!”). She had 
tears in her eyes. I felt I had made a difference, and a friend. 
I also breathed a sigh of relief that I had found something 
that may have merited the confidence that my patron (and 
the bystander) had in me. Ever since that interaction, that 
patron has made a point of saying “hello” when she comes 
into the library.

Reference librarians build these relationships knowingly 
and unknowingly every day, helping patrons and thus help-
ing and strengthening our communities. It may be that we 
help a group or a class. Often, it is just one person. And the 
community is better for it.
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FEATURE

National statistics indicate that academic 
libraries are experiencing declines in refer-
ence transactions, but the references ser-
vices in some libraries continue to thrive. 
While many studies explore reasons that 
students do not seek assistance from librar-
ians, there is limited research explaining 
why students do ask for help. The authors 
conducted a study to answer two ques-
tions: (1) How do undergraduate students 
look for information? (2) What prompted 
the students to seek out help from a librar-
ian? To answer these questions, the au-
thors conducted in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews with undergraduate students 
who had received reference assistance. 
An important theme that emerged from 
the interviews was students’ preferences 
to search independently without assis-
tance. Despite this “do-it-yourself” men-
tality, students aware of library research 
consultation services still continue to seek 
out assistance for librarians when stress-
ful and time-consuming research questions 
arise. The findings from this study will help 
librarians better market their research 
services and understand how students 
perceive the help-seeking process. 

I think our generation is really good 
at finding information. If we can’t 
find it then I’ll [sic] just rephrase 
it and type in Google and see if 

other hits come up,” commented one 

Pepperdine University undergraduate 
about how today’s students approach 
research. With national reference 
transactions at doctoral institutions 
declining 60 percent between 2005 
and 2014, many librarians fear that 
students who share this attitude will be 
less likely to view librarians as a valu-
able resource for research help.1 While 
the 13 percent rise in reference interac-
tions at Pepperdine University between 
2012 and 2014 is notably different 
than comparative national statistics, 
these numbers only show usage with-
out explaining context. Why are our 
students increasingly seeking the help 
of librarians? In addition to identifying 
reasons for students’ decisions to ap-
proach librarians, the authors wanted 
to explore how students independently 
look for information and to examine 
help-seeking behavior from the stu-
dents’ perspective. We determined that 
a qualitative approach using one-on-
one interviews would be more effective 
than surveys because it would allow us 
to follow up with additional questions 
and gain insight into our students’ re-
search habits. 

There are three important bene-
fits to understanding students’ infor-
mation-seeking approaches and their 
motivations for seeking help. First, 
our study can aid in determining how 
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included anxiety, embarrassment for appearing foolish, or 
fear of bothering a busy librarian.5 Research findings from 
Ruppel and Fagan (2002) on virtual chat reference indicate 
that some students preferred chat assistance to visiting the 
reference desk. Reasons for the preference for chat ranged 
from perceptions that librarians were friendlier while chat-
ting than in person, to concerns that the librarians staffing 
the reference desk appeared busy.6 The main takeaway from 
research on library anxiety and other psychological barri-
ers is that librarians must be approachable in order to make 
students feel comfortable in seeking help.

Miller and Murillo (2011) used ethnographic interviews 
to study help-seeking behavior in students who chose to seek 
out professors, peers, or family for assistance in lieu of con-
sulting librarians. In these interviews, they discovered that 
most students had limited relationships with librarians and 
were often unaware of librarians’ research skills.7 Students 
were more likely to consult with professors because of closer 
relationships and familiarity with their assignments.8 Peers 
and family were also identified as more likely sources of as-
sistance than librarians. Miller and Murillo (2011) concluded 
that building closer connections with faculty and teaching 
more classes is essential in order for librarians to be integral 
to students’ academic success.9

Miller and Murillo’s (2011) findings are consistent with 
the research done by Vondracek (2007), which revealed that 
students were most likely to contact professors for research 
help, followed by friends and family, and least likely to ask 
librarians and other students.10 Moreover, the students in 
Murphy’s (2014) study on undergraduate research behavior 
were confident in their skills, preferred to conduct research 
on their own, and, if in need of help, were much more likely 
to consult professors, friends, or family than librarians.11

Interestingly, Tang and Tseng’s (2014) study on help-
seeking behavior showed different preferences between dis-
tance students and their peers who lived closer to campus. 
Of the students who lived close to campus, the primary 
preference for help was friends, with librarians and teach-
ing faculty tied for second. However, distance students were 
most likely to contact librarians for help, followed by faculty. 
They speculated that students who live close to campus have 
more opportunities to form connections with peers and 
teaching faculty.12

From the limited literature exploring the reasons that 
students seek librarians for research help, the central mes-
sage is the importance of forging partnerships with faculty in 
order to gain access to students via both library instruction 
and direct professor referrals. In Sobel’s (2009) study explor-
ing why students asked librarians for help, she concluded 
that faculty recommending students contact librarians for 
help was the leading reason for students asking reference 
questions, even more so than librarians asking students to 
contact them during library instruction sessions.13 A similar 
study by Pellegrino (2012) supports Sobel’s findings. Pel-
legrino’s study determined the likelihood of students asking 
reference questions when they received library instruction; 

students decide to approach librarians. We wanted to know 
if students seek research help in response to referrals from 
faculty and fellow students or whether it could be attributed 
to a direct interaction with a library staff member via class 
instruction or public service desk. This information can help 
librarians increase reference transactions. Second, learning 
more about what students’ perceived as helpful during their 
time with librarians provides much-needed feedback about 
the skills students gain as a direct result of working with 
librarians. The students’ perspective of their experiences 
with librarians will also reveal if there are real or perceived 
barriers preventing students from making connections with 
librarians. Third, by learning about how students search for 
information independently, librarians will better understand 
their mindset and how they approach research. This knowl-
edge will provide guidance for information literacy efforts. 

BACKGROUND

Pepperdine University is a racially diverse Christian liberal 
arts institution nestled in the hills of Malibu, California. 
It has 3,300 FTE undergraduate students, the majority of 
whom receive library instruction during First-Year Seminar 
and English 101 courses. Additionally, most students will 
receive library instruction in capstone classes and other 
courses that have been designated “research intensive.” Pep-
perdine has a strong library subject liaison program, and 
public services staff in the undergraduate library will com-
monly refer students to the subject specialists for assistance 
with difficult research questions.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The majority of the library literature on student help-seeking 
behavior focuses on the reasons that students do not consult 
librarians when they have research questions. This is in stark 
contrast to the present study, which identifies the reasons 
that students consulted with a librarian. Some of the lit-
erature on students’ underutilization of librarians discusses 
psychological reasons. A comprehensive literature review 
by Black (2016) focuses on the reasons that students do not 
consult librarians for research help.2 An early study on the 
students’ reluctance to consult librarians was conducted by 
Swope and Katzer in 1972. Their survey concluded that stu-
dents did not want to ask librarians for help with research 
because they perceived that they were bothering the librar-
ians or felt that the librarians were not helpful during past 
encounters.3 Building off Swope and Katzer’s (1972) initial 
research, other authors have attempted to understand the 
mindset of students. Mellon (1986) and Bostick (1992) have 
discussed the role of library anxiety in students’ reluctance to 
ask librarians for help.4 In a similar vein, Robinson and Reid 
(2007) used qualitative interviews to identify factors that 
prevented students from seeking librarian assistance. These 
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(82 percent) were a close second.22 Head’s findings are cor-
roborated by Mizrachi’s (2010) study, which revealed that 
while most students begin their research with Google or 
another public search engine, most will also use library 
resources such as the catalog or databases.23 Similarly, Lee 
(2008) concluded that undergraduate students prefer to con-
sult public search engines to begin their research.24 Perruso 
(2016) notes that while first-year students overwhelmingly 
relied on Google to begin their research, students were more 
likely to use library resources as they progressed through 
their studies.25 The preference for public search engines 
does not provide students with the skills to navigate library 
databases, and Head discovered that nearly three-fourths of 
students encounter difficulties when choosing keywords and 
constructing effective searches.26 Asher and Duke’s (2011) 
research found that students conduct simple searches in li-
brary databases similar to Google queries, that they seldom 
look past the first page of search results, and that students 
also struggle to select the correct databases.27 The research 
on students’ information-seeking behavior suggests that 
students need assistance with their research.

Taken together, the literature on information-seeking 
behavior and help-seeking behavior touch on similar themes 
that often overlap. When students are conducting research 
independently they often employ strategies different than 
those recommended by librarians. They prefer the most 
convenient tools, such as public search engines. If students 
need help with research, they’re more likely to consult course 
instructors or friends. Their reluctance to consult librar-
ians might be out of embarrassment, anxiety, or a misun-
derstanding of librarians’ role. Lastly, faculty referrals have 
been identified as the leading catalyst influencing students 
to consult librarians.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study aims to answer the following two research ques-
tions:

1. How do undergraduate students look for information?
2. What prompted the students to seek out help from a 

librarian? 

METHODOLOGY

To best learn from undergraduates their motivations for 
seeking help and to identify how they search for information 
when doing so is challenging, we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with students who had used our reference ser-
vices. Semi-structured interviews involve researchers asking 
subjects a set of open-ended, predetermined questions and 
following up with probing questions to discover additional 
information.28 During fall 2015, students who met in person 
with a librarian for longer than twenty minutes were notified 

she found that there was not a statistically significant con-
nection between students asking reference questions as a 
result of library instruction sessions. However, there was a 
statistically significant connection between faculty referrals 
and students’ reference questions.14 Lastly, in her four-year 
cohort study, Perruso (2016) discovered that by their fourth 
semester, students who had received library instruction were 
three times more likely to seek assistance from librarians 
than students who did not receive instruction.15

Magi and Mardeusz (2013) have conducted the only 
qualitative research exploring why students consulted a 
librarian. Their study explored the nature of the students’ 
research needs and the help student’s received from librar-
ians by performing textual analysis of the responses to a set 
of open-ended questions that were distributed after research 
consultations. Magi and Mardeusz’s findings are consistent 
with both Pellegrino’s and Sobel’s findings; the most fre-
quent reason for students to seek a librarian’s help was a 
faculty referral, followed by students learning about refer-
ence services from library instruction.16 Magi and Mardeusz 
restricted their research focus to students’ motivations for 
seeking help, along with their experience of being assisted, 
and their preference for in-person assistance over online 
help.17 Our study builds on their work using a different 
qualitative approach. We also provide further exploration 
into the approaches students took to finding information 
before asking for help and students’ motivations for seeking 
assistance, in order to better inform librarians what research 
assistance students want them to provide.

Following in the path of other researchers interested in 
knowing how students look for information, our study ex-
plores students’ information-seeking behavior and includes 
the approaches students used to look for information, the 
tools they preferred, and difficulties they encountered. 
Fister (1992) interviewed fourteen undergraduate students 
about how they conducted research. She discovered that 
while the students appreciated the complexities of research, 
the approach they took differed from the strategies librar-
ians taught during library instruction.18 In a similar study 
in 1993, Valentine interviewed undergraduates about their 
research behavior and also concluded that students did not 
follow the logical steps recommended by librarians. Stu-
dents preferred to employ strategies that would allow them 
to complete research with the least expenditure of time and 
effort.19 Most significantly, Valentine discovered if students 
were frustrated, they first turned to course instructors or 
friends for help. This is backed by later research from Miller 
and Murillo, and Vondracek.20 Students were reluctant to ask 
librarians for help with research either out of embarrassment 
or because they were unaware of the librarian’s role, which 
is consistent with findings from Miller and Murillo, Black, 
Swope and Katzer, and Robinson and Reid.21 

Head’s (2013) Project Information Literacy Report ex-
plored how first-year students conduct research. While Head 
reported that Google is students’ preferred search resource 
(88 percent), her research revealed that library databases 
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to provide an overview about the point they 
were at in their research process and how they 
knew who to contact in the library, to describe 
what the librarian did with the student and 
strategies that the students would use again 
going forward, and to describe their feelings 
about being helped and whether they would 
seek help for themselves again or recommend 
librarians to others. We concluded the inter-
view with questions about approachability 
of librarians, asking students to discuss any 
difficulties related to asking for help. We also 
provided students with the opportunity to talk 
about anything else they would like to add to 
the interview.

All of the interviews were conducted within 
about six weeks of students receiving assis-

tance from librarians to make sure that they still had a strong 
recollection of their interactions.

The Data Analysis Process
The investigators analyzed the data using the technique of 
applied thematic analysis. Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 
(2012) describe applied thematic analysis as a procedure 
that is ideal for organizing and understanding transcripts 
from interviews by “making sense of . . . a set of field notes 
or transcripts from focus groups or in-depth interviews.”30

Following the transcription of the interviews, we read 
the outputs to become familiar with them and correct errors. 
Our team then collaborated to create a codebook consisting 
of approximately thirty terms that we defined, revised, and 
applied to the text of the interviews using NVivo, a qualita-
tive data analysis computer software program. One librarian 
served as the primary coder during the first round of cod-
ing. Next, the other two librarians independently reviewed 
all of these coded transcripts. They were able to indicate 
disagreements in coding and suggest codes that had been 
overlooked by the primary coder. Meetings were held to 
establish inter-rater reliability. All of the differences were 
reconciled and the researchers were able to reach complete 
agreement on the codes.

Identifying important codes was aided by, but not limited 
to, a ranking of the frequency of references. Upon comple-
tion of the coding of the transcripts, the researchers met as 
a group to discuss and identify emerging themes that ad-
dressed the study’s research questions.

RESULTS

The authors identified six themes that addressed how stu-
dents look for information and what prompted them to ask 
a librarian for assistance: (1) how students research, (2) 
perceptions of their research skills, (3) assumptions held, 
both about the library and the process of searching for 

about our study and solicited for participation. Librarians an-
swered a total of thirty-seven in-person reference questions 
from undergraduate students that lasted twenty minutes or 
longer during the time that we were recruiting students to 
be interviewed. We interviewed ten students. Our study 
was limited to ten participants because research from Guest, 
Bunce, and Johnson (2006) suggests that most of the impor-
tant themes are addressed with the first six interviews, and 
that data saturation occurs within twelve participants of an 
applied thematic study.29

We limited our study to undergraduate students for lo-
gistical reasons. All of the authors worked in a library that 
primarily serves undergraduate students. Moreover, the cur-
rent study was limited to in-person research questions, and 
because Pepperdine’s graduate students are geographically 
dispersed, they receive most of their reference assistance via 
email and phone.

We were able to achieve a balance of majors within the 
undergraduate divisions and ethnic diversity in the students 
we interviewed. Eight females and two males were inter-
viewed. Table 1 provides information about the students we 
interviewed.

The Interview Process
The student interviews were scheduled for one-hour blocks. 
Each one-on-one interview was conducted by the assessment 
librarian, audio-recorded, and later transcribed. Students 
responded to a series of semi-structured questions which 
opened with asking them to describe a “time in the past se-
mester where you needed help locating information after try-
ing to find the answer on your own” (see appendix). Probes 
were designed to (1) encourage the students to elaborate on 
the search process, the type of information sought, amount 
of time spent, and their physical location; (2) identify their 
reasoning in seeking out the person who helped locate the 
information; and (3) elicit their emotions during this process. 
They were then asked to focus on a time when they sought 
the help of a librarian. Follow-up questions asked students 

Table 1. Characteristics of Student Interviewees

Major Year Special Circumstances

Film & Media Production Sophomore

Business Administration Senior

Sports Administration First-year Athlete

Psychology Junior

International Studies Junior

History & Teacher Education Junior

Nutritional Science Junior

International Business Senior Nontraditional, returning student

Nutritional Science Junior Non-native English speaker

Business Administration Senior Nontraditional, returning student
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When students began seeking assistance, we were sur-
prised that none of them relied on friends for research help. 
Instead, professors were identified as an important source 
for research assistance by over half of the students. Students 
have established relationships with course instructors, and 
understood that their professors were familiar with the as-
signments and would be grading their papers. For example: 
“The best [source of help] would probably be a professor 
grading the paper that I’m writing about.”

The students had a strong preference for researching in-
dependently. If students did seek out help, professors were 
a valued resource, but none of the interviewees asked their 
friends for assistance. Most of the research skills described 
were rudimentary keyword searches; however, some stu-
dents demonstrated higher-level research skills. Lastly, while 
students would initially begin their research with public 
search engines, they identified library databases as impor-
tant resources for obtaining credible information. 

Personal Perceptions of Research Skills
Students’ perceptions of their research skills can influence 
their decision to seek help. Some students we interviewed 
were confident in their abilities while other students were 
anxious about their perceived lack of research skills. One 
student who felt confident as a researcher explained why s/he 
was unlikely to seek help: “I feel confident to just do the re-
search on my own. If I were to ever need assistance it would 
be more fine-tuning, or even making sure that my thought 
process is not completely off track, checking that aspect, 
and not so much the research itself.” Another student was 
less confident as a researcher, citing issues with generating 
good search terms: “It’s just things that I can’t find on my 
own that I have a hard time [with] like keywords. It’s really 
just research in general I struggle with.” 

In assessing their own research skills, four students com-
pared themselves to their peers. This less confident student 
observed that other peers may have better research skills: “I 
attended high school in China and basically, I think that the 
difference [is] that we never did research. We never searched 
for information. We get information from our teachers [and] 
I think our ability to do research is not as good as American 
students.” 

Students understand the importance of credibility, but 
one student admitted to struggling when it comes to evalu-
ating sources: “I think that’s one of the biggest challenges 
with Google . . . deciding if they’re actually credible. I know 
at times, it’s hard to tell.”

All ten students discussed their perceived development 
as researchers. One student reflected on his/her personal 
growth as a researcher while at college: “I think it has de-
veloped from my freshman year of college, especially when 
every class that I take that needs to do a research [paper], and 
I think for me particularly, I’ve taken other research classes.”

Half of the students provided insights about the varying 
degrees to which their high schools prepared them for the 

information, (4) motivation for asking for help, (5) path to 
the librarian, and (6) experience working with a librarian.

How Students Research
To better understand why students might ask librarians for 
assistance, the interviewer questioned students about how 
they conduct research. All ten of the students expressed a 
“do-it-yourself” mentality toward research and would only 
consider asking for help if they were unable to locate infor-
mation on their own. Some students explained that being 
able to conduct research was an important skill they wished 
to develop. One student commented, “The librarian definite-
ly helped, but I think every time I search for information, I 
do it on my own first and if I cannot find the right article, 
then I get help. I think that’s a very important life skill.”

Students preferred the ease and convenience of using 
Google, but were also aware of the limitations of public 
search engines and the importance of library databases. For 
example, “It depends on what kind of assignment I get. If I 
just want to find basic information, I Google it, or use Wiki-
pedia, or just go on the website and search for that informa-
tion. If it’s a research paper, I will just go online and go to 
the Pepperdine [library website] and search the databases 
and e-journals.”

All ten students discussed the importance of locating in-
formation from credible sources. Some students mentioned 
assignments that required scholarly sources, thus helping 
to emphasize the importance of credible sources. One stu-
dent stated, “[My] English 380 class was the very first class 
where I had to do research and look for scholarly reviewed 
material for a research paper.” Students expressed a belief 
that library resources were likely to contain credible sources. 
For example, “If I am doing a research paper where I have 
to have specific type of journals and they have to be peer 
reviewed . . . I will always go to library website first.” This 
student recognized that the library has credible sources, in-
cluding peer-reviewed articles. The student skipped Google 
and began research using library databases.

As expected, all ten of the students described an un-
derstanding of fairly basic research skills such as typing in 
keywords. These students described searching databases 
the same way one searches Google. For example, “If I have 
a topic, I would just type it out and if I don’t find anything, 
type a few words, type synonyms, that kind of thing and 
usually I’ll get some sort of result.” However, over half of 
the students described research strategies that were more 
sophisticated than simply typing in keywords. Some of these 
higher-level skills included using the advanced search fea-
ture of databases, combing through bibliographies for topical 
sources, using controlled vocabulary, identifying relevant 
journals for their topic, and even consulting experts in a 
discipline. One student explained: “I’ll find the article that 
talks about the original one. I just find the references at the 
end of the articles and based on that reference, I can find 
the original research.”
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they know the librarian can help, but I think sometimes they 
just don’t want to reach out.” 

Another student thought that many fellow students 
would be reluctant to make a special trip to the library in 
order to get help, highlighting an assumption that in order 
to receive research assistance students must show up in the 
library. This student stated: “It’s just going to be a drag and 
especially [for] those who live off-campus. If they’re at home 
working on a project, they’re not going to drive all the way 
to Pepperdine.” 

Several students told us that their peers don’t think they 
have time to meet with a librarian. For example, “I think 
that the reason why a lot of people don’t come in too is be-
cause of the time and our schedules were always just really 
busy.” Similarly, another student referred to a conversation 
with a friend seeking the help of a librarian: “She was like, 
‘Oh, no [I don’t go to the library for help].’ I was like, ‘Why 
not? They help you a lot.’ [The friend of the interviewee said] 
‘I don’t have the time to go in and sit down for an hour or 
whatever’... I think people just have that perception in their 
mind already.”

Even though the present study is limited to students 
who have received help from librarians, understanding 
what underlying assumptions students have about library 
services provides insight about barriers librarians need to 
overcome in order to better serve the general student popu-
lation. The interviews revealed that students do not seek 
help for a variety of reasons ranging from being unaware of 
library research services, limits on the number of questions 
students felt they could ask, preferences for researching in-
dependently, and the time commitment of visiting the library 
to meet with librarians.

Motivation for Asking for Help
All ten of the students described a research question that 
prompted them to ask for a librarian’s assistance. Given stu-
dents’ preferences to research independently, it’s not surpris-
ing that they only asked for help if they thought the question 
was particularly challenging.

Even students who view themselves as being indepen-
dent would ask for help when they were unable to locate in-
formation by themselves. For example, “I contacted someone 
this time ... because I was having a particularly hard time 
finding articles [for my] research. Normally it’s not a prob-
lem because I feel like using the library website has been 
extremely helpful for all my papers. . . . I guess I hadn’t really 
needed it until this paper that I was assigned.”

Six out of the ten students were struggling to locate pri-
mary sources for assignments. The types of primary sources 
varied by discipline and included statistical data, original 
research studies, and historical resources. 

All ten students expressed negative emotions concern-
ing difficult research questions. For example, “Frustrated 
because I knew I needed that and I knew it was out there. I 
know it’s there but I can’t find it and that was frustrating.”

rigors of college research. Prior to college, some students 
conducted research with public search engines and were not 
required to use library databases. One student explained: 
“I went to a pretty highly academic high school . . . I don’t 
think I ever really searched for anything through the library 
to be honest . . . the teachers were okay with us using stuff 
on websites.”

Over the course of the interviews, students shared per-
ceptions of their research skills and discussed how their 
ability to locate information evolved from high school 
through college. From the upperclassmen, we learned more 
details about how they evolved as researchers during their 
time in college. In many instances, students described 
their ability to conduct research by comparing themselves 
to their peers.

Assumptions
An important advantage of conducting in-depth interviews 
was for the researchers to view library services from the 
perspectives of the students. Some misperceptions about 
library services deterred several students from seeking as-
sistance. One of the more disconcerting, and incorrect, as-
sumptions was the perception that students had a “quota” 
on the amount of research assistance they could obtain from 
librarians. A student explained: “I don’t want to just keep on 
coming back and I didn’t want to use her for this particular 
project...because I have several papers coming up for finals. 
I might need help with another project soon. You know, 
I don’t want to be a burden . . . I’m only going to use her 
when I really, really need her.” Another student expressed 
the sentiment of needing to conduct initial preliminary re-
search before meeting with the librarian in order to make 
that meeting as efficient as possible and to avoid having to 
schedule additional appointments. This student stated: “I 
think if he helped me earlier on then it would just be him 
doing it, and then I wouldn’t want to go back and ask again 
for something specific.”

Nine out of the ten students described their peers’ aware-
ness of library research services and their likelihood of them 
contacting librarians. Students expressed the belief that 
there was a general lack of awareness of the skilled research 
help librarians could offer. One student explained that other 
students would only seek librarian assistance after being ad-
vised to do so. This student explained: “I think a lot of the 
students don’t realize that librarians are so willing to help. I 
do, and I rarely see librarians helping students, and if they 
do it’s because I think the students had been notified to do so 
for a class project.” A different student stated: “I think what’s 
best is just let people know the services that are available. I 
didn’t know about them and I don’t think many other people 
do. I think just make them aware.”

Students felt that even their peers who were aware of 
librarians’ research services were reluctant to ask for help 
because they preferred to search on their own. For example, 
“I think people know [about library research services] . . . 
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the librarians. For example, “I feel like you guys are very 
friendly and approachable and willing to help, and so I think 
it’s just up to the student to ask for the help.”

Library instruction is a particularly effective method for 
encouraging students to seek assistance from librarians. It 
puts a face on research help, providing a forum where the 
librarian can advertise different means of being available for 
assistance. This open invitation sends a message to students 
that librarians care and are well qualified to help. Faculty 
referrals are another effective means for generating research 
consultations with students. A research referral from faculty 
provides essential marketing of this less-known aspect of 
library services and endorses the subject expertise of librari-
ans. Additionally, well-trained student workers are helpful in 
connecting students to librarians when students are unsure 
of who in the library could best assist them with research.

Experience Working with a Librarian
Students were asked about their experiences being assisted 
by librarians. Students expressed a strong preference for 
researching independently and the authors wanted to know 
if students thought that meeting with librarians was a valu-
able experience.

Interviewees were asked about the skills and knowledge 
imparted during their research consultations. All ten of the 
students mentioned receiving assistance with navigating the 
library databases and identifying effective keywords as be-
ing valuable. For example, “I have trouble . . . knowing what 
keywords to put in and what exactly to look for and what 
scientists or writers or publishers are going to use because 
one thing that the librarian helped me [with] was one of the 
words, ‘infertility.’” This student described having trouble 
building searches, identifying researchers who have written 
on the topic, and utilizing controlled vocabularies. 

Librarians also used their expertise to help students re-
fine and narrow their topics. For example, “We narrowed 
it down to drug resistance, streptococcus pneumoniae [in 
children] under six years of age. That helps me narrow it 
from one thousand references to five hundred.”

All ten students stated they were satisfied with the help 
they received, with some expressing positive emotions when 
describing their experiences. A student noted: “He was ex-
tremely helpful and did his best to help me which was so 
nice and helped me print off papers just to read them and 
would help just to scroll through new [articles]. That was 
part of what was comforting about that too, just having 
someone really care.”

When asked if they would seek a librarian’s help in the 
future, all ten students indicated they would. A student said: 
“I feel like I haven’t really needed help before this specific 
time when I had to find an article from specific types of 
journals, but I’m very open to getting help from a librarian 
in the future after knowing how helpful they were this time.”

Ideally, a student with a strong preference for research-
ing independently will incorporate the skills learned from 

All students discussed time spent doing research prior 
to seeking a librarian’s assistance. For example, “I should 
have gone [to the librarian] a little sooner because she helped 
me . . . within, I don’t know, twenty or thirty minutes. . . . 
I searched for a long time on my own and I just shouldn’t 
have wasted that time.” Interviews revealed that students 
seek help when they go beyond what they consider a reason-
able amount of time to spend searching. One student spoke 
about reaching that limit: “I don’t know exactly how long [I 
spent searching], but I’d say about a couple of hours, prob-
ably two, just looking and because I did want to [research] 
on my own. I was kind of determined, but I just gave up at 
one point.” One student explained being frustrated with the 
amount of time spent on the research for the assignment 
prior to meeting with a librarian and questioned putting 
even more time into it: “I was extremely frustrated and was 
ready to just give up and let my paper be what it was. . . . I 
did not want to deal with it anymore because the class that 
I wrote it for is only a three-hour class.” 

Despite their preference for researching independently, 
students will ask for help when they feel stressed by research 
that takes longer than they deem reasonable.

Path to Librarians
The authors were interested in learning how students con-
tacted librarians and why they selected a particular librar-
ian. Six out of ten students met with the same librarian who 
provided library instruction to their class. One student ex-
plained that because of library instruction, “We now know 
[a] specific name and face. . . . We can go to in the library 
because we’re not going to just go there and wander around 
aimlessly until we find somebody able to help us out.” Stu-
dents remembered librarians speaking to their classes about 
their availability for additional help. One student recalled: 
“He introduced himself as the research librarian for history 
and said that if we ever had any question, go to him.”

Half of the students identified the referral of their faculty 
member as the reason for their decision to ask a librarian for 
help. For example, “I’m glad [my professor] urged us to meet 
with him or else I don’t know if I would have.”

Only one student in the study met with a librarian be-
cause of encouragement from peers, stating: “People say, ‘Oh 
go to the library, they’re really encouraging about it,’ so that 
helps. . . . A friend that said, ‘Oh I go into library all the time 
. . . whenever I need help.’”

Four out of the ten students explained that the library 
student workers helped them locate the librarian who could 
best assist them. One international student stated: “I went to 
the front desk and say I need help from . . . a science librar-
ian and they helped me to search for which librarian [could 
best assist me].”

In addition to understanding how students knew to ask 
a librarian for help, the authors wanted to know to what 
degree students find librarians approachable. None of the 
students interviewed expressed concerns about approaching 
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library instruction sessions.33 Our study revealed that library 
instruction was slightly more effective than faculty referrals 
in encouraging students to ask librarians for help. Sample 
size and type of research instrument used may account for 
the differences between our findings and those from the 
surveys used in the studies from Pellegrino (2012) and So-
bel (2009).34

Studies from Miller and Murillo (2011), Vondracek 
(2007), and Murphy (2014) revealed that students were more 
likely to ask faculty, friends, and peers for research advice 
than librarians.35 While some students in our study relied 
on professors for research help, none of the students we 
interviewed identified friends or other students as effective 
resources for research assistance. 

Our study was consistent with the research from Mur-
phy, as well as Miller and Murillo (2011), showing that 
students have a strong desire to conduct research without 
assistance.36 In fact, students’ preference for researching 
independently was relevant to all six of our themes. Even 
though students in our study expressed appreciation for the 
librarian’s expertise in saving them time and stress, their 
“do-it-yourself” mentality is a significant barrier to asking 
librarians for help. 

Previous researchers explored the role of library anxiety 
and embarrassment on students’ reluctance to seek out as-
sistance.37 All of the students in our study, however, felt that 
the librarians were approachable. Some expressed opinions 
that it was the responsibility of the students to contact librar-
ians for help. In light of the fact that some students will not 
seek assistance from librarians regardless of approachability, 
libraries must proactively market research services. 

Stress is an easily recognized and common emotional 
response experienced by many students struggling with 
research. Magi and Mardeusz’s (2013) study, like ours, 
explored students’ emotions before and after receiving as-
sistance.38 Similar to our findings, the students surveyed by 
Magi and Mardeusz unanimously responded that they were 
satisfied with the help they received and were likely to seek 
out assistance from research librarians in the future.39 

By conducting in-depth interviews, the current study 
was able to explore students’ information-seeking behav-
ior and motivations for seeking help in granular detail. In 
this process, we gained insight into their habits, emotions, 
assumptions, and outcomes. Simply by asking questions 
about topics such as the length of time they would spend 
researching before seeking help, listening to them describe 
their abilities in comparison to their peers, and asking them 
about their emotional response to research stages, we were 
able to piece together the evolution of their research skills.

STUDY LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER 
RESEARCH

This study is limited to those students who sought research 
help from librarians; consequently, the students interviewed 

librarians into future research projects. For example, “It’s 
good because now at least if I wanted to do research totally 
on my own, which I will, I’ll know at least which databases 
to go to for certain issues and which ones are good for more 
business stuff, which ones are good for more history stuff.”

ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE TRENDS

Our goal in recruiting students from a variety of academic 
majors was to create a study that represented the help-seek-
ing behavior and research habits of a broad cross section of 
students. If a particular academic discipline was overrepre-
sented, it would difficult for us to determine if the results of 
the study were applicable to students from other majors. Our 
coding of the documents and analysis of the six themes did 
not reveal any clear differences based on students’ majors. 
However, because of the study’s small size of ten partici-
pants, it is difficult to identify differences in the help-seeking 
behavior of different disciplines.

DISCUSSION

One of the goals of this study was to obtain more detailed 
information about how students begin looking for informa-
tion, including the time spent, physical setting, and other 
details relating to their search process. Research by Lee 
(2008), Head (2013), and Mizrachi (2010) all revealed that 
students prefer to begin their research with public search 
engines because of the ease of use, a finding that is unsur-
prising to most librarians.31 This proved the case with our 
study as well. We did learn, however, that students spent 
at least thirty minutes conducting research and typically 
worked alone in their initial searches, with some conduct-
ing their research in library study spaces, dorm rooms, and 
classrooms. 

We wanted to know whether access to librarians influ-
enced students’ search strategies when finding information 
was challenging. Students in our study were appreciative 
when librarians helped them search databases using ad-
vanced features and selecting effective keywords. They 
explained that prior to working with the librarians, they 
were unaware of strategies such as limiting search results 
to specific dates. This finding is consistent with both Asher 
and Duke’s (2011) research, which found students’ database 
searches mimic their simplistic Google queries, and Head’s 
(2013) findings, which indicate that most students struggle 
to effectively search databases and formulate relevant key-
words.32 

Our other research question explored students’ motiva-
tions for seeking help from librarians. Research from Sobel 
(2009), Magi and Mardesuz (2013), and Pellegrino (2012) 
indicates that faculty referrals were even more effective in 
motivating students to ask librarians for assistance than li-
brarians encouraging students to seek follow-up help during 
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work with their universities’ in-house marketing services to 
create advertising campaigns both online and in print that 
feature current students recommending librarians for their 
expertise and time saving help.

Especially considering the DIY attitude of today’s stu-
dents, librarians must be mindful of students’ assumptions 
about the library and its services. Some students in the 
study were under the impression that there was a limit to 
how many questions they could ask librarians. Librarians 
should consider how to bust this misperception and other 
myths because incorrect assumptions such as these could 
deter students from seeking help. 

Unsurprisingly, students often struggle to effectively 
search library databases despite the ease of typing key-
words into Google. Effective database searching requires 
the creative construction of keyword searches and is an 
exploratory process greatly aided by someone else who is 
able to make helpful suggestions and explain the nuances 
related to searching. Students highlighted the importance 
of locating credible sources, but they experienced trouble in 
locating them. Locating primary sources can be especially 
challenging for students. We found that librarians, even 
in this DIY culture, are relevant, and appreciated for their 
expertise and abilities in helping students overcome their 
research challenges.
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APPENDIX. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. I’d like you to think back to a time in the past semester 
when you needed help locating information after try-
ing to find the answer on your own. Please talk about 
this experience. 
a. Was it for an assignment or something you were try-

ing to learn more about on your own? What was it 
you were trying to find? How did you go about look-
ing for the information? What did you try? Where 
did you look? Where were you (e.g., in your dorm, 
the cafe, the library)? How long did you keep trying 
to find information before thinking that you might 
need to ask someone else?

b. Thank you for giving such a good context about the 
information you were trying to locate. I’d like you to 
talk now a bit about that moment when you realized 
you would need help. 
i. Can compare how you felt to another time that 

you felt the same way?

c. Thanks for talking about that. Now I’d like to learn 
more about your thought process when seeking out 
help from someone else. What made you seek out the 
person who helped you find your answer or think 
through your problem?

2. It’s been helpful for me to hear about the context in 
which you found yourself needing help locating infor-
mation. We’re going to switch gears and focus now on 
a time when you utilized the help of a librarian. Please 
tell us about this experience.
a. How did you know who to contact in the library? 

How did you know where to go to ask for help?
b. Thanks. Can you describe for me what the librarian 

did when you asked for help? 
c. I’d like you to think about how you felt while being 

assisted. And now I would like you to tell me how 
you felt when you were finished.

d. Is there a certain context in which you would find 

http://www.projectinfolit.org/uploads/2/7/5/4/27541717/pil_2013_freshmenstudy_fullreportv2.pdf
http://www.projectinfolit.org/uploads/2/7/5/4/27541717/pil_2013_freshmenstudy_fullreportv2.pdf
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a. What point in your search did you contact the li-
brarian?

4. I appreciate all the thinking back to your experience 
with the librarian and the context for reaching out to 
a librarian. I have one final question about this inter-
action with the librarian. Can you talk about any dif-
ficulties you may encountered when asking a librarian 
for assistance?
a. Tell us how librarians can be more approachable.

5. You’ve been so helpful in talking with me today. I’d like 
to ask if there’s anything you would like to add.

yourself asking for help from a librarian in the fu-
ture?

e. With hindsight, if you had it to go do over again, 
tell us how you would look for information for this 
assignment/question?

f. And now, let’s think back again to what you observed 
in working with a librarian. Are there strategies or 
tools that the librarian used that you would want to 
try or use in the future? If yes, please explain. 

3. Thanks for talking about what you your experience 
with the librarian. I’d like you to think about why you 
contacted a librarian for help.
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As reference service environments con-
tinue to evolve, service providers and ad-
ministrators are encountering numerous 
challenges and opportunities. This article 
examines the specialized reference services 
at the University of Illinois. Using refer-
ence transactional data from two academ-
ic years (69,630 transactions), this study 
focuses on five specialized service points 
and two general service points. Moreover, 
this study analyzed READ Scale scores, 
duration of the transaction, question type, 
and subject area covered during these 
transactions. 

L ike many research institutions 
today, the University of Illinois 
has been investigating ques-
tions related to service mod-

els, staffing, and the role of depart-
mental units, and working toward an 
adaptable service plan that is capable 
of addressing the short- and long-
term research needs of users. Refer-
ence services are contributing to these 
ongoing discussions proactively, thus 
engaging users, administrators, and 
colleagues to design and implement 
innovative services. To contribute to 
this discussion on reference services, 
this study aims to provide a fresh look 

at specialized reference services at a 
large research library by examining in-
person, phone, and email transactions 
from five specialized and two general 
reference service points for the period 
July 1, 2013 to June 30, 2015. The refer-
ence transactional analysis also focuses 
on duration of the transaction, Refer-
ence Effort Assessment Data (READ) 
Scale scores, question type, and subject 
area. Through quantitative analysis, we 
hope to shed some light on the intrica-
cies that link reference environments 
and shape their evolving roles at aca-
demic libraries. 

Since their inception in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, reference services at public, 
academic, and special libraries have 
experienced numerous shifts in service 
models, scope, and capabilities. Some 
of the shifts in service models were the 
result of evidence-based findings, and 
others were the product of systemic 
changes in higher education. As refer-
ence service models evolved, the role 
of reference professionals also went 
through a transformation. In his his-
torical narrative of reference services 
and libraries, Thomas J. Galvin assigns 
eight additional functions for reference 
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University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign: Final Report and 
Recommendations of the Budget Group Plus.7 Citing transforma-
tional changes in information technology, scholarly commu-
nication, and higher education, this report saw three major 
areas of concern in relation to the departmental library ser-
vice model: the nature of collections, needs of users, and the 
changing academic environment. To address these changes, 
the University Library administration began a process of in-
tegration and realignment of service points, which dramati-
cally altered the departmental library structure at Illinois. 
As during previous periods of change in service structure, 
the specialized reference services at the University of Illinois 
were affected by local environmental conditions and shifts 
in administrative priorities. 

The restructuring of reference services at Illinois began 
with the Reference New Service Model report, which called 
for the formation of a Reference Services Planning Team. In 
addition, this report identified structural problems with the 
Library’s reference services: 

The Library’s current system for reference has a num-
ber of disadvantages. Because each unit handles ref-
erence separately, there is great inconsistency in the 
type, quality and hours of service, in the materials that 
support reference transactions, such as web pages and 
guides, in the training of staff and graduate assistants, 
and in the assessment of services. Another disadvan-
tage is that patrons often have difficulty finding help. 
This is particularly true of patrons who seek assistance 
in the Main Library where reference desks are located 
in hard-to-find places and good signage is lacking.8 

The work of the Reference Services Planning Team and 
later the Reference Services Implementation Team led to the 
final implementation report, which called for a new cohesive 
service structure with reference hubs and specialized refer-
ence services at realigned and consolidated departmental li-
braries. Within this new structure, the specialized reference 
services at Illinois not only support reference hubs but also 
maintain a robust service infrastructure in their respective 
departments for affiliated students, faculty, and academic 
departments. 

The realigned departmental structure at Illinois relies 
on the expertise of subject specialists, unique collections of 
print and online reference materials, and an extensive di-
rectory of online research resources to deliver services. This 
extensive directory includes research databases (subject and 
foreign language ones) and a vast portfolio of bibliographic 
guides designed for supporting undergraduate and graduate 
students, courses, teaching faculty, and the service param-
eters of each reformed unit. Furthermore, subject specialists 
and staff at the departmental level now participate in the 
referral management system, and help staff the hub service 
points at the University Library. This evolving service model 
continues to incorporate shifts in research trends and needs 
of patron groups at the University of Illinois. 

professionals in “amplified reference services.” In addition to 
instruction- and assistance-related duties, these functions 
include compiling bibliographies, topical guides, indexes, 
and collections aids; indexing and abstracting; “translation”; 
and “editorial and publishing services.”1 Although some of 
these functions are still performed by reference profession-
als, in most academic libraries the vast majority of these 
functions are now conducted by library vendors and service 
suppliers. The reference environment now rests heavily on 
subscription-based resources and the extensive possibilities 
associated with online resources. Moreover, the most recent 
realignments and consolidations experienced by academic 
libraries have fundamentally altered the identities of refer-
ence services and their historical role at these institutions. 

Yet this reference environment still retains its vitality and 
continues to explore alternative service models to provide 
research services to diverse groups of academic commu-
nities. As Steiner,2 Hess,3 and Lenkart et al.4 have shown, 
reference services continue to evolve and play a vital role in 
the research process of students and faculty. The reference 
service landscape now operates on different modes of activity 
with multiple integrated service points to support the needs 
of diverse communities of scholars at academic, public, and 
special libraries. As we move forward with innovative service 
models, it becomes increasingly imperative for reference pro-
fessionals and library administrators to examine the intrica-
cies of managing integrated service “hubs,” specialized refer-
ence services, staff training, quality control, and the referral 
infrastructure at academic institutions. Through internal 
discussions and assessment, the three reference “hubs” at 
University of Illinois were designed to address service gaps, 
enhance subject expertise, and maximize the capacity of the 
Library to provide research assistance to users across cam-
pus. These reference hubs act as the main triaging points for 
reference transactions. Many large academic libraries have 
similar service structures to manage incoming queries. 

The University of Illinois Library is one such institution. 
Founded in 1867, the Library currently supports 44,880 
students (33,467 undergraduate level, 10,428 graduate lev-
el, and 985 professional level) and 2,456.57 FTE faculty 
members.5 With more than twenty departmental libraries, 
designed to support the research needs of fifteen colleges 
and instructional units, and seven area studies centers, the 
University of Illinois Library is one of the largest public re-
search libraries in the world. Its various service points are 
staffed by faculty librarians, graduate assistants, hourly staff, 
civil service staff, and academic professionals. As with other 
research libraries, this library system has undergone signifi-
cant changes over the last ten years to contend with internal 
and external challenges and opportunities. 

In fall 2007, the University Library administration at 
Illinois initiated the New Service Models (NSM) program 
“to address strategic challenges to the future of the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign’s University Library.”6 
This extensive program relied on key principles and chal-
lenges outlined in Library Services for the 21st Century at the 
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and assessment . . . and organizational structure and per-
sonnel.”22 Gerlich and Whatley have also contributed to 
this discussion by using the READ Scale as a staff calibrat-
ing tool.23 Moreover, De Groote et al. assessed cooperative 
digital reference services by coding reference transactions 
into categories, which included specialized services and 
subject areas.24

Scholarship on reference services and transactional as-
sessments reflects a multifaceted approach to examining 
general and specialized reference services at academic li-
braries. Jean McLaughlin’s survey of reference assessment 
literature from 2001 to 2010 revealed a lack of a “universally 
accepted set of standard approaches, study methodologies, 
and reporting formats for comparison and analysis.”25 This 
lack of accepted standards and methodologies was also 
observed by Murfin in her survey of seventy-one academic 
libraries and their reference transactions: “Without accepted 
units of measurement, data for different libraries cannot be 
compared.”26 

In terms of specific examples of reference transactional 
assessments and case studies, Olszewski and Rumbaugh, in 
their international comparison of virtual reference services, 
reviewed reference transaction data from twenty-three li-
braries in ten countries.27 Moreover, Olszewski and Rum-
baugh analyzed the data using seven categories: institution 
type (academic or public), language, question type, answer 
type, user status, subject classification, and response time. 
The observations and patterns documented by Olszewski 
and Rumbaugh provide a structural framework for study-
ing specialized reference services at academic libraries.28 
In contrast, studying the correlation of electronic resource 
expenditure and reference transactions, Dubnjakovic re-
ported that “spending more on electronic resources in aca-
demic libraries leads to an increase rather than a decrease 
in numbers of reference transactions.”29 This is an essential 
variable for conducting transactional analysis; however, in 
order to observe the complexities associated with specialized 
reference services, a holistic approach is needed to address 
the various challenges confronted by specialized reference 
service providers. 

Chan,30 Bennett and Siming,31 Ryan,32 Bishop and 
Bartlett,33 Sugimoto,34 and Barrett35 have conducted trans-
actional analyses in conjunction with specialized reference 
environments, subject expertise, staffing, and embedded 
librarians, which are directly relevant to this study. In ad-
dition, Magi and Mardeusz36 directly address two vital 
components of specialized reference: face-to-face in-depth 
research consultations and sources-based competencies. 
Furthermore, Magi and Mardeusz articulate the importance 
of the entire service structure, including referral systems 
and the multifaceted nature of reference work. As academic 
libraries move forward with service realignments and con-
solidations, the reliability of specialized services depends on 
the communicative model of the proposed realignment, and 
the ability to staff service points with competent profession-
als who possess the necessary subject expertise. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

In 1876, Samuel S. Green observed that “a librarian is fre-
quently asked to give information in regard to things and 
processes which he knows nothing about.”9 This insight-
ful observation remains poignant today. The predicament 
Green described continues to present information profes-
sionals and library administrators with both challenges 
and untapped potential for developing innovative reference 
services. 

The impact of reference services is documented in five 
relevant bibliographies: Reference Service: An Annotated Bib-
liographic Guide;10 Reference Service: An Annotated Bibliographic 
Guide Supplement 1976–1982;11 “Cooperative Reference Ser-
vices and the Referred Reference Question: An Annotated 
Bibliography, 1983–1994”;12 “Success, Failure, Innovation 
and Uncertainty in Changing Times: A Selective Bibliogra-
phy of Literature on Reference Services since the 1980s”;13 
and Performance Measures: A Bibliography.14 These bibliogra-
phies collectively chronicle published material on reference 
and reference services since 1876. Specifically, these sources 
list numerous case studies and impact analysis of reference 
services at academic, public, and special libraries. Thomas 
J. Galvin’s aforementioned historical narrative provides ad-
ditional sources for exploring the evolution of reference ser-
vices at public, academic, and special libraries. 

Since reference service environments are impacted by 
structural changes at the departmental and administrative 
level, scholarship that tracks restructuring and realign-
ment of service points is prevalent. In her study, University 
Library Effectiveness: A Case Study of the Perceived Outcomes 
of Structural Change,15 Jennifer Younger critically examines 
the relationship between professional activities such as ser-
vices, organizational structure, and effectiveness at academic 
libraries. Younger’s study focuses on the University Library 
at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). In 
addition, her analysis of the structural changes at UIUC, 
Columbia University, and Pennsylvania State University 
Library ought to be an integral component for examining 
new service models and their impact on public services and 
service providers at academic libraries. Recently, Holder and 
Lannon reported the closings and consolidations of academic 
libraries and their implications for service points.16 General 
and specialized reference environments are susceptible to 
systemic changes, including to the infrastructure that sup-
ports their overall management. 

Recent scholarship and discussions have focused on 
the changing role of reference work and the overall man-
agement of services at academic libraries. Schulte,17 Ban-
dyopadhyay and Boyd-Byrnes,18 Nall et al.,19 Ward and 
Phetteplace,20 and Peters21 have investigated service viabil-
ity at general and specialized locations and staffing and 
service consolidations at academic libraries. The Reference 
Research Forums organized by the American Library As-
sociation’s Reference and User Services Association have 
facilitated a platform for examining “reference effectiveness 
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RESULTS

The analysis of this dataset, which consisted of 69,630 
transactions for the stated period, revealed that 73.4% of 
the transactions were addressed by UGL and RIS (see table 
1), followed by SSHEL at 20.8%, IAS at 3.3%, BEL at 1.5%, 
LIS (Virtual) at 0.7%, and Classics at 0.3%. The results for 
UGL and RIS are understandable because they are primary 
components of the “Main/UGL Hub,” fielding and triaging 
questions as they come through various modes of commu-
nication. Moreover, the “Main/UGL Hub” receives strong 
support in terms of personnel from departmental libraries 
staffing reference shifts, thus enabling coverage and subject 
expertise at the Main/UGL Hub. 

Further analysis of the dataset for “Question Type” (see 
table 2) (from all 69,630 transactions recorded at the ser-
vices points in this study, 66,638 transactions had data for 
“Questions Type”) showed that 30.9% of the total number 
of transactions were directional inquiries, and 18.1% of the 
transactions were about library policies and services. Fur-
thermore, 22.8% of the transactions involved finding specific 
library materials, and only 6.3% of the total transactions 
were directly classified as providing research assistance, 
with 1,653 (2.5%) transactions entered as “ready reference;” 
4,328 transactions (6.2%) were entered as “other.” As with 
previous transactional studies, there is a strong showing for 
inquiries related to technical issues (e.g., printers, scanners, 
software), with 7,739 transactions (11.6%). 

The dataset for this study showed that 77.8% (51,580 
transactions) of the 66,281 transactions that reported “Time 
Spent” data took less than five minutes (see table 3). The du-
ration analysis also revealed a positive correlation between 
time spent and READ Scale (see table 4). We conclude that 
there is a strong positive correlation between the two vari-
ables (r = .675, p < .001), which indicates that the amount 
of time spent and READ Scale are correlated with statistical 
significance. We excluded transactions that took less than 
one minute as well as directional/hour questions and con-
ducted the other duration analysis (see table 5). This correla-
tion remains significant (r = .659, p < .001). Moreover, a cross 
tabulation (see table 6) between service points and READ 
scores revealed the following: RIS and UGL addressed the 

METHODOLOGY

With the main hubs supporting general ref-
erence at the University of Illinois Library, 
the new departmental structure developed 
a reputation among students and faculty 
for providing in-depth research services 
through email and in-person consultations. 
To assess these departmental service points, 
this study examined in-person, phone, and 
email transactions from five specialized ref-
erence service points for the period July 1, 
2013, to June 30, 2015 (two academic years). 
The dataset was derived from Desk Tracker37 
reference statistics as compiled by the following specialized 
reference service points: Social Sciences, Health, and Educa-
tion Library (SSHEL); Business Information Services (BIS); 
Classics; International and Area Studies (IAS); and Library 
and Information Science (LIS).38 In addition to these five spe-
cialized reference service points, transaction statistics from 
two general reference service points, Undergraduate Library 
(UGL) and Reference and Information Services (RIS), which 
manages the day-to-day operation of the Main/UGL refer-
ence hub, were also included as part of this dataset. 

Together these services support the research needs of 
students, staff, and faculty. According to the University of 
Illinois enrollment data, for the academic period 2016–17 
the iSchool (library science) supports 640 graduate students, 
while the College of Business has 4,627 students (2,896 un-
dergrad level and 1,513 graduate level). In addition to these 
colleges, reference hubs and the various service points are 
frequently used by students and faculty from arts and hu-
manities and life, social, and physical sciences, with a user 
population of over 10,000 individuals. Data analysis was 
conducted using the SPSS statistical software. 

Furthermore, this study conducted descriptive analysis 
and focused on four specific areas: duration of the transac-
tion (time spent), question Type, subject area, and READ 
Scale scores covered during this period. The READ Scale 
is “a six-point scale tool for recording vital supplemental 
qualitative statistics gathered when reference librarians as-
sist users with their inquiries or research related activities by 
placing an emphasis on recording the effort, skills, knowl-
edge, teaching moment, techniques and tools utilized by the 
librarian during a reference transaction.”39 A reference trans-
action recorded as READ Scale “1” by a librarian means it 
took the least amount of effort and knowledge to answer it. A 
READ Scale “6” transaction would require extensive subject 
knowledge and in some cases consultations with multiple 
librarians. Correlations between time spent and READ Scale 
scores were also analyzed. Although subject areas in Desk 
Tracker vary slightly among service points, and READ Scale 
scores are dependent on the perception of reference service 
providers, the inclusion of these assessment variables would 
nonetheless be beneficial to this analysis.40 A follow-up study 
will focus on additional specialized service points at UIUC. 

Table 1. Service Points

Frequency Percent

Business Information Services (BIS) 1,048 1.5

Classics 193 .3

International & Area Studies (IAS) 2,304 3.3

Library & Information Science (LIS) 520 .7

Research Information Services (RIS) 31,103 44.7

Social Science, Health and Education Library (SSHEL) 14,480 20.8

Undergrad Library (UGL) 19,982 28.7

Total 69,630 100.0
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READ Scale 1 and READ Scale 2. Meanwhile 
IAS answered the most questions at READ 
level 6 (91.6%) and level 5 (71%). These 
high percentage points are partly due to the 
Slavic Reference Service, a highly specialized 
interdisciplinary reference team within IAS, 
which fields queries from UIUC students 
and faculty, and supports research needs of 
academic communities outside of Illinois. 
In addition to showing a strong correlation 
between time spent and READ Scale, the 
transactions analysis showed (see table 7) 
that the most popular subjects recorded by 
Desk Tracker were business (18.8%), edu-
cation (11.3%), history (7.8%), and library 
science (7.3%). 

DISCUSSION

In their respective studies, Marjorie Murfin 
and Jean E. McLaughlin observed the lack 
of accepted standards and methodologies for 
comparative analysis, and as Murfin noted, 
“without accepted units of measurement,” 
comparative analysis of data from different 
libraries would be problematic. Although 
this study is a reflection of reference trans-
actions at a single research library, the ana-
lyzed data raise interesting questions in re-
gard to signage, accessibility, comprehension 
of library policies, instruction, and training 
for reference service providers for reporting 
statistics at other institutions. These ques-
tions include the following: (1) Are the hub 
model and referral system currently utilized 
at the University of Illinois and similar mod-
els at other institutions working cohesively 
with specialized reference services? (2) What 
structural reconfigurations and adaptive 
measures can service providers introduce to 
address the influx of directional, policies-

related, and general inquiries of under five 
minute duration? The answers to these ques-
tions are, once again, tied to the intricacies 
of managing services and to the willingness 
of service providers to explore strengths and 
weakness of their service infrastructure. 

By conducting transactional analysis 
on the dataset from five specialized service 
points with additional data from two gen-
eral service points, this study made several 
observations, which will be beneficial to ser-
vice coordinators and library administrators 

in similar reference environments. Based on the analysis, 
reference service managers should address the need for 

highest number of inquiries (45.3% and 28.0%, respective-
ly). However, the majority of the inquiries were assessed at 

Table 2. Question Type

Frequency Percent

Data Assistance 170 0.3%

Database/eJournal, SFX Access Problems 699 1.0%

Directional/Hours 20,570 30.9%

Finding Specific Library Materials 15,198 22.8%

Library Policies and Services 12,085 18.1%

Other 4,328 6.5%

Ready Reference 1,653 2.5%

Research Assistance 4,196 6.3%

Technical Issues (printers, scanners, software) 7,739 11.6%

Total 66,638 100.0%

Table 3. Time Spent

Frequency Percent

5-15 Minutes 11,054 16.7%

15-30 Minutes 2,103 3.2%

30 Minutes – 1 Hour 1,095 1.7%

1-3 Hours 313 0.5%

More Than 3 Hours 136 0.2%

Total 66,281 100.0%

Table 4. Correlations (All Transactions)

Time Spent READ Scale

Time Spent Pearson Correlation 1 .675**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 69,630 65,815

READ Scale Pearson Correlation .675** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 65,815 65,815

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 5. Correlations (Exclude 0 minutes and Directional/Hour Transactions)

Time Spent READ Scale

Time Spent Pearson Correlation 1 .659**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 44,561 42,995

READ Scale Pearson Correlation .659** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 42,995 42,995

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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research assistance, should service managers and library ad-
ministrators review their commitments to underperforming 
service points? Should they undergo another round of service 
realignments? Unfortunately, there are no quick answers to 
these important service-related questions; however, based 
on the analyzed data, some immediate steps can be taken 
to support the service structure at the University of Illinois 
and institutions with similar service models. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The symbiotic relationship between general and specialized 
reference services at academic libraries supports diverse 
groups of academic communities, departments, colleges, 

data-input training, consistency among service points on 
recording reference transactions using Desk Tracker (e.g., 
standardized forms and subjects), and accuracy in assign-
ing READ Scale scores for reference transactions. Moreover, 
managers and administrators should examine whether these 
assessment tools are ideal for dynamic reference environ-
ments with differing perceptions, service philosophies, and 
viewpoints on reference transactions. 

In addition to structural issues and based on the analyzed 
data, this study raises questions about staffing at service 
points. As indicated above, if the vast majority of inquiries 
(74%) took less than five minutes, then is it viable to sup-
port these service points with graduate assistants, academic 
professionals, civil service staff, and professional librar-
ians? Furthermore, if 6% of the total transactions required 

Table 6. READ Scale and Reference Service Points Crosstabulation

Reference Service Points

BEL Classics IAS LIS RIS SSHEL UGL Total

READ 1 Count 134 6 184 3 10,767 4,593 8,091 23,778

(Least 
effort 
needed)

% within READ Scale 0.6% 0.0% 0.8% 0.0% 45.3% 19.3% 34.0% 100.0%

% within branch 15.9% 3.2% 9.4% 0.6% 36.1% 32.7% 43.9% 36.1%

% of Total 0.2% 0.0% 0.3% 0.0% 16.4% 7.0% 12.3% 36.1%

READ 2 Count 81 90 199 91 11,333 7,143 9,088 28,025

% within READ Scale 0.3% 0.3% 0.7% 0.3% 40.4% 25.5% 32.4% 100.0%

% within branch 9.6% 48.6% 10.2% 17.6% 38.0% 50.9% 49.3% 42.6%

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.3% 0.1% 17.2% 10.9% 13.8% 42.6%

READ 3 Count 229 52 191 189 6,400 1,804 1,070 9,935

% within READ Scale 2.3% 0.5% 1.9% 1.9% 64.4% 18.2% 10.8% 100.0%

% within branch 27.1% 28.1% 9.8% 36.6% 21.4% 12.9% 5.8% 15.1%

% of Total 0.3% 0.1% 0.3% 0.3% 9.7% 2.7% 1.6% 15.1%

READ 4 Count 319 18 408 202 1,275 404 177 2,803

% within READ Scale 11.4% 0.6% 14.6% 7.2% 45.5% 14.4% 6.3% 100.0%

% within branch 37.8% 9.7% 20.8% 39.1% 4.3% 2.9% 1.0% 4.3%

% of Total 0.5% 0.0% 0.6% 0.3% 1.9% 0.6% 0.3% 4.3%

READ 5 Count 68 12 658 32 64 85 8 927

% within READ Scale 7.3% 1.3% 71.0% 3.5% 6.9% 9.2% 0.9% 100.0%

% within branch 8.1% 6.5% 33.6% 6.2% 0.2% 0.6% 0.0% 1.4%

% of Total 0.1% 0.0% 1.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 1.4%

READ 6 Count 13 7 318 0 6 1 2 347

(Most 
effort 
needed)

% within READ Scale 3.7% 2.0% 91.6% 0.0% 1.7% 0.3% 0.6% 100.0%

% within branch 1.5% 3.8% 16.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.5%

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.5%

Total Count 844 185 1,958 517 29,845 14,030 18,436 65,815

% within READ Scale 1.3% 0.3% 3.0% 0.8% 45.3% 21.3% 28.0% 100.0%

% within branch 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

% of Total 1.3% 0.3% 3.0% 0.8% 45.3% 21.3% 28.0% 100.0%
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and affiliated research centers. In order to nurture 
this relationship, service providers have developed 
innovative models to address the complexities asso-
ciated with reference services. Adapting to emerging 
trends and incorporating user needs and expecta-
tions have been the hallmark of reference services. 
The data analyzed by this study revealed the need 
for a multitiered service system and a functioning 
referral system, which efficiently manages the avail-
able human resources and expertise not only at the 
University of Illinois but also at other institutions. 
These immediate steps will strengthen these service 
points and reference environments. Moreover, the 
data analysis showed strong correlation between 
duration (time spent) and READ Scale scores. This 
is particularly true at the specialized reference ser-
vices level. 

As these specialized service environments con-
tinue to take on more complicated research inqui-
ries, which in turn demand expertise, training, and 
time, perhaps libraries will invest in specialized 
service points by redirecting experienced service 
providers to in-depth consultation services. Specifi-
cally, we believe libraries should consider investing 
in the development of specialized interdisciplinary 
reference teams to take on the influx of complex 
research inquiries. 

The model for this approach has already been in 
existence since 1976. The Slavic Reference Service at 
UIUC is an interdisciplinary reference team that pro-
vides year-round assistance to scholars in arts and 
humanities and life, social, and physical sciences 
with a set geographic focus: East Europe, Russia, and 
Central Asia. Currently, the reference hub model at 
UIUC relies heavily on subject specialists accessed 
by patrons through a referral system to resolve diffi-
cult research inquiries. In some cases a single subject 
specialist is responsible for providing expertise for 
geographically large and culturally diverse regions, 
with queries addressing multiple subject areas. We 
postulate that a trained team of interdisciplinary 
reference specialists working together on a daily ba-
sis would be better equipped and much more effec-
tive at engaging graduate students and faculty than 
reference hubs, when resolving advanced research 
inquiries. The reference hubs are effective in triag-
ing and addressing straightforward queries, but the 
interdisciplinary reference team approach appears to 
be better suited when responding to advanced and 
complex reference requests. 

The Reference Management Team41 and the Uni-
versity Library Administration at the University of 
Illinois are taking immediate steps to address some 
of the questions raised in this study. A multitiered 
service system and a consultation scheduling pilot 
program will be introduced this fall. The select 

Table 7. Subject Main Heading

Frequency Percent
Agriculture 38 0.8%

Anthropology 91 2.0%

Art/Architecture 83 1.8%

Astronomy 2 0.0%

Atmospheric Sciences 3 0.1%

Biology 53 1.1%

Business 874 18.8%

Chemistry 30 0.6%

Children's Literature 349 7.5%

Communication 74 1.6%

Computer Science 17 0.4%

Current Events/Popular Topics 14 0.3%

Dance 8 0.2%

Disabilities 9 0.2%

Economics 81 1.7%

Education 525 11.3%

Engineering 82 1.8%

English as a Second Language 11 0.2%

Environmental Studies 22 0.5%

Ethnic Studies 26 0.6%

Gender and Women's Studies 36 0.8%

Geography 38 0.8%

Geology 4 0.1%

Government Information 82 1.8%

Health/Medical 160 3.4%

History 360 7.8%

Kinesiology 25 0.5%

Labor and Employment Relations 21 0.5%

Law 51 1.1%

LGBT 5 0.1%

Library Science 337 7.3%

Linguistics 71 1.5%

Literature 139 3.0%

Mathematics 23 0.5%

Music 55 1.2%

Natural Resources 6 0.1%

Other 123 2.6%

Physics 13 0.3%

Political Science 78 1.7%

Psychology 168 3.6%

Recreation, Sport and Tourism 58 1.2%

Religion 73 1.6%

Social Work 64 1.4%

Sociology 115 2.5%

Special Collections/Archives 14 0.3%

Speech and Hearing Science 42 0.9%

Statistics 23 0.5%

Testing Materials (Health and Social Sciences) 16 0.3%

Theatre/Film/Television 53 1.1%

Total 4,645 100.0%
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group of specialized reference services will be participating 
in this pilot program. In addition, a robust referral system 
will be a component of this pilot program. If the pilot phase 
proves successful, the consultation scheduling service will 
be open to all service points. 

The specialized reference services have entered a period 
of significant changes that present librarians with chal-
lenges and opportunities for unlocking the full potential 
of reference services at an academic library. The challenges 
encountered by Samuel S. Green so long ago, of librarians 
being asked to give information on subjects and processes 
they know nothing about, continue to shape reference envi-
ronments. His poignant statement still stands as a reminder 
for every reference librarian to adapt and improve services. 
As new innovative teaching and learning methodologies are 
introduced into higher education, specialized reference ser-
vices at large research libraries have a historic opportunity 
to integrate themselves in the research process of students 
and faculty. As this study has demonstrated, assessment of 
these specialized outlets is the first critical step in designing 
the next generation of research services. 
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M any students who would 
benefit from a reference 
librarian’s help do not ask 
for assistance. This study 

experimentally tests whether having 
students read a brief passage can shift 
attitudes. Two hypotheses are experi-
mentally tested: (1) students who read 
about students’ positive interactions 
with librarians will express signifi-
cantly greater comfort to seek help 
from librarians; (2) students who read 
positive accounts of students’ efforts 
to become good researchers will ex-
press significantly greater willingness 
to work at becoming proficient re-
searchers. The two hypotheses were 
not supported. However, students who 
read about positive interactions with 
librarians expressed significantly less 
confidence in their ability to conduct 
library research. This unexpected find-
ing suggests that a brief intervention 
may be an effective way to begin a li-
brary instruction session. 

The reasons why students may not 
avail themselves of help from reference 
librarians are various and complex. 
Understanding those reasons can pro-
vide useful insights, but the challenge 
is what to do about underutilization 
of reference services. The purpose of 
this study is to experimentally test 
whether having students read a brief 

passage can shift attitudes regarding 
library research and comfort asking 
for help. We employ a standard, very 
well-established experimental method 
whereby all variables are kept as equal 
as possible, except for the content of 
a reading designed to have students 
think about how they feel regarding 
library research and asking for help. 
The results surprised us. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Librarians have long recognized that 
many people who could benefit from 
a librarian’s help do not ask. Inves-
tigations into why that happens and 
suggestions for ways to overcome the 
problem can be found in the litera-
tures of library science, college student 
services, and educational psychology. 
Concerns regarding how to overcome 
patrons’ unwillingness to seek help 
have been expressed in the library 
literature since 1876. Samuel Green’s 
seminal article in the inaugural vol-
ume of Library Journal emphasized the 
need for librarians to put patrons at 
ease, to have sympathy, patience, and 
a welcoming demeanor.1 Bunge’s 1984 
review of literature on interpersonal 
relations between librarians and pa-
trons drew on dozens of studies and 
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but many also exhibit inadequate motivation and willing-
ness to learn.15 Students, especially freshmen, tend to rely on 
skills learned in high school and can be reluctant to accept 
the challenge of learning more complex and nuanced ways 
to conduct research.16 Kwon has shown that although anxiety 
impacts many students, a positive disposition toward criti-
cal thinking helps students overcome the debilitating effects 
of anxiety.17 The literature thus suggests that although stu-
dents are likely to initially feel uncomfortable doing library 
research, willingness to apply oneself is key to overcoming 
that obstacle.

The degree of unease students may feel in a new envi-
ronment varies by individual. So does the willingness to 
recognize the need for help and to seek it out. Reluctance 
to seek academic help may be due to effort abandonment, 
overconfidence, stereotype threat, need for autonomy, or 
threat to self-esteem.18 Effort abandonment is simply giving 
up, perhaps even before investing serious effort. Overcon-
fident students might skip asking for help because they are 
not sufficiently aware of what they need to learn to succeed. 
Unfortunately, someone who is incompetent at something 
“not only [will] reach erroneous conclusions and make un-
fortunate choices, but their incompetence robs them of the 
ability to realize it.”19 

Other causes of help avoidance are not based on lack of 
knowledge. Members of stereotyped groups may choose to 
go it alone if they feel that asking for help threatens to rein-
force others’ judgments or that their own actions will match 
the stereotype.20 A desire to be autonomous leads some stu-
dents to conclude that figuring it out alone is a better way 
to learn. Also, asking for help is an admission of a lack of 
knowledge or skill, which can be perceived by many as a 
threat to self-esteem. Issues of self-esteem are particularly sa-
lient for students sensitive to their social status, as they may 
be more likely to perceive asking for help as a threat to their 
self-worth.21 Fear of revealing personal incompetence may 
be heightened if students think their struggles are unique.22 

Given the impact of individuals’ emotional responses 
to situations where seeking academic help is educationally 
appropriate, it is beneficial to investigate practical methods 
to stimulate more positive attitudes toward academic help-
seeking. Brief, easily administered interventions may shift at-
titudes. Social-psychological interventions can be effective if 
they target students’ subjective experiences, convey relevant 
psychological ideas, and tap into ongoing processes in the 
education environment.23 Simple interventions rely on effec-
tive persuasion and attitude change to convey ideas and alter 
mind-sets.24 Interventions designed to enhance students’ 
sense of social connectedness have been found to enhance 
achievement motivation, even through something as simple 
as discovering that one shares a birthday with a classmate.25 

Brief interventions have the potential to improve aca-
demic outcomes if they are administered in a context of 
opportunity for learning.26 For example, Walton and Co-
hen found that an experiment designed to mitigate African 
American students’ doubts of social belonging in college 

commentaries, many of which emphasized the importance 
of being sensitive to patrons’ psychological needs.2 Insights 
from the fields of communications and counseling influ-
enced the practice of reference librarianship in the 1970s, 
in particular the importance of librarian’s nonverbal com-
munication and question negotiation skills.3 

How to best communicate what libraries can do to help 
people remains an important issue today. Brophy has argued 
for the essential place of narrative and storytelling in librar-
ians’ management of and advocacy for library services.4 Li-
brary patrons may be more responsive to a narrative than to 
a list of facts, so employing stories can be an effective means 
of conveying information during interactions such as refer-
ence interviews and library instruction sessions.5

Communication and narrative are important, but quanti-
tative measurement has long played a key role in the assess-
ment of library effectiveness. A landmark study conducted 
in 1983 sought to identify what library resources and ac-
tivities lead to patrons receiving correct answers to their 
questions. Gers and Seward found that extent of resources 
had very little to do with librarians’ performance, rather 
that successful transactions were overwhelmingly due to 
the behaviors of individual librarians.6 They also found that 
correct answers were provided only 55 percent of the time, 
a finding corroborated by others.7 The so-called “55 percent 
rule” of correct responses has been challenged as being un-
fair because a successful transaction encompasses more than 
giving presupposed correct answers to prepared questions. 
Durrance asserted that patrons’ willingness to return is a 
better measure of success.8 These findings resonated with 
many reference librarians’ perceptions of their own profes-
sional experience. 

The Reference and User Services Association decided to 
establish an ad hoc committee to define best practices, first 
published in 1996 as “Guidelines for Behavioral Performance 
of Reference and Information Service Professionals.”9 These 
best practices emphasize the importance of being approach-
able, interested, an effective communicator, and persistent 
in ensuring the questioner’s needs have been met. Unfortu-
nately, librarians may not always adhere to the guidelines,10 
which negatively impacts students’ willingness to return. 
Negative experiences may also exacerbate the well-known 
problem that students often do not understand the role of 
reference librarians.11 

Students who have never had a transaction with a librar-
ian may avoid asking for help for other reasons. They may 
be experiencing feelings of anxiety about using the library.12 
College libraries are usually much larger than what students 
have experienced before, so the scale and complexity of sys-
tems and physical arrangements may leave them confused.13 
This happens in the context of students’ fresh experiences at 
a college or university, likely causing some degree of feeling 
lost or overwhelmed.14 Anyone who experiences a dramati-
cally new environment will experience some feelings of un-
certainty. In addition, Blundell and Lambert found that not 
only are some students anxious about doing library research, 
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Black or African American, 10 percent Hispanic/Latino, 8 
percent two or more races, 3 percent Asian, 5 percent non-
resident alien, and 6 percent race/ethnicity unknown. The au-
thors sent requests to the instructors of the seventeen sections 
of the course offered in Spring 2016 to allow us to administer 
the instrument in their class, and instructors in thirteen sec-
tions agreed to participate. The procedure was approved in 
advance by the college’s Institutional Research Board (IRB).

The lead author (Black) visited the classes in person and 
introduced himself as a librarian. He told students that their 
responses to statements about library research were volun-
tary but appreciated since their input provides librarians 
valuable information. Students were given printed forms 
with a brief reading on the front and six response items on 
the back (see appendix). Forms for each class were arranged 
in random order. The researchers used the list function at 
Random.org to randomize each set of eighteen forms. The 
reading administered to the randomly selected control group 
matched odd numbers, and the reading administered to the 
randomly selected treatment group matched even numbers. 
All students were asked to read the passage and then re-
spond to the items on the back. The instrument recorded no 
demographic or personal information. The instrument was 
designed to be completed within three minutes. 

Students randomly selected for the control group read 
facts about the library (see appendix). Students randomly 
selected for the treatment group read a narrative dialogue 
among college seniors describing their positive experiences 
using the library and learning to do research (see appen-
dix). The dialogue was invented by the authors based on 
accounts of students’ reactions to library research reported 
by Mellon,32 Kulthau,33 and Project Information Literacy.34 
The readings were designed to have similar readability. The 
reading for the control group was 352 words and had a 
readability of Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 6. The reading for 
the treatment group was shorter with 305 words but with 
a higher Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level (7.6). A more closely 
matched readability level would have been ideal, because 
the treatment and control groups should have as equal an 
experience as possible, save for the content of the reading. 
But the vocabulary necessary to describe library resources 
and services for the control condition elevated the reading 
level, and the authors’ efforts to raise the reading level for 
the narrative of positive experiences for the experimental 
condition caused the dialogue to seem unnatural. 

The response items were identical for both forms. The 
items were run through QUAID (Question Understanding 
Aid)35 and edited in response to QUAID’s suggestions regard-
ing the avoidance of unfamiliar technical terms, vague or 
imprecise relative terms, vague or ambiguous noun-phrases, 
complex syntax, and working memory overload. QUAID 
identified “librarian” and “researcher” as terms that may be 
unfamiliar to some respondents, but those were kept because 
of their essential use in this context.

When the students finished reading and responding 
to the items, Black explained that there were two different 

not only boosted the students’ confidence but also raised 
their grades.27 Social psychological interventions have the 
potential to reduce educational disparities because when 
employed wisely, even brief interventions can have lasting 
effects.28 Wilson, Damiani, and Shelton argue that the only 
way to find out the types of intervention that are most ef-
fective is to conduct experiments where the intervention 
group is compared with the control group in an experi-
mentally sound manner.29 Lazowski and Hulleman’s recent 
meta-analysis of seventy-four motivational interventions in 
education found that experimentally manipulating an inde-
pendent variable is generally effective, and they assert that 
intervention studies provide insight into causal relationships 
in ways that observational studies cannot.30 The authors ar-
gue that “we need more intervention research, design-based 
and experimental, that develops and tests operationalized 
theories in education contexts.”31 

Published studies have thus demonstrated the potential 
benefits of social-psychological interventions to influence 
students’ attitudes about learning. But none to date have 
specifically addressed the potential for an intervention to 
increase students’ level of comfort to seek academic help 
from a librarian when confronted with the need to conduct 
research. The intervention studies cited above required an 
hour or more of students’ time. Librarians rarely if ever have 
the luxury of spending that much time with students. This 
experiment explores whether a very short intervention de-
signed to be administered by a librarian during a class visit 
can influence students’ mindsets regarding library research. 
The researchers test whether a brief, easily administered in-
tervention can shift students’ attitudes.

HYPOTHESES

1. Students who read a narrative about students’ positive 
interactions with librarians will express significantly 
greater comfort to seek help from librarians compared 
to a control group of students who read facts about the 
library. 

2. Students who read a narrative about positive efforts 
to become good researchers will express significantly 
greater willingness to work at becoming proficient re-
searchers compared to a control group of students who 
read facts about the library. 

METHOD

The instrument was administered to students in sections 
of a required expository writing, oral communication, and 
research course at a liberal arts college in the Northeastern 
United States. The course is populated mostly by freshmen 
but some classes include a few transfer students. Each section 
is capped at 18 students. The college’s population is 4,500 
students. The freshman class is 57 percent white, 12 percent 
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was created by reverse-scoring item 1, “I feel confident today 
about my ability to do library research,” with higher scores 
indicating greater confidence. 

RESULTS

The students’ responses to the items are shown in table 1. 
The first hypothesis stated students who read a narrative of 
students’ positive interactions with librarians while conduct-
ing research will express significantly greater willingness 
to seek help from librarians compared to a control group of 
students who read facts about the library. To test this hy-
pothesis, researchers utilized an independent samples t-test 
to measure the significance of difference between groups’ 
means (M) and standard deviations (SD). Results revealed 
no significant differences between the positive interactions 
group M = 7.22 (SD = 1.17) and the factual group M = 7.06 
(SD = 1.23), t(185) = .942, p = .348. The hypothesis was not 
supported as both groups reported equal comfort. 

The second hypothesis stated students who read a nar-
rative of positive interactions with librarians while conduct-
ing research will express significantly greater willingness 
to work at becoming proficient researchers compared to a 
control group of students who read facts about the library. 
To test this hypothesis, researchers utilized an independent 
samples t-test. Results revealed no significant differences 
between the narrative group M = 8.50 (SD = 1.14) and the 
facts group M = 8.58 (SD = 1.34), t(186) = -.495, p = .622. 
The hypothesis was not supported as both groups reported 
equal willingness to work. Descriptive and inferential statis-
tics for the hypotheses and exploratory analysis described in 
the following paragraph are shown in table 2. (insert table 2)

Given the lack of significant group differences on the 
two primary outcome variables that tested the hypotheses, 

readings. He explained that having two readings was in-
tended to measure whether reading facts versus a narrative 
influences students’ attitudes regarding library research. 
Students were asked if they had any questions, and were 
invited to contact the researcher if they wanted additional 
information about the study.

The instrument took students about three minutes to 
complete, as intended. Students were very cooperative, and 
exceptionally few forms had missing data. One minor dif-
ficulty arose with students who arrived to class late. Those 
who arrived one or two minutes late were administered the 
instrument. This prolonged the total time taken to about 
five minutes in the classes where one or more students ar-
rived late. Students who arrived more than a few minutes 
late were told that participation was voluntary and were not 
administered the instrument. At the conclusion, when given 
the opportunity to do so, no students asked questions or 
provided comments.

The outcome variables in the current study were comfort 
asking a librarian for help and willingness to work hard to 
improve as a researcher. These variables were measured by 
summing relevant items. Using multiple items, rather than 
a single item, to represent a variable provides superior reli-
ability and validity of measurement. The outcome variable 
of “comfort” used in hypothesis 1 was created by summing 
item 3, “I feel comfortable asking the librarian for help” 
reverse-scored so that higher scores indicate more comfort, 
and item 4, “I should learn to use the library by figuring it 
out by myself.” Higher scores indicate greater comfort. The 
outcome variable of “willingness to work” used in hypothesis 
2 was created by summing item 2, “I can become better at 
library research if I work hard,” and item 6, “With practice I 
will become an excellent researcher,” both reverse-scored so 
that higher scores indicate more willingness. The outcome 
variable of “confidence” used in the exploratory analyses 

Table 1. Distribution of Responses for Students Who Read Factual Information about the Library Compared to Those Who Read 
about Positive Interactions with Librarians While Conducting Research (n=185).

SA A N D SD

I feel confident today about my ability to do library research. facts 27% 57% 8% 7% 1%

narrative 7% 34% 28% 24% 6%

I can become better at library research if I work hard. facts 44% 44% 10% 1% 1%

narrative 35% 53% 10% 1% 0%

I feel comfortable asking a librarian for help. facts 38% 46% 10% 6% 0%

narrative 26% 53% 14% 5% 1%

I should learn to use the library by figuring it out by myself. facts 9% 21% 42% 27% 1%

narrative 6% 9% 47% 30% 7%

I would not want my friends to know if I ask a librarian for help. facts 4% 0% 11% 34% 51%

narrative 0% 1% 20% 34% 44%

With practice I will become an excellent researcher. facts 41% 52% 4% 2% 1%

narrative 37% 52% 9% 1% 0%

Note: SA=Strongly Agree, A=Agree, N=neither agree nor disagree, D=disagree, SD=strongly disagree
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student support service personnel. It is reasonable to believe 
that concern for status among peers might cause students to 
not want to expose their need for help. The overwhelming 
disagreement with not wanting friends to know indicates peer 
status concerns to be a minor impediment to seeking help 
from librarians, at least with the population represented here. 

LIMITATIONS

Further investigation is needed to assess the generalizability 
of these results. This experiment was conducted with pri-
marily freshmen in their second semester at a private col-
lege of 4,500 students. The degree to which results would 
be similar with students from other institutions or with 
students in different stages of their academic careers is not 
known. The surprise effect of the intervention reducing cur-
rent confidence may be diminished or absent if administered 
to more experienced students.

While the instrument was well received by students and 
yielded useful data, it could be improved. Although the 
wording of the narrative dialogue describing students’ ex-
perience was gleaned from prior research, it’s possible that 
words such as “scared” and “stupid” triggered reactions that 
other words conveying similar meaning might not. It would 
be beneficial to test the effects of various wordings. Another 
improvement would be to add items to allow responses to be 
tested for internal reliability. For example, along with “I feel 
comfortable asking a librarian for help,” one could add “Ask-
ing a librarian for help can benefit me.” Researchers could 
then analyze the degree to which responses were similar for 
items intended to test the same construct. It would be useful 
to know whether students react to “comfort” differently from 
“benefit.” With only six items, researchers were limited in 
our ability to test the interaction of factors that affect student 
attitudes. But more items mean a longer time to administer 
the instrument, a tradeoff to always keep in mind.

FURTHER RESEARCH

This sample was fairly large, n = 185, but it represented the 
population of mostly freshmen at one college. The degree 
to which these results generalize to other college students 

researchers conducted an exploratory analysis to examine 
the intervention’s effect on students’ confidence in their abil-
ity to do library research. An independent samples t-test re-
vealed that students in the narrative condition M = 3.12 (SD 
= 1.05) reported significantly lower confidence than those 
in the facts condition M = 4.02 (SD = .85), t(186) = -6.41, p < 
.001. This finding indicated that students who read the nar-
rative about positive interactions with librarians while con-
ducting research reported significantly reduced confidence 
when compared to students who read facts about the library.

DISCUSSION

The answer to the overarching question “Can a brief, easily 
administered intervention shift students’ attitudes?” is “Yes, 
but not in the ways hypothesized.” The treatment group that 
read a narrative of positive experiences expressed neither 
more comfort in asking a librarian for help nor greater intent to 
work hard to become a proficient researcher. To our surprise 
the overwhelmingly most significant impact on the treatment 
group was the difference in responses to “I feel confident today 
about my ability to do library research.” The students who read 
the dialogue describing positive interactions with librarians 
while conducting research expressed significantly less confi-
dence. The reasons for this invite further investigation, but 
we surmise the effect is because the treatment reading raised 
students’ awareness of what they will need to learn to become 
proficient researchers. The narrative may have shifted their 
unawareness of what they did not know into a more accurate 
self-assessment of current proficiency.

This surprise result suggests the possibility that this 
intervention may be an effective way to introduce a library 
instruction session. If exposure to challenges and strategies 
used to overcome difficulties heightens awareness among 
students of what they will need to learn, a brief interven-
tion may prime them to be more receptive to a librarian’s 
instruction.

The researchers were somewhat surprised by how few 
students agreed with the statement “I would not want my 
friends to know if I ask a librarian for help.” The research on 
help-seeking behaviors cited in the literature review above 
posits the protection of self-esteem as a significant reason 
students may be reluctant to ask for help from librarians or 

Table 2. Descriptive and Inferential Statistics for Students Who Read a Narrative of Positive Interactions with Librarians While 
Conducting Research Compared to Those Who Read Facts about the Library. 

 Narrative Facts

Variable M SD M SD t p

Comfort Seeking Help 7.22 1.17 7.06 1.23 0.94 0.35

Willingness to Work 8.50 1.14 8.58 1.34 -.495 0.62

Confidence 3.12 1.05 4.02 0.85 -6.41 <0.001

Note: M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation
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can only be established by repeating this experiment with 
additional groups of subjects. The current study gathered 
no demographic data. Future studies could investigate dif-
ferences in effects of intervention by factors such as gender, 
race, ethnicity, or first generation to attend college.

The current experiment employed a brief reading admin-
istered on paper. A similar intervention could employ video 
or audio, either in the classroom or online. Other media and 
instructional settings could be found to have equal or greater 
efficacy in shifting students’ attitudes. Relative impacts of 
different wording could also be explored. Changes to word-
ing could be minor, or the text could be entirely reworked to 
address different attitudes. As Wilson, Damiani, and Shelton 
noted, the only way to discover the most effective interven-
tions is by experimenting with instruments and settings with 
various populations.36

CONCLUSION

The intervention had no significant impact on students’ 
level of comfort to seek help from librarians, nor did it sig-
nificantly impact students’ expressed willingness to work 
at becoming proficient researchers. The primary finding 
of this study is that an intervention designed to increase 
students’ comfort level to seek help and their willingness 
to work hard had the unintended consequence of reduc-
ing students’ current confidence in their ability to conduct 
library research. Replication is needed to generalize, but if 
this finding broadly reflects college freshmen it has impor-
tant implications for information literacy instruction. Kroll 
describes the intellectual growth of freshmen as including 
a process of moving from ignorant certainty to intelligent 
confusion.37 Apparently, the reading about interactions with 
librarians generated intelligent confusion. An intervention 
like ours can make students more aware of their personal 
needs to learn and thus lead them to be more attentively en-
gaged in library instruction. The implication for how librar-
ians present information literacy is that instruction should 
include an intervention designed to alert students to what 
they do not know and intentionally introduce an element 
of confusion. It could be a reading similar to the one used 
here, a recording of real students sharing their experiences, 
or an exercise that forces awareness of unknown processes. 
Librarians are encouraged to try various ways to generate 
awareness of what needs to be learned and to share their 
experiences with colleagues. This will enable librarians to 
develop reliably effective brief interventions that serve to 
improve students’ information literacy. 
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APPENDIX

Facts about the library administered to 
randomly selected control group
[Edited lightly to remove identifying information]

Instructions: First read this passage, then turn the page over 
and indicate your level of agreement to the statements. 

The Library has approximately 220,000 books, 300 
subscriptions to print journals, and 1500 DVDs. The li-
brary’s web page links to 60 online databases and the library 
catalog. These give students access to 100,000 e-books and 
73,000 online journals, magazines, and newspapers. 

The [discovery service] on the library home page allows 
students to search everything at once. Students can also 
search for information in one topic area. Each topic area has a 
“Research by Subject” guide. The guides are custom made by 
the librarians. Guides include a custom version of [discovery 
service], links to the most relevant databases, and selected 
trustworthy web resources. Some guides also include video 
tutorials. These have tips for how to search databases like 
PsycINFO and ERIC.

The library offers students help in several ways. The 
librarians provide reference service 92 hours per week. 
Students may ask questions at the reference desk any time 
the library is open. Students may schedule one-on-one as-
sistance with our librarians. Librarians can be contacted via 
a web form, email, phone or text. Librarians also visit classes 
to describe the best ways to use the library. 

The library has many seating options for work and study: 
soft chairs to curl up in, tables to spread out on, study car-
rels, and group and individual study rooms. The library 
has 30 PCs and 20 Macs. Students may check out one of 20 
laptops from the circulation desk.

If a student finds a book or article that is not part of the 
library’s print or online collections, the library has an inter-
library loan service. The library will obtain the item for you 
from another library. The library also has a scanning service. 

Students can request a PDF scan of an article from our print 
journal collection.

Narrative describing students’ positive 
interactions with librarians while 
conducting research administered to 
randomly selected treatment group
Instructions: First read this passage, then turn the page over 
and indicate your level of agreement to the statements. 

Seniors describe their experiences of learning to do re-
search in the college library—

“I was a little scared at first,” said Alyssa. “In high school I 
just used textbooks and what I could find searching Google, 
so when my professors told me to use library databases and 
peer-reviewed literature I wasn’t totally sure what they were 
asking me to find.”

“Yeah, that was me, too,” added Chris, “and I felt stupid 
asking. But when I asked a librarian for help, she was really 
nice about it. The librarians were easy to talk with, even 
when I needed something explained more than once. And 
the information I found was better than the stuff I was get-
ting with Google.”

“Me, I thought how hard can this be? I’ll figure it out 
myself,” said Eric. “But then I was using this one database 
and just kept going around in circles. I got really frustrated, 
and went to the reference desk to complain about how hard 
it was to use. The librarian listened and asked me what I was 
trying to do, then he showed me some tricks that worked to 
get what I wanted. If I’d asked in the first place I would’ve 
saved myself a lot of time.”

“Time was big for me, too,” said Alyssa. “I mostly learned 
by putting in the hours to get good at searching databases 
and doing all the hard work to write a good research paper. 
But the couple of times I asked for help from librarians, it 
saved me work. They’re like coaches. You can learn on your 

http://quaid.cohmetrix.com/
http://quaid.cohmetrix.com/
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practice, but now I feel like an expert. Still, I’ve learned to 
ask right away if I hit trouble, like if I’m writing a paper for 
an elective class outside my major.” 

own, but the tips they give for how to do stuff are really 
useful.”

“I agree,” said Chris. “Still, I was surprised by how much 
time I had to put in to get really good at research. It takes 
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Research outputs across the academic dis-
ciplines are almost exclusively published 
electronically. Organizing and managing 
these digital resources for purposes of re-
view, and with the technical savvy to do 
so, are now essential skills for graduate 
study and life in academia. Paradoxically, 
digital and web-based technologies provide 
greater ease and efficiency with which 
to gather mass amounts of information, 
while at the same time presenting new 
challenges for reading, analyzing, orga-
nizing, and storing resources. Students, 
scholars, and the librarians who support 
them must adopt and refine practices 
to convert from paper-full to paperless 
literature review. This article proposes a 
methodical, reproducible, three-stage pro-
cess that harnesses the power digital tools 
bring to the research cycle, regardless of 
the user’s preferred platform or operat-
ing system. Focusing just on the literature 
review phase, we develop a conceptual 
framework, illustrated with concrete tips 
and advice for storing and organizing, 
reading and annotating, and analyzing 
and writing. We demonstrate how a re-
searcher’s self-selected suite of tools may 
be used to complement and even overcome 
the limitations of comprehensive academic 
literature and composition platforms such 
as Docear and F1000Workspace, espe-
cially regarding qualitative data analysis 
software for analyzing and coding research 

literature. Using these techniques, librar-
ians can become teachers and research 
partners supporting the skill development 
of faculty and students.

A decade ago, Boote and Beile 
lamented the quality of dis-
sertation literature reviews 
in educational research, sug-

gesting that their criteria are part of the 
“hidden curriculum” and “tacit knowl-
edge passed on from mentors to can-
didates.”1 As educational researchers, 
research methodologists, and librarians, 
we understand Boote and Beile’s argu-
ments, as we have tried to engage our 
students and ourselves in strategies for 
a more “systematic literature review.”2 
Consistent with the growing interest 
in digital tools to support research,3 
library scholarship has investigated the 
role of digital tools in scholarly publica-
tion workflows,4 including “personal 
digital libraries,”5 “personal information 
management,”6 tools for discovery,7 and 
collaborative practices for information 
management.8 Digital tools are chang-
ing the nature of the research process, 
including the literature review, and have 
the potential to improve the quality of 
the outcomes by creating an entirely 
paperless process. 

“Paper-full” literature reviews, 
characterized by numerous print 
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Libraries, doctoral students in the humanities “questioned 
the continued utility of librarians, asking why a librarian’s 
assistance is still needed, given the convenience of online 
research tools and availability of faculty expertise.”19 In the 
past, libraries were responsible for storing information, and 
users were on their own to build knowledge from it. Now, 
however, as Favaro and Hoadley have noted, the Internet 
plays the information storage and retrieval role, requiring 
libraries and librarians to take on new roles, one of which is 
helping patrons effectively manage their personal informa-
tion collections.20 As Favaro and Hoadley asked, “How can 
we envision the role of libraries in a much broader process of 
knowledge building that extends beyond a trip to the library 
or constructing a bibliography?”21 These authors argued that 
tools for information discovery and access can no longer be 
segregated from those used in the subsequent steps of the 
research process and that librarians need a better under-
standing of digital workflows in order to support early-career 
scholars. These scholars need assistance selecting the best 
tools for various phases of the research process—from in-
formation retrieval to knowledge building—be they library-
provided or freely available. 

These digital workflows build primarily on PDF texts 
such as scholarly articles and book chapters. Research out-
puts, most commonly in the form of PDFs, are readily acces-
sible online via Open Access or a library’s collections. Cou-
pled with the advent of social media and mobile computing, 
this suggests new routes for researcher workflow, beginning 
with the literature review.22 For example, in a two-part cross-
disciplinary study of nearly two hundred Pennsylvania State 
University (Penn State) faculty, Antonijeviם and Cahoy found 
that participants preferred commercial search engines over 
academic databases for discovery.23 A vast number of the 
study’s respondents reported that they work predominantly 
with PDFs, which they organize, back up, and archive in 
numerous ways, including hard drives, thumb drives, cloud-
based solutions, and “old-fashioned” paper print outs and 
files. Old-fashioned data management practices persist for a 
number of reasons but are becoming increasingly cumber-
some as PDFs dominate as the preferred digital format for 
publishing texts.24

Scholars’ PDF annotation practices are increasingly 
idiosyncratic and hybridized, owing to the proliferation 
of digital tools that enable researchers to create searchable 
and shareable notes.25 For instance, Bjarnason described 
his process of “marking up PDFs and writing correspond-
ing notes in a single text file, used for all note keeping, and 
using keywords to allow topic searches and visualization.”26 
One tool that has an expanded role to play is the digital 
citation manager or citation management system (CMS). 
Childress noted: “It could be said that citation management 
is the foundation for scholars to begin collecting, manag-
ing, and archiving their research findings as well as their 
own scholarly output.”27 Antonijeviם and Cahoy reported 
that a large number of social science and humanities faculty 
do, in fact, manage citations with EndNote and Zotero. Yet, 

copies of publications, sheets of hand- and typewritten 
notes, and lists of bibliographies, can pose several problems 
for scholars. Many publications are distributed in digital 
formats and the scholar’s final product is submitted in 
digital form. Moving between the print and digital envi-
ronments, and managing and annotating journal articles, 
books, and other sources in a methodical way, can prove 
cumbersome. For born-digital materials, creating a paper 
version eliminates many advantages of the electronic ver-
sions. Transporting hard copies between office, home, and 
travel is difficult, and it is not easy to share these materials 
with collaborators. Librarians and the educators they serve 
see that many of today’s students are already paperless 
in how they interact with the published literature. While 
mid- to late-career scholars may find the idea of going 
paperless daunting, this may be less true of those early in 
their careers. Librarians have an opportunity to leverage 
the technical affordances of born-digital composition, data 
management, and publishing to support the creation and 
use of wholly digital literature review processes by scholars 
in all phases of their careers. 

Most of the scholarship in this area has described various 
aspects of the literature review process, such as organizing 
and downloading PDFs;9 describing various citation manage-
ment systems (CMSs) like Zotero,10 Mendeley,11 EndNote,12 
and RefWorks;13 reporting on surveys of CMS users;14 com-
paring CMS features,15 including those for collaboration 
and social networking;16 and reporting the accuracy of “cite 
as you write” features.17 What is still missing, though, is 
guidance on how to reenvision or hack the literature review 
using new tools to create an entirely paperless workflow—
including organizing relevant sources, annotating them, and 
synthesizing ideas across the sources to create an academic 
argument. Librarians can step into this void, imparting 
both guidance and instruction during the research process. 
Librarians can teach practical skills and offer advice regard-
ing technologies that leverage the potential within electronic 
collections, within analytical software applications, and 
within composition and publication tools to create effective 
literature reviews. 

In this paper we describe an innovative, purely digital, 
“paperless literature review” workflow18 that will lead to im-
proved outcomes for scholars who must store, organize, read, 
annotate, and analyze the work of others before writing their 
own. Librarians can apply these workflows into their own 
publishing and outreach practices, adding value to the re-
search process that goes beyond just connecting researchers 
with information resources. Using these techniques, librar-
ians can become teachers and research partners supporting 
the skill development of faculty and students.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In a user-needs study conducted in a collaboration be-
tween Cornell University Library and Columbia University 
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of qualitative data analysis software (QDAS) for documenting 
the process,49 a functionality that we argue can be applied 
to analysis of literature, regardless of discipline or research 
paradigm.

THE PAPERLESS LITERATURE REVIEW 
WORKFLOW

Scholars’ publishing suites such as Docear, which brands 
itself as an open source “literature suite that cuts the (pa-
per) clutter,” and the F1000Workspace, which supports 
collecting, writing, and collaborating among scientists, 
both demonstrate potential in creating a transformational 
“one-stop shop” to support the writing workflow. However, 
they do not necessarily provide the most robust tools for 
literature reviews. To illustrate these workflows and con-
cepts, we focus solely on the literature review, proposing 
paperless workflows which are not dependent on specific 
tools or platforms. We illustrate the process with the tools 
we use in our own work as well as describing innovative, 
open source alternatives, proposing models for librarians 
and researchers alike. 

We use the topic of crowdfunding (the practice of fund-
raising on the Internet for personal need or professional proj-
ects, on sites such as GoFundMe, Kickstarter, or Indiegogo) 
to contextualize our discussion of the literature review pro-
cess. Figure 1 provides an overview of a paperless workflow. 
Stage 1 begins with selecting a digital tool to store and orga-
nize sources—either a CMS or a cloud storage device. The 
choice may, in part, depend on whether the selected CMS 
provides: (1) robust PDF annotation tools and (2) a mobile 
app to be used during the reading phase. If so, sources can be 
both organized and annotated thoroughly within the CMS. If 
not, it may be better to opt for cloud storage and then move 
to a digital reader on a mobile device in Stage 2 to annotate 
the sources. Finally, in Stage 3, annotated sources can be 
uploaded to a QDAS program to synthesize and begin writ-
ing the literature review.

some participants questioned the robustness of CMS for 
indexing and filing, opting instead for cloud-based solu-
tions—even as they voiced privacy and security concerns 
about using nonuniversity servers.28 

As the Penn State study illustrated, integrating any new 
tool, such as CMS, into a paperless workflow is not without 
its challenges. These challenges are not limited to CMS and 
include: developing and maintaining requisite technology 
skills,29 staying organized and avoiding information over-
load,30 adapting to changing file formats,31 choosing from a 
multiplicity of storage options,32 overcoming the familiarity 
bias of manual bibliographies,33 and managing discipline-
specific concerns.34

A persistent challenge is integrating search and retrieval 
with organizing and archiving practices to avoid losing track 
of resources. Researchers report a sense of disintegration 
caused by the proliferation of digital tools for data manage-
ment.35 Antonijeviם and Cahoy suggested this finding “im-
plies that although institutional support and training pro-
grams are vital for the uptake of digital tools, such programs 
are not necessarily sufficient for effective integration of 
those tools into scholarly practice.”36 This lack of integration 
might be viewed as a two-pronged challenge of overcoming 
“supply-side influences,” or the lingering effect of practices 
cultivated in analog environments, and “demand-side char-
acteristics,” or the unique habits and dispositions imposed 
by the scholar’s home discipline.37 For example, participants 
in Antonijeviם and Cahoy’s study reported that “integration 
of digital tools into their search activities resulted in a com-
plete breakdown of their systems for organizing information, 
which were developed for print-based materials.”38 They go 
on to conclude that “while implementation of digital tools 
into one phase of the workflow might be rewarding, it might 
also become a challenge in other phases of the work.”39 The 
breakdown seems most acute when involving CMS, the ca-
pacities and functionalities of which are not fully trusted or 
understood by librarians40 nor the broader academic com-
munity.41 

Citing “ubiquitous disconnects” between tools, Favaro 
and Hoadley wrote, “imagine the loss of focus and the dis-
traction created whenever a student needs to move from a 
highlighted PDF to typing the metadata into EndNote or 
Zotero . . . to moving the document and inviting collabo-
rators into a space such as Google Docs or Dropbox.”42 As 
researchers continue to seek a transformational killer app, a 
“one-stop shop” for the literature review workflow, the po-
tential for information discovery through tagging, sharing, 
and networking groups available in Mendeley,43 Zotero,44 and 
CiteULike45 remains an area of active inquiry.46 

Librarians must also consider disciplinary differences 
when helping their patrons convert to a paperless workflow.47 
For example, at the University of Pennsylvania, humanities 
and social sciences faculty are chiefly concerned with ar-
chiving publications, whereas faculty in the hard sciences 
also want to archive their process.48 Disciplines that value 
qualitative methods of research are familiar with the utility 

Figure 1. A paperless workflow
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brief annotation about when and where the item was located, 
how the item will be used in the research project, and so on 
can be included, which helps ensure methodical tracking. 
The notes field can support more substantial annotations 
and memos, upwards of several pages in length. These an-
notations are searchable, and, while sharing utilities vary 
from system to system, they typically can be exported to the 
desktop or emailed to collaborators. 

CMS selection depends on the needs and preferences of 
the user. Factors to consider include availability, cost, online 
storage capacity, collaboration features, and PDF annotation 
support (important in Stage 2). Discipline-specific concerns 

Stage 1. Store and 
Organize Sources
With a paperless workflow, the 
lifecycle of a literature source be-
gins at harvesting and continues 
with storage. Born-digital publi-
cations readily synchronize with 
this process. Any paper-based 
sources or any digital formats 
that are not in optical character 
recognition (OCR) format may 
be reformatted and added to this 
workflow. Any born-print docu-
ments must be converted into 
machine-readable text, which 
can be accomplished by using an 
OCR scanning/conversion appli-
cation such as is available in Ado-
be Acrobat Pro or a PDF-to-OCR 
conversion such as that available 
in Google Drive. Another option 
is to take notes from a book in a 
word processing program, con-
vert into a PDF, and include it 
with the other files for the litera-
ture review. 

A CMS can provide a robust 
hub through which all paperless 
activity may flow. Examples of 
CMS include EndNote, Mendeley, 
RefWorks, Zotero, and Papers. A 
CMS serves as a personal data-
base of resources which can be 
organized, searched and shared. 
Figure 2 shows the Mendeley in-
terface, with organization tools 
in the left-hand pane, including 
search and filtering tools, orga-
nizational folders, and groups. 
Sources within the crowdfunding 
folder appear in the middle pane 
and can be sorted by author, title, 
year, journal name, etc. Details of 
the selected source appear in the 
right-hand pane, and the PDF can be read, and to varying 
degrees, annotated within the CMS as well.

All CMS tools import PDFs and citation metadata directly 
from publisher databases and even web browsers. Literature 
searches can be conducted from within the CMS and/or 
sources can be downloaded directly into the software. For 
example, figure 3 shows Zotero, which shares a split screen 
with the web browser. Within the notes editor interface, 
new sources can be recorded, tagged, and linked to related 
resources in the Zotero database.

Each CMS has a note-taking feature, similar to the one 
seen in figure 3. When a new source is added to the library, a 

Figure 2. The Mendeley desktop interface

Figure 3. The Zotero notes editor
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alphabetically for fast retrieval. Since storing sources in the 
cloud lacks CMS functionality for creating multiple copies 
of the same citation in multiple libraries for various proj-
ects, it will be necessary to organize sources into separate 
folders by project, topic or some other scheme. Finally, it is 
important to ensure that the system is backed up, prefer-
ably in the cloud.

Stage 2. Read and Annotate Sources 
Once sources have been organized and stored, the next step 
is to thoroughly read the literature, annotating as necessary, 
in preparation for synthesizing the sources and writing an 
academic argument. As Bjarnason has noted, the “physical 
filing cabinet for paper journal articles has been replaced by 
an online repository of marked up PDFs.”50 This repository 
can be either the CMS or a collection of sources in cloud stor-
age. The ideal scenario is that the selected CMS provides an 
app so that sources can be read and annotated on a mobile 
device, such as Mendeley’s iPad app illustrated in figure 5. 

Mendeley provides highlighting and note-taking features, 
but not underlining or some of the more robust features 
available in other PDF reading applications or devices (see 
figure 6). In this case, users should probably choose to an-
notate PDFs outside of the CMS and then import them. 

also will influence the user’s choice of CMS, so it is advisable 
to consult with collaborators and others in the field when 
making a selection. The Penn State University Libraries 
maintain a current and comprehensive online comparison 
chart of the major citation managers (http://guides.libraries.
psu.edu/CitationStyles/Tools). 

Cloud-based content management services (for example, 
Box, Dropbox, or Google Drive) can be used as an alterna-
tive to a CMS. Cloud storage services provide browser-based 
interfaces and downloadable desktop iOS- and Android-
compatible mobile apps that enable drag-and-drop move-
ment of files. This seamless integration can easily support 
a collaborative workflow and allows working with files on 
mobile devices. Built-in utilities allow easy sharing of files 
with collaborators as well as file integration with other 
desktop and mobile apps. Within the Dropbox iOS app, for 
example, the user can transfer a PDF to his or her preferred 
PDF reader or citation manager using the “Open In…” but-
ton (see figure 4).

Whether a CMS or a cloud storage system is selected, 
storing and organizing documents is an important first 
step in a paperless literature review workflow. Creating 
a system for naming files and folders is also important. 
We recommend naming files by author and publication 
date, for example, “Smith 2016,” so that files can be sorted 

Figure 4. The Dropbox iOS Interface Figure 5. Mendeley’s app-supported annotation feature

http://guides.libraries.psu.edu/CitationStyles/Tools
http://guides.libraries.psu.edu/CitationStyles/Tools
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process also allows any member of the team to pull down a 
source, create an annotated version, and easily return the file 
to the cloud for others on the team to read and view annota-
tions and notes. GoodReader works similarly with Google 
Drive and other cloud storage services.

When the annotation feature is selected, digital readers 
will automatically suggest creating a second copy of the file 
for annotation purposes. This way the original, clean copy 
of the source is retained and a second, annotated copy is 
stored in GoodReader. Annotations can include marginalia 
or collapsible “sticky notes,” which allow for more detailed 
responses and memos on the text. In addition, these read-
ers often support searching for keywords, highlighting (in 
a variety of colors), underlining, adding shapes and arrows, 
and selecting from a variety of other annotation tools as il-
lustrated in figure 6.

After reading is complete, all notes and annotations are 
saved and can be revisited at any time. Once the source is 
ready for further analysis in QDAS or by other research 
collaborators, the app provides the option to send the PDF 
with all annotations “flattened.” Flattening saves the an-
notations within the PDF, ensuring they are readable on 
other devices and in other applications, such as QDAS in-
troduced in Stage 3. The flattened source may be emailed, 
returned to the cloud storage program, or, at this point, 
put into a CMS. 

For scholars who are used to reading and annotating 
on paper and find it too cumbersome to do so on a desktop 
or laptop computer, we recommend using a tablet device 
(such as an iPad) in conjunction with a digital reader. The 
GoodReader App (iOS) is one such digital reader; others 
include iAnnotate (iOS), Mac Preview (Mac), or Adobe Ac-
robat PDF Reader (Windows, Mac, iOS, Android, Windows 
Phone). Tablets can make the transition to a paperless work-
flow less distressing because it is possible to curl up with 
the readings, use a finger or stylus to annotate much like one 
would with a highlighter or pen, and otherwise physically 
engage with the texts in similar ways as on paper. Mobile 
devices also allow the text to be enlarged for visibility and 
to focus on the most meaningful segments of the source for 
deeper engagement. By using a lightweight tablet reader or 
a mobile device synchronized either with the CMS or cloud 
storage, resources become much more portable and comfort-
able to review.

Digital readers can easily be synchronized with cloud 
storage; for example, GoodReader can be connected and 
synchronized with Dropbox. PDFs can be uploaded and 
downloaded between the two programs. Sources that need 
to be read are downloaded from Dropbox into GoodReader, 
organized into folders as needed, annotated, “flattened” (to 
retain the annotations), and then uploaded back into Drop-
box (see figure 7). In a collaborative project, this step of the 

Figure 6. Annotated PDF in GoodReader Figure 7. GoodReader synchronizing with Dropbox
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themselves have taken up this ap-
plication of their software, with 
QSR NVivo, for example, partner-
ing with Endnote and offering we-
binars on how to conduct literature 
reviews. MAXQDA version 11 al-
lows users to import RIS data from 
Endnote, Citavi and Zotero; and 
Pope (2016) recently published her 
strategies for conducting literature 
reviews in ATLAS.ti. QDAS pro-
grams are quite complex, but, for 
those conducting qualitative stud-
ies, the time invested in learning 
the software will pay off when it is 
time to use the software again for 
the data analysis. To select a QDAS 
program we recommend checking 
which ones are supported at your 
institution with site licenses and 
training, as well as which ones are 
being used by colleagues. There 
are also free webinars and video 
tutorials online for most of the 
programs.

In this workflow, QDAS pro-
vides a digital workspace to ag-
gregate, code, organize, and com-
pose all elements of the literature 
review. For example, QSR NVivo 
supports the importation of en-
tire citation manager libraries, in-
cluding both bibliographic meta-
data and the associated annotated 
PDFs. Alternately, it is possible 
for the researcher to upload entire 

folders of PDFs or simply to drag and drop all the anno-
tated sources from a computer or cloud-based folder into 
the QDAS program to begin analysis. Uploading all the an-
notated sources into a QDAS package not only allows quick 
clicking from one source to the next for easy retrieval and 
review, but also provides tools and features to further or-
ganize the sources by any criteria relevant to the literature 
review. In ATLAS.ti, for example, the “documents family” 
feature allows grouping of sources according to character-
istics such as the type of source it came from, or whether it 
has been reviewed. In figure 8, the sources are organized by 
source: journal articles, popular press articles, and theses 
and dissertations. Clicking on the journal articles family will 
immediately display only those sources for further review. 
Document families can also be used to organize sources by 
the major themes of literature review. 

Each source that has been uploaded into the software can 
be described in the comment field. In figure 8, for example, 
the full reference citation for the source has been entered 
for ease of retrieval. Unfortunately, at the moment, QDAS 

Stage 3. Upload, Analyze and Write 
Once sources have been stored, organized, read and an-
notated, it is time to analyze, synthesize themes, and cre-
ate arguments in preparation for writing. Qualitative data 
analysis software programs are highly useful in this stage. 
First developed in the 1980s, QDAS programs were initially 
designed by researchers to help organize and analyze the 
massive amounts of data typically generated in a qualitative 
study, such as interview recordings and transcripts, obser-
vational field notes, digital photographs, and journal entries. 
Performing a literature review is in many ways a type of 
qualitative data analysis—with the literature serving as the 
data that needs to be described, analyzed, and interpreted.51 
Just as QDAS programs such as QSR NVivo, ATLAS.ti and 
MAXQDA can make the analysis of research data more sys-
tematic and transparent, they can do the same for literature 
reviews.52 Here librarians can make real contributions to 
improve the quality of literature review workflows by en-
suring that scholars understand what QDAS programs are 
and the tools and techniques they offer. QDAS developers 

Figure 8. ATLAS.ti document families

Figure 9. Using codes in ATLAS.ti to tag literature review themes
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programs do not have a “cite as you write” feature, so refer-
ence lists cannot be generated in the same way they are in 
a CMS. This makes it necessary to use both a CMS and a 
QDAS program for an ideal paperless workflow. Alternately, 
Docear and F1000Workspace provide CMS features, some 
limited analysis of sources through memos, and reference 
list generation. 

One advantage of reading and annotating the sources 
prior to uploading them into a QDAS program is that after 
the initial reading, the major categories and themes of the 
literature review might be relatively clear to the researcher as 
the analysis phase begins. In other words, the beginnings of 
the argument might already be crystallizing. The highlights 
and annotations made while reading can guide the coding 

and retrieving of relevant sections of the 
sources. “Coding” is relatively easy to do 
in all the programs and simply means 
tagging a particular sentence, paragraph 
or entire section of a source with a label 
created by the researcher. This way, when 
it is time to write, all the other sections 
of the sources related to that topic can 
be retrieved at once. With source materi-
als coded in the software, it is possible 
to retrieve all the literature sections on 
the same topic, reread them, and begin 
writing. 

To illustrate, figure 9 shows yellow 
highlights that were made in GoodReader 
while reading the source on an iPad. Dur-
ing the initial reading and annotating 
it became clear that the various sources 
about crowdfunding often mentioned the 
variety of fields (journalism, filmmaking, 
science) that engage in the practice. This 
would no doubt be important to mention 
in the literature review. The sources also 
noted that successful crowdfunding efforts 
are often due to the strong existing social 
networks of those requesting the funds. 
Codes were then created in ATLAS.ti for 
both of these ideas (“fields using crowd-
funding” and “existing social networks—
building an audience”). These codes were 
attached to relevant sections of the source 
(called “quotations”) for easy retrieval 
when it was time to write. Such codes can 
be created before the sources are reviewed 
in QDAS or created along the way. QDAS 
keeps track of how often each code has 
been used so that it becomes clear which 
topics are being discussed most often in 
the literature. In figure 10, “criteria for 
success” (of crowdfunding efforts) was 
used across the sources sixteen times, and 
“existing social networks” thirteen times. 

Figure 10. Number of ATLAS.ti codes used in the crowdfunding 
literature

Figure 11. Retrieving coded quotations in ATLAS.ti

Figure 12. An output of all sections of the literature that include a definition of 
crowdfunding
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reflect the findings of the litera-
ture review and will be helpful 
in creating the argument. QDAS 
tools also provide features that 
will run reports displaying all the 
quotations for each code, as illus-
trated in figure 12 with the ten 
quotations coded “definitions of 
crowdfunding.” The quotations 
can then be reviewed or copied 
and pasted right into a word-
processing document as the lit-
erature review is being written. 

Once codes have been final-
ized it can be helpful to visually 
display them to organize them 
into an argument structure in 
preparation for writing. In fig-
ure 13, codes were dragged and 
dropped into a network view in 
ATLAS.ti and meaningful links 
were created. The researcher 
used network links to show that 
the literature review would begin 
by defining “crowdfunding” and 
that this definition would include 
a discussion of its history, how 
it works, and which fields are 
using it. Another section of the 
review would discuss the criteria 
that make crowdfunding efforts 
successful. A major factor in suc-
cessful crowdfunding efforts is 
having existing social networks 
that can build a strong audience 
for the crowdfunding request. 
By using the network view, the 
argument of the literature review 
is visible. 

Another useful feature for 
writing is the memo tool pro-

vided by each QDAS package. This tool is a text editor that 
can be used to compose and therefore capture insights and 
ideas and even write initial drafts of the argument while 
staying spatially close to the literature being reviewed. In 
figure 14, some initial thoughts about “criteria for success” 
of crowdfunding campaigns are captured in a memo while 
looking at a section of one of the sources. It is possible to 
write entire sections of the literature review by using the 
memo tool, before bringing it back into word processing 
software to ready it for publication. 

Finally, QDAS saves all this analysis in an archival and 
shareable file. At a later date, a researcher can update the 
literature review or extract portions to create new literature 
reviews or bibliographies. Biomedical researchers compiling 
systematic literature reviews and meta-analyses of literature 

“Fields using crowdfunding” was used eight times. This 
provides an initial idea of how much support there is in the 
literature for each topic to be covered in the review. 

Once the sources have been coded, scholars may retrieve 
all the coded sections of the literature on each topic and view 
them together. To review all the literature that was coded as 
“criteria for success,” the code is clicked and a window ap-
pears with all the quotations on that topic across the litera-
ture sources. In figure 11, the sixteen quotations for “criteria 
for success” have been retrieved and are visible in the new 
window. Clicking on each quotation will make it appear in 
the context of the full source so it can be reviewed for ad-
ditional insights. 

It is easy to uncode, change code names, merge codes, 
or reorganize codes while reviewing them to be sure they 

Figure 13. Network display of the argument structure in ATLAS.ti

Figure 14. Using memos to write up the findings in ATLAS.ti
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librarians can embrace and advocate QDAS and paperless 
review processes. Librarians can develop the skills, create 
the training, and foster collaborations required to become 
more fully embedded in the research process. 

Librarians can expand their own research instruction 
portfolio to use article discovery and citation management 
as springboards into innovative literature review practices. 
Instruction doesn’t have to end with “…and now you can 
import your sources into EndNote.” Instruction can move 
into the next phase, exploring how a researcher can manage 
digital bibliographies and apply digital tools, perhaps the 
same tools used in their data analysis, to create literature 
reviews. Librarians can also partner with academic depart-
ments or research technology support operations who are 
vested in teaching research methods. At The University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville, librarians partner with instructors in 
the campus’s Office of Information Technology to offer train-
ing sessions which bridge citation management tools with 
NVivo, a campus-supported QDAS application. For librar-
ians working at institutions that lack this level of institution-
wide research support, learning more about the technologies 
used in each step of the research process and then stepping 
in to fill the need for research methods support could be an 
opportunity for outreach to academic departments or indi-
vidual patrons that demonstrates the library’s worth and 
adds value to the institution. To better explore issues and 
options, it may be worthwhile to replicate Antonijević and 
Cahoy’s ethnographic study of the information management 
practices of scholars in the context of literature reviews to 
discover whether the workflow we propose here is similar 
to what scholars are currently doing.54 Also, the Kramer and 
Bosman survey of researchers’ tools and workflows provides 
valuable data and promotes innovation by illustrating tech-
nologies and workflows that support open source, open ac-
cess and open science.55 

Through the research and exploration of the literature re-
view process, we have proposed a methodical, reproducible, 
paperless literature review processes that harnesses the power 
of digital tools. We also see potential in expanding the chang-
ing role of librarians as both teachers and research partners, 
supporting faculty and students in their research and publish-
ing skills. Our hope is that through presenting this informa-
tion, we might influence information behaviors and updates 
to the scholarly workflow through the use of digital tools. 
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40+ New Revenue Sources for Libraries and Nonprofits. By 
Edmund A. Rossman III. Chicago: ALA, 2016. 248 p. Paper 
$65 (ISBN 978-0-8389-1438-0). 

Drawing on the many similarities between public broad-
casting and public libraries, 40+ New Revenue Sources for 
Libraries and Nonprofits is a compelling volume designed to 
help libraries stay afloat despite dwindling funding. Appro-
priate for library directors, development specialists, branch 
managers, and librarians tasked with securing funding, 
Rossman’s work advocates that libraries should not merely 
increase their revenue streams, but diversify their income, to 
remain sustainable well into the future.

The book is conveniently divided into two parts. Part 
one sets a foundation for readers’ revenue-generating en-
deavors by including background information about public 
broadcasting, including the efforts of PBS and NPR to remain 
solvent. Libraries that find themselves on the precipice of 
similar budgetary crises will find hope via practical anec-
dotes of success through diversification. Part one also offers 
a handy toolkit to help librarians overcome the obstacles of 
public relations law, ethics, and contracts. Newer marketing 
channels, such as crowdfunding and social media, are cov-
ered in depth. Part one’s final chapter details best practices 
for securing funding via grants. 

Part two, comprising two-thirds of the book, gives in-
depth insight into forty-two different methods of generating 
income for your library. A useful summary matrix provides 
quick reference. 

These mini-chapters are conveniently organized into 
categories such as books and materials (for example, com-
munity book sales and raffles), naming rights (for example, 
meeting rooms), and sponsorships (for example, tutoring 
programs and vending machines). Each mini-chapter is com-
prehensive and guides readers from the project’s inception to 
its completion. In essence, part two functions as a menu for 
public library personnel, enabling leaders in the organiza-
tion to choose the revenue sources that best fit their needs 
and their communities. 

With a strong emphasis on community partnerships and 
mutual benefit, 40+ New Revenue Sources for Libraries and 
Nonprofits is a compelling resource for those tasked with 
generating non-governmental income for their library. The 
easy-to-digest foundational chapters and quick-hitting mini-
chapters will be especially valuable to fundraising novices, but 
all public library officials can benefit from the book’s practi-
cal insights. Essential for the library on the brink of finan-
cial struggles, this volume is highly recommended.—Joshua  
Jordan, Librarian, Del City Library, Del City, Oklahoma

Creating Inclusive Library Environments: A Planning 
Guide for Serving Patrons with Disabilities. By Michelle 
Kowalsky and John Woodruff. Chicago: ALA, 2017. 232 p. 
Paper $62 (ISBN: 978-0-8389-1485-4). 

This concise but complete guide to accessibility will be 
beneficial to libraries of all types. Kowalsky and Woodruff 
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consult with others. The final step in preparation is to clarify 
the message in order to achieve a positive outcome. 

In chapter 5, the authors do an excellent job of outlin-
ing how to manage the conversation, explaining how to 
approach the conversation in six steps: state the facts, ask, 
listen, engage to understand, pay attention, and explore op-
tions. This approach is a reasonable and appropriate game 
plan that is valuable to new managers learning how to 
develop the managerial skill set as well as to experienced 
managers seeking to enhance their skills. The next segment 
illustrates why and how to document such conversations 
and how to remain supportive of the employee. The authors 
outline this step-by-step process in a clear and objective 
manner and elucidate the process using realistic examples 
and detailed, sound human resources advice. 

In addition, the authors have included chapters on hav-
ing difficult conversations with co-workers, conducting such 
conversations in relation to change management initiatives 
and reorganizations, and having difficult conversations with 
one’s boss. 

In ten succinct chapters, Soehner and Darling have 
produced a well-written, accessible, and valuable guide 
for library managers at all levels in all types of libraries. 
They show that the ability to conduct difficult conversa-
tions effectively and productively is a skill that contributes 
to managers’ integrity and compassion. This book will be 
useful to library human resources professionals seeking to 
advise and counsel managers, and it could also serve as a 
tool for training and developing library supervisors and 
managers.—Pat Hawthorne, Associate Dean for Research and 
Education, University Libraries, University of Nevada, Las Ve-
gas, Las Vegas, Nevada

The One-Shot Library Instruction Survival Guide, 2nd 
ed. By Heidi Buchanan and Beth A. McDonough. Chicago: 
ALA, 2017. 168 p. Paper $50 (ISBN: 978-0-8389-1486-1).

Many instruction librarians face the challenge of teach-
ing information literacy skills successfully and engagingly 
during one-shot library instruction sessions. In their new 
edition of The One-Shot Library Instruction Survival Guide, 
Heidi Buchanan and Beth A. McDonough offer guidance on 
incorporating ACRL’s Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education (adopted in 2016) into one-shot library 
instruction sessions. 

When ACRL released the Framework, many profession-
als debated how the six frames would work with one-shot 
instruction sessions. Buchanan and McDonough argue that 
the Framework’s focus on big ideas and flexibility will help 
librarians plan successful one-shot sessions. They encourage 
librarians to incorporate activities that require students to 
investigate and think critically about information. The book 
covers practical ideas on using the six frames, inspired solu-
tions for difficult assignments, vignettes from actual librar-
ians in the field, assessment techniques, and suggestions 
for how to make information literacy relevant to students. 

seek “to provide a roadmap for libraries so that they may be 
proactive in creating inclusive library environments” (vii). In 
laying out this roadmap, the authors cover everything from 
ADA legislation updates to universal design for both the 
library building and its online presence. The book focuses 
not merely on accessibility, but also on building relation-
ships by interacting in a positive manner with people with 
disabilities. An important part of this is the emphasis on 
including people with disabilities in accessibility planning. 
The authors also incorporate examples for disability aware-
ness programming in academic, public, school, and special 
libraries. 

Each chapter features “for your information” and “check-
list” boxes that offer a systematic approach to planning for 
and implementing an accessible library. Resources listed at 
the end of each chapter point the reader to further academic 
research or informational websites. Depending on the project 
or goal of their libraries, readers may find that individual 
chapters, rather than the entire book, are sufficient to meet 
their information needs. 

Some information is presented in more than one chapter. 
For example, the authors discuss website accessibility issues 
in chapter 8, “Accessible Resources and Technologies,” and 
again in chapter 9, “Developing a User-Centered Culture.” 
Although the authors seek to emphasize different aspects 
of web design in each of these chapters, some repetition is 
inevitable. This title has two major strengths: its emphasis 
on invisible disabilities in addition to visible ones, and its 
recognition of the needs of library employees with disabili-
ties, along with the needs of patrons. The suggestions pro-
vided throughout this book will help make libraries more 
ergonomic and person-friendly, benefiting everyone, not just 
those with disabilities.—Rebecca Weber, Education and Teach-
ing Librarian, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, Oklahoma 

Effective Difficult Conversations: A Step-by-Step Guide. 
By Catherine BSoehner and Ann Darling. Chicago: ALA, 
2017. 128 p. Paper $38 (ISBN 978-0-8389-1495-3).

“The difference between a minimally successful manager 
and a truly successful one is the capacity for having effec-
tive difficult conversations,” according to Catherine Soehner 
and Ann Darling (7). In Effective Difficult Conversations, these 
authors succinctly define difficult conversations, outline key 
preparation steps, detail how to manage the conversation, 
explain the need for documentation, and emphasize how to 
maintain the professional relationship.

In this well-organized guide, three preparation steps 
are outlined: 1) getting clear, 2) gathering resources, and 3) 
clarifying the message. Getting clear focuses on the four key 
questions that a manager should explore prior to having a 
difficult conversation: Do you need to have this conversation 
at all? Why do you need to have this conversation? Why do 
you need to have this conversation now? How do you sched-
ule this conversation? The next chapter emphasizes the need 
to seek out background information, gather resources, and 
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designing assignments and instruction in their own insti-
tutions. It will also help librarians and writing instructors 
understand each other’s viewpoints and priorities. A final 
interesting side note: nine of the book’s fourteen essays have 
Creative Commons licenses, making them freely available for 
reuse by readers. Sharing these chapters on campus could be 
the first step in a new interdisciplinary partnership.—Ann 
Agee, Librarian, School of Information, San Jose State University, 
San Jose, California

The Small and Rural Academic Library: Leveraging 
Resources and Overcoming Limitations. Edited by Kae-
trena Davis Kendrick and Deborah Tritt. Chicago: ACRL, 
2016. 264 p. Paper $56 (ISBN 978-0-8389-8900-5). 

Most forward-thinking and worthwhile academic li-
brary practices originate at large, well-staffed institutions. 
Unfortunately, translating such practices from a large-scale 
research library to a small institution or one-librarian opera-
tion can be difficult, if not utterly impossible. The Small and 
Rural Academic Library: Leveraging Resources and Overcoming 
Limitations bridges this gap by speaking to librarians who 
feel handicapped by their lack of resources. 

The book is divided into five sections: Library and Out-
reach Services, Human Resources and Professional Develop-
ment, Planning, Instruction, and Technology. Each section 
features multiple chapters with various authors, and several 
sections also include a librarian interview entitled “Big Ideas, 
Small Libraries,” which addresses the section topic via a Q-
and-A-style article. 

In many of the chapters, the “literature review” is almost 
comically predictable, with the admission that much of the 
research found on the topic came from large libraries, with 
more staff in the library than some rural colleges have on 
their entire campus. Discussion of implementation often re-
minds readers that, due to lack of staff and resources, time-
lines are stretched to accommodate incremental work, rather 
than instant, focused project management. For much of this 
discussion, small and rural librarians will be nodding their 
heads in agreement, but will also feel that the authors are 
“preaching to the choir.” This discussion is necessary, how-
ever, for those who may be new to the small or rural library, 
or may be interested in how practices are implemented on 
a smaller scale. 

Because these chapters are written by those at small insti-
tutions, much of the information is presented in case study 
format, with a few quantitative, data-driven pieces sprinkled 
throughout. Many rural institutions are not equipped to dig 
deep into institutional research, and patron use of the library 
may be low enough to preclude any statistically significant 
findings. Still, the case studies are useful. For instance, 
chapter 7, “Mission Possible: Strategic Planning for Small 
Academic Libraries,” is a detailed look at how a small library 
took on the herculean task of creating a multi-year strategic 
plan. This is the kind of activity that can seem insurmount-
able when staff members spend the majority of their time 

If you are an instruction librarian looking for a book with 
ready-made lesson plans or templates, then this book is not 
for you. As the authors note, “There are no cookie-cutter 
solutions. You will want to adapt the recommendations in 
this book to your real life and choose the strategies that work 
best for your own teaching” (6). The One-Shot Library Instruc-
tion Survival Guide will inspire instruction librarians to move 
beyond traditional bibliographic instruction, such as “click 
here, go there” demonstrations of library resources, to more 
engaging information literacy instruction sessions.—Magen 
Bednar, Undergraduate Services Librarian, Bizzell Memorial Li-
brary, University of Oklahoma, Norman, Oklahoma

Rewired: Research-Writing Partnerships within the Frame-
works. Edited by Randall McClure. Chicago: ACRL, 2016. 
308 p. Paper $68 (ISBN 978-083898904-3).

On many campuses, writing skills and research skills 
are supported in separate instructional silos. When it comes 
to college composition assignments, however, writing and 
research are interdependent, and this close relationship is 
evident in the many common elements shared by the Coun-
cil of Writing Program Administrators (WPA) Framework for 
Success in Postsecondary Writing and the ACRL Framework 
for Information Literacy for Higher Education. How the core 
concepts in these frameworks interconnect and how librar-
ians and writing instructors can work together to implement 
them in the classroom is the focus of Rewired.

Librarians and writing instructors frequently work sepa-
rately, despite their shared values. The first section of Rewired 
examines this dynamic and presents ways to transform the 
relationship and develop mutually beneficial partnerships. 
The four essays in this portion analyze and interpret the 
frameworks, looking for ways to break down the campus/
library division and give composition instructors and librar-
ians a common language to use when designing assignments 
and providing students with research support.

The majority of the book is devoted to case studies dem-
onstrating these partnerships in action. Contributors include 
both librarians and writing instructors, and the campuses 
represented range in size from small private colleges to large 
public universities. As a result, the case studies offer a variety 
of approaches and assignment types to serve as models, and 
the essays in this section frequently include assignment de-
tails, rubrics, and student learning objectives. In addition to 
these practical examples, this section also show how librar-
ians have approached and worked with faculty to implement 
redesigned assignments.

Three chapters on assessment close the book. Whether 
the term used is “frames” or “habits of mind,” the ACRL and 
WPA frameworks both focus on behaviors. This makes as-
sessment a challenge, and the essays in this section reflect 
that struggle. These chapters provide some potential best 
practices but no simple solutions.

Composition instructors, writing center directors, and 
academic librarians will find Rewired a source of ideas for 



volume 56, issue 4  |  Summer 2017 299

Professional Materials

would be a fantastic tool for convincing uncertain staff or 
board members. In addition, for those who feel overwhelmed 
at the lengthy process ahead, these stories are certain to rein-
vigorate. The final section, part 3, contains worksheets and 
other resources. These alone are likely worth the cost of the 
book, even for the seasoned grant writers among us. They of-
fer easy-to-follow guidelines to put everything into practice. 

Overall, this is an excellent resource for librarians and 
library staff at every level. The content will prepare readers 
for success, whether they are writing their first or their fif-
tieth grant application.—Katie Goldbach, Lead Librarian, The 
Village Library, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

Young Adult Literature: From Romance to Realism, 3rd 
ed. By Michael Cart. Chicago: ALA, 2017. 328 p. Paper $68 
(ISBN 978-0-8389-1462-5).

This is a timely, updated treatment of the subject of 
young adult (YA) literature. Cart has a wealth of experience 
and knowledge in YA literature, having founded and chaired 
the Printz Committee and authored or edited twenty-three 
books. He deftly organizes that knowledge into a highly ac-
cessible volume for librarians.

Cart has broken the information into two main parts: 
“That Was Then,” a historical look at how YA literature has 
become its own genre; and “This Is Now,” a look at today’s 
YA literature landscape. Cart takes the time to analyze the 
information and lay it out for readers. This material will 
not be useful to someone who merely wants quick lists of 
the best teen books to purchase. Instead, Cart takes a more 
in-depth look at topics such as how YA literature works in 
retail, focusing attention on the effects of “chick lit,” Harry 
Potter, Twilight, and the dystopian genre (such as the Hun-
ger Games series). He also discusses the current age range 
confusion in YA literature: Should we use “young adult” 
as a catch-all category, or divide the genre into subgroups 
such as “middle school,” “teen,” and “new adult” literature? 
One chapter concentrates on diversity in YA literature and 
identifies the steps that authors and publishers are taking 
to increase it. The book also addresses the timely topic of 
LGBTQ characters in young adult literature, including inter-
sex characters. In addition, Cart discusses other genres and 
other formats, such as graphic novels and manga.

This book features a clear and useful preface and a 
twenty-page reference section that includes all the books 
and articles he references throughout the text. Young Adult 
Literature: From Romance to Realism is a solid resource that 
will be helpful to librarians, students, and teachers.—Leanne 
Cheek, MLIS, Selector/Teen Coordinator, Pioneer Library System, 
Norman, Oklahoma

keeping the library’s doors open and providing basic servic-
es. After reading how one library tackled strategic planning, 
other libraries may find it more manageable to do the same.

Overall, the book is extremely insightful. There are cer-
tainly moments of commiseration that do not offer clear solu-
tions for being innovative with limited staff and money, but 
those moments were usually capped with the workaround 
that a single institution found beneficial. Although not useful 
for every situation, these stories at least provide some hope. 
Many of the chapters would prove useful to a librarian who 
may have a difficult time convincing colleagues of the value 
of incorporating a new practice at a small institution. Some 
of the general advice felt pat or trite, but the real-world ap-
proaches to problems such as assessment, information lit-
eracy instruction, and managing library systems technology 
in small libraries was quite valuable, and made the book well 
worth the read.—Jennifer Tatum, MLIS

Winning Grants, 2nd ed. By Stephanie K. Gerding and 
Pamela H. MacKellar. Chicago: ALA Neal-Schuman, 2016. 
248 p. Paper $108 (ISBN 978-0-8389-1473-1). 

The words “grant writing” are enough to strike fear into 
the heart of even the most seasoned librarian. The paper-
work, the complex requirements, and even the bureaucracy 
of government funds are enough to dissuade many profes-
sionals from even considering applying for a grant. That’s 
where Winning Grants, authored by Stephanie K. Gerding 
and Pamela H. MacKellar, steps in to assuage readers’ fears.

From page one, it is clear that this is nothing like the 
typical how-to book that leaves the reader with more ques-
tions than answers. Gerding and MacKellar’s expertise really 
shines in this manual. Each chapter is full of information, 
suggestions, and resources, and quickly builds even the 
greenest librarian’s confidence in their ability to find needed 
funding. 

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 is a chapter-
by-chapter walk-through of the steps needed to get a grant. 
This section will ensure that the reader is fully prepared to 
complete the grant application process confidently. Although 
there is certainly a good flow of information from chapter to 
chapter (and most readers would likely benefit from reading 
it cover to cover), one could easily pick and choose chapters 
to get the information that is most relevant to one’s needs. 
Of particular note in part 1 are the additional resources 
provided (including many links to resources outside of the 
manual) and the copious amounts of blank space on each 
page, perfect for taking notes. 

Part 2 includes several examples of grant funding success 
stories with photos and contact information. These examples 
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9/11 and the War on Terror: A Documentary and Reference 
Guide. By Paul J. Springer. Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 
2016. 339 p. Acid free $86.40 (ISBN 978-1-4408-4333-4). 
E-book available (978-1-4408-4334-1), call for pricing.

In the nearly sixteen years since the terrible events of 
September 11, 2001, nearly 13,000 non-fiction books have 
been written about that day. Topics range from first-person 
accounts to memorials to collections of documents. A new 
addition to the crowded field is 9/11 and the War on Ter-
ror: A Documentary and Reference Guide. The author, Paul J. 
Springer, is a Senior Fellow at the Foreign Policy Research 
Institute and Professor of Comparative Military History at 
the Air Command and Staff College in Alabama. His work 
presents excerpts of declassified documents, chosen to illus-
trate the effects on and between terrorism and counterterror-
ism. The selected material is freely available elsewhere, but in 
this collection the author provides a useful chronology and 
a short analysis of both the impetus to create the document 
and its effects. The documents are divided into four sections: 
“Documents Prior to September 11, 2001,” “Documents from 
9/11 and the Immediate Aftermath,” “Documents from the 
Presidency of George W. Bush,” and “Documents from the 
Presidency of Barack Obama.” In addition to standard in-
dexing, there is a further grouping of documents by similar 
subjects, such as Al Qaeda Communications and Congres-
sional Testimony. Each entry is documented with the full 
title, date and place of creation, its significance, and complete 
source information.

Scattered throughout the entries are sidebars entitled 
“Did You Know?” which provide snippets of information 
on topics such as “World Trade Center Complex,” “Sunni,” 
“Anthrax Attacks of 2001” and so on. 

It is both fascinating and chilling to read “Mohamed 
Atta’s Letter to Fellow Attackers,” which provides detailed 
instructions on how they should prepare on the Last Night, 
directing them to prepare spiritually and practically, includ-
ing how to bathe and dress. There is a sobering effect when 
reading “The President’s Daily Brief from Central Intelligence 
Agency” dated August 6, 2001, which warns that Bin Laden 
is intent on attacking, but fails to provide anything more spe-
cific than “a vague threat of an airliner hijacking to negotiate 
a hostage exchange” (78).

There are other works which focus on documents relating 
to this event. Many, however, do not include the actual text 
of the documents and are now rather dated, as they exclude 
more recent events such as the emergence of ISIL. One of 
these earlier works is Paul Thompson’s The Terror Timeline: 
Year by Year, Day by Day, Minute by Minute: A Comprehen-
sive Chronicle of the Road to 9/11—And America’s Response 
(Regan/Harper Collins, 2004). The complete citation for 
each document is provided, but not the text, although there 
is an explanation as to the significance of the item. Other 
sources that Springer’s work complements include America 
Confronts Terrorism: Understanding the Danger and How to 
Think about It by John Prados (Dee 2002), the CD-ROM set 
September 11, 2001: Comprehensive Reference Resource (United 

mailto:aslack3%40ashland.edu?subject=


volume 56, issue 4  |  Summer 2017 301

Reference Books

and students at the secondary and postsecondary ranks 
through advanced scholars and dyed-in-the-wool Beatle-
maniacs” (xv). The Beatles Encyclopedia: Everything Fab Four 
is indeed suitable for such a diverse audience. It is there-
fore recommended for public, high school, and academic 
libraries. If your budget allows, you may want to consider 
purchasing the expanded two-volume edition, which also 
provides entries on the band members’ post-breakup solo 
efforts.—Edward Whatley, Instruction and Research Services Li-
brarian, Georgia College and State University, Milledgeville, Georgia

Chronic Diseases: An Encyclopedia of Causes, Effects, and 
Treatments. Edited by Jean Kaplan Teichroew. Santa Bar-
bara, CA: Greenwood, 2016. 2 vols. Acid free $189 (ISBN 
978-1-4408-0103-7). E-book available (978-1-4408-0104-
4), call for pricing.

This two-volume set organizes an array of chronic diseas-
es and disorders into 323 concise entries, clearly described 
in lay language. Topics related to prevention, therapies, and 
societal factors such as poverty and health disparities are 
also included. Entries are mostly two to three pages long 
and are divided into categories such as “Overview,” “Symp-
toms,” “Causes and Risk Factors,” “Diagnosis,” “Prevention,” 
“Prognosis and Outcomes,” and “Future.” Entries are signed 
and contributor credentials are provided. Many authors are 
educators or writers experienced in communicating health 
information to the general public; some are medical profes-
sionals. “Further reading” lists at the end of each entry refer-
ence books and articles, many of which are freely available 
online. There is also a “Recommended Resources” section 
listing numerous books and websites for researchers seeking 
reputable sources that are relatively free of medical terminol-
ogy and scholarly language.

One notable shortcoming of Chronic Diseases: An Encyclo-
pedia is its complete lack of photographs, drawings, or other 
illustrations. While statistical data in print resources is of 
limited use since it quickly becomes outdated, some entries 
in this encyclopedia would have benefitted greatly from a few 
illustrative charts. For example, the articles entitled “Men’s 
Health” and “Women’s Health” would be far more useful if 
they included comparative data tables showing readers the 
impact of certain chronic diseases across these populations. 
Such enhanced content would help set this work apart from 
free online resources like the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention website (cdc.gov) and the US National Library of 
Medicine’s MedlinePlus database (medlineplus.gov), which 
are also designed with non-professional users in mind.

While there are more comprehensive medical encyclo-
pedias, such as Magill’s Medical Guide (Grey House, 2014) 
and The Gale Encyclopedia of Nursing and Allied Health (2013), 
there is no other print resource for non-professionals focus-
ing exclusively on chronic illness and related issues. Chronic 
Diseases is intuitively organized and clearly written, so users 
looking for a straightforward source to help them untangle 
this complex phenomenon will likely appreciate its brevity. 

States National Guard Bureau 2002), and September 11, 2001 
by the Poyner Institute (Andrews McMeel 2001), which is a 
collection of front pages of local newspapers, foreign and do-
mestic, from 9/11/2001. The Digital National Security Archive 
from ProQuest is a subscription database and does include 
essays and other enhancements, in addition to the full text 
of 93,000 declassified documents. 

The full-text excerpts and essays combine to make 9/11 
and the War on Terror: A Documentary and Reference Guide 
useful to researchers at many levels, from middle school 
students and college students to the general public. Rec-
ommended for school, undergraduate, and public librar-
ies.—Carla Wilson Buss, Curriculum Materials and Education 
Librarian, University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia

The Beatles Encyclopedia: Everything Fab Four. By Ken-
neth Womack. Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 2016. 621 
p. Acid free $30 (ISBN 978-1-4408-4426-3). E-book avail-
able (978-1-4408-4427-0), call for pricing.

The Beatles were indisputably towering figures in twen-
tieth-century popular culture. Consequently, much has been 
written about the lives, work, and influence of the Fab Four. 
The title under discussion here is a unique entry into that 
body of literature. The Beatles Encyclopedia: Everything Fab 
Four is a condensed (and more affordable) version of a two-
volume hardcover encyclopedia with the same title. While 
the larger edition aims to be a comprehensive resource, the 
condensed version aims instead to hit the highlights.

While numerous other titles may offer much of the same 
information, The Beatles Encyclopedia: Everything Fab Four is 
unique primarily due to its reference book format. The title 
provides the reader with a wealth of in-depth Beatles history 
one would expect from a narrative account, but conveniently 
arranges that information in easy-to-access alphabetical en-
tries. The entries dealing with specific compositions (which 
comprise the bulk of the volume) identify the author(s) of 
the song, provide details about the origins of the song, the 
recording sessions, the performers and their instruments, 
and the album(s) on which the song appeared. Entries de-
voted to albums provide similar information as well as cover 
art and chart performance. Additionally, readers will find 
biographical information on not only the individual Beatles, 
but also spouses, relatives, collaborators, and producers. No-
table events in Beatles history, such as the Ed Sullivan Show 
performance and the Shea Stadium and Rooftop concerts, 
are also included. Other helpful features are a chronology 
and discography.

The entries are written in an accessible style and provide 
details ranging from the technical aspects of recording cer-
tain songs to excerpts from interviews in which individual 
Beatles provide their own accounts of the song writing and 
recording process. The result is a collection of vivid accounts 
of the band members and their creative processes.

In his preface, author Kenneth Womack states that the 
title is aimed at “readers of all levels, from the general public 
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1 in 100 chance of being pardoned by President Bill Clinton, 
but Lopez Rivera declined a conditional offer of clemency in 
1999 (315). 

Crime and Punishment in America is not a duplication of 
Levinson’s Encyclopedia of Crime and Punishment (Sage, 2007) 
or similar larger criminal justice reference works, given its 
American criminal justice context. The coverage of con-
temporary issues including asset forfeiture, cyberbullying, 
and police body cameras, as well as legal battles like the 
George Zimmerman trial, Kids for Cash, and United States 
v. Jones make the encyclopedia a timely stand-alone work, 
or a supplement to larger, more globally focused criminal 
justice encyclopedias. 

The work avoids professional jargon and provides defini-
tions and important context for key figures, laws, policies, 
and landmark cases. Due to its comprehensive coverage 
of current, complex crime and punishment topics, this 
set would be beneficial to both lower- and upper-division 
students seeking basic yet authoritative information in con-
text as a starting point for further research. Recommended 
for college libraries that support criminal justice pro-
grams.—Emily Lauren Mross, Business and Public Administra-
tion Librarian, Penn State Harrisburg, Middletown, Pennsylvania

Encyclopedia of African Colonial Conflicts. Edited by 
Timothy J. Stapleton. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2017. 
2 vols. Acid free $189 (ISBN 978-1-5988-4836-6). E-book 
available (978-1-5988-4837-3), call for pricing.

Africa has experienced more than its fair share of warfare 
and general strife during the past half century. Many of these 
struggles have their roots in colonialism, which inspired 
the ethnic division, military tactics, and brutality that char-
acterized subsequent conflicts, even those occurring long 
after the colonial regimes caved to African independence 
movements. This encyclopedia covers the major colonial-era 
wars between Africans and Europeans and/or their allies and 
proxies, as well as the occasional fight among Europeans. 
While there are many works concerning colonialism, con-
flict, and specific wars in Africa, this work is unique in being 
a reference work dedicated solely to the colonial conflicts.

The set encompass conflicts in North, South, East, West, 
and Central Africa during the sixteenth to twentieth centu-
ries, although for obvious historical reasons based on the 
Scramble for Africa, the mid- to late nineteenth century en-
compasses the bulk of the book. Southern Africa appears to 
have the widest coverage in number of conflicts and across 
the longest stretches of time. The great nineteenth-century 
colonial powers, England and France, as well as lesser play-
ers such as Germany, Belgium, Italy, and more are covered, 
as are early wars conducted by the Dutch and Portuguese.

There are over 360 entries comprising the conflicts, 
major figures, events, combatants, and other relevant topics 
related to the subject. Other features include a good index, 
including a list of conflicts by colonial power and African 
country or territory, which complements the list of entries 

Therefore, this set is recommended for general collections in 
public, community college, and college libraries.—Kathryn 
Fisher, Head of Patron Services and Instruction, Ursuline College, 
Pepper Pike, Ohio

Crime and Punishment in America: An Encyclopedia of 
Trends and Controversies in the Justice System. Edited 
by Laura L. Finley. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2016. 
2 vols. Acid free $189 (ISBN 978-1-6106-9927-3) E-book 
available (978-1-6106-9928-0), call for pricing.

The American criminal justice system affects people in 
all walks of life, from street crime to domestic violence to 
white collar crime. This two-volume set explores not only 
landmark cases and laws, but also covers prominent figures, 
policies, and scandals. Further, the set includes entries that 
explain broader issues such as “Biological Explanations for 
Crime” and “Sociological Explanations of Crime.”

An informative preface and comprehensive introduction 
provide a good foundation for the criminal justice novice. 
The introduction gives an overview of how crime data is col-
lected and analyzed, how the public learns about crime, and 
the complicated ways in which society tries to understand 
victims, offenders, and crimes themselves. Underpinning 
these overviews are the complicated sociological issues that 
have shaped criminal justice over decades. 

Editor Laura L. Finley, who also authored many of the 
entries in the volumes, has edited other timely encyclopedias 
on related criminal justice issues covered in this work, in-
cluding school violence, juvenile crime, and domestic abuse. 
Her expertise is well applied here. 

The 185 entries vary in length; the shortest entries run at 
least one page or more, and longer entries run several pages, 
incorporating a great deal of context. For example, “Dis-
abilities and Crime” occupies approximately seven pages, 
and covers classifications, victims, criminality, police and 
courts, jails and prisons, the death penalty, and reform ef-
forts as they apply to the topic. The entries are organized 
alphabetically and feature cross-references to related entries 
and recommendations for further reading. Black and white 
photographs appear in a fair number of entries, including 
both newsworthy and scene-setting images. In addition to a 
comprehensive index, the second volume includes an appen-
dix of recommended resources sorted by type, including an 
annotated list of documentaries, books released after 2005, 
journals of interest, and criminal justice-oriented national 
organizations. 

Though the encyclopedia is commendable for its com-
mitment to timeliness, recent developments have already 
rendered a few entries out of date. For example, at the close 
of his administration, President Barack Obama pardoned 
Chelsea Manning and Oscar Lopez Rivera, who each have 
entries. This is not a major fault of the work; however, the 
entry for “Lopez Rivera” specifically cites activists on his 
behalf putting the odds he would pardoned by President 
Obama at 1 in 5,000. The activists also noted that he had a 
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as a hormone. Though it is produced by the adrenal glands, 
the definition and discussion relates to norepinephrine be-
ing prescribed to treat low blood pressure. Its relationship 
to perception is only suggested by a list of side effects such 
as swelling of the face, lips, and tongue.

There are no illustrations of the parts of the eye or ear, 
though some of the structures do have entries. A “Saccule” 
(345) is one of the otoliths (ear stones) in the ear, which are 
required for balance. The other ololith is the utricle, which 
does not have an entry. The “Vestibular System” (431) entry 
includes both saccule and utricle. Only one of the four basic 
eye movements, “Saccades” 345), is described. The other 
three (smooth pursuit eye movements, vergence eye move-
ments, and vestibulo-ocular reflex movements) did not have 
entries or places in the index. 

The strangest entry is the “Mosquito Machine” (235), 
designed to discourage young people from congregating 
where they might vandalize because the fabricated sound 
of buzzing mosquitos annoys them while it does not annoy 
older people because they are unlikely to be physically able 
to hear the sound. There is concern that high-pitched sounds 
may be detrimental to children’s hearing.

The entries appear to be accurate, especially those de-
scribing diseases, syndromes and sensory conditions. The 
“Further Reading” suggestions are mostly medical journals 
and medical textbooks which may not be readily available 
to those wanting to learn more about the relevant term. The 
index is very detailed. One would expect that fifty contribu-
tors would produce more than 219 entries, especially since 
the editor wrote or co-wrote many of the entries. This is an 
optional purchase for most libraries.—Linda Loos Scarth, 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa

Ghosts in Popular Culture and Legend. Edited by June 
Michele Pulliam and Anthony J. Fonesca. Santa Barbara, 
CA: Greenwood, 2016. 403 p. Acid free $89 (ISBN 978-
4408-3490-5). E-book available (978-1-44083-491-2), call 
for pricing.

 The co-editors are June Pulliam, who teaches classes in 
horror literature, YA fiction, and film, and Anthony Fonesca, 
who has written about horror and also has a background in 
information literacy. They previously co-authored Hooked 
on Horror: A Guide to Reading Interests in the Genre, and have 
now applied their talents and expertise to create a work that 
contains accessible information about a popular topic. 

The helpful introduction orients the user to the fact that 
although the concept of ghosts originated in ancient times, 
it has morphed through the ages and remains a mainstay of 
most cultures. Although some cultures believe ghosts are 
monster-like creatures, there are also friendly ghosts like 
Casper and Topper.

I was afraid that I would not be able to sleep while re-
viewing this book, but I was wrong. I found myself carry-
ing the book around and reading all the entries. This work 
engages the reader with 222 signed, accessible articles on 

and “Guide to Related Topics.” Unfortunately, the work is 
sparsely illustrated and the chronology is not annotated 
(simply listing date and conflict title). The source material 
for the conflicts is biased toward the colonialists as the au-
thor notes, yet it still provides vivid accounts of events and 
endeavors to present the African perspective when source 
materials are available. Recommended for all college and uni-
versity libraries.—Brent D. Singleton, Coordinator for Reference 
Services, California State University, San Bernardino, California

The Five Senses and Beyond: The Encyclopedia of Per-
ception. Edited by Jennifer L. Hellier. Santa Barbara, CA: 
Greenwood, 2016. 496 p. Acid free $89 (ISBN 978-1-4408-
3416-5). E-book available (978-1-4408-3417-2), call for 
pricing.

The 219 entries in this book are a limited, eclectic collec-
tion of common and uncommon terms, complex concepts, 
physical locations, medical diagnoses, and a few persons 
and associations related to some aspect of perception. These 
entries are not grouped into the five senses (sight, hearing, 
taste, smell, and touch), which would have been useful to 
those wanting to understand one of the senses. The only 
sense that has an entry titled with its common name is touch, 
though smell, sight, and hearing have “See” references in the 
index. “Taste Aversion,” “Taste Bud,” and “Taste System” are 
entry terms. 

The “beyond” of the book’s title refers not only to several 
persons and organizations, but to terms like “Membrane 
Potential: Depolarization and Hyperpolarization” (221–24), 
an entry which describes the chemistry and physics of how 
neurons transmit electrical signals down their axons with-
out relating the process to any of the senses. “Hunger” (187) 
seems to be part of the “beyond” group. “Thirst” (406), also, 
included, may be confused by the brain with hunger, so it 
is part of perception.

Interspersed throughout this book are several activities 
to demonstrate some characteristic of a particular term. For 
example, accompanying the description of “Sensory Recep-
tors” are the directions for “Neuron-Building with Clay” 
(359) using small balls of plasticine clay in four colors. The 
description of the “Parietal Lobe” includes a “Brain Cut-Out 
Hat Activity” (301) using the four patterns in the Appendix, 
which should be enlarged and photocopied onto a card, cut 
out, and taped into a hat to visualize brain geography.

“Homunculus” (182) has a separate entry that includes no 
reference to the mythical meaning and use of the word (182), 
other than its translation from Latin (little man). “Somato-
sensory Cortex” (363) and “Somatosensory System” (365) 
are also included, and with “Homunculus” are very closely 
related in describing the parts of the brain that recognize 
pain, touch, temperature, and spatial orientation. Sensory 
homunculus is described again in the “Somatosensory Cor-
tex” entry.

Another oddity, among many, is “Noradrenaline/Norepi-
nephrine” (261), which functions as a neurotransmitter and 
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The almost 450 individual articles range from one to 
five pages in length and were written by over one hundred 
contributors, representing a wide variety of disciplines and 
many countries. Each entry includes “see also” references 
to related articles and a short bibliography of mainly recent 
works. The references are compiled into a comprehensive 
bibliography at the end of each volume, although a spot 
check revealed that some items from the individual entries 
did not make it into the bibliography. A comprehensive in-
dex for the set can be found at the end of the third volume. 
The index is an essential feature of the set since the entries 
are arranged in chronological order. Thus, to find entries 
on specific topics whose time frame is unknown, the reader 
must use the index. The reader must be cautious, however, 
since the index does display some quirks. For example, there 
is no cross reference from the entry on “Mohammad (proph-
et)” to the more expansive entry on “Muhammad (prophet, 
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah).” Each volume also provides an 
alphabetical list of entries, but this can be less than helpful 
since the entry titles often obscure the topic. For example, 
instead of an entry on the Book of Mormon, the entry is en-
titled, “Publication of the Book of Mormon.” 

Although many of the topics included in this set can 
readily be found in other resources, their compilation into 
such a handy, chronologically ordered format is compelling. 
Since the history of religion also mirrors history in general, 
this set will be extremely helpful especially for students in 
liberal arts colleges and seminaries and for those universities 
with specialties in history, the history of religion, and reli-
gious studies.—Gregory A. Crawford, Interim Director, School 
of Humanities, Penn State Harrisburg, Middletown, Pennsylvania

How Animals Think and Feel: An Introduction to Non-
Human Psychology. By Ken Cheng. Santa Barbara, CA: 
Greenwood, 2016. 294 p. Acid free $46.40 (ISBN 978-1-
4408-3714-2). E-book available (978-1-4408-3715-9), call 
for pricing.

This affordable single-volume work is the first book by 
Dr. Ken Cheng of McQuarie University, who has published 
many journal articles on animal behavior on a variety of 
species in the past thirty years. Cheng’s experience as an 
accomplished researcher and professor is evident in his 
readable, well-researched, and entertaining writing. How 
Animals Think and Feel features nine chapters that focus on 
topics related to animal cognition and emotions. In addition, 
there are nine case studies of animals that reflect a diverse 
representation of animals, from jumping spiders to apes, 
with a concluding chapter putting human cognition and 
emotion into the context of animal behavior. A key feature 
of this book are the debates featured in some chapters featur-
ing multiple researchers from universities across the world 
discussing topics as diverse as “How Important Is the Actual 
Information Conveyed through Animal Communication” to 
“What Is Special about Humans?”. One of the strengths of 
How Animals Think and Feel is Cheng’s ability to remain on 

specific authors like Ramsey Campbell and Peter Straub, 
folklore like Bloody Mary and pop culture references like 
Ghostbusters and Casper. Articles range in length from one to 
four and a half pages, supply basic information, and generally 
conclude with “see also” references. There is an unannotated 
bibliography.

It is difficult to find any work with the same scope. Matt 
Cardin’s Ghosts, Spirits, and Psychics: The Paranormal from 
Alchemy to Zombies (ABC-CLIO, 2015) contains 121 articles 
but is focused mainly on paranormal phenomena, encoun-
ters, famous people, and institutions, like J. B. Rhine’s extra-
sensory perception experiments at Duke University. Also, 
the articles in Pulliam and Fonseca’s book are more scholarly 
and contain recommended sources for additional reading. 

The topic of ghosts is very popular with teens, tweens, 
and adults. This work is appropriate for high school, com-
munity college, and public libraries. I recommend it high-
ly.—Dona J. Helmer, Librarian, Anchorage School District, 
Anchorage, Alaska 

Great Events in Religion: An Encyclopedia of Pivotal 
Events in Religious History. Edited by Florin Curta and 
Andrew Holt. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2017. 3 vols. 
Acid free $310 (ISBN 978-1-61069-565-7). E-book available 
(978-1-61069-566-4), call for pricing.

Designed to be comprehensive in its scope, this set covers 
major religious events from remote prehistory (ca. 60,000 
BC) to the highly contemporaneous (AD 2014). Taken to-
gether, the editors have done an admirable job in choosing 
topics to cover and in compiling a highly readable, informa-
tive, and thought-provoking compilation. The first volume 
covers the period of prehistory to AD 600 and includes en-
tries for topics as diverse as the first burials that indicate a 
belief in an afterlife found in Shanidar Cave, Iraq (ca. 60,000 
BC), the discovery of the oldest human-made place of wor-
ship at Göbekli Tepe in modern Turkey (tenth millennium 
BC), the ritual use of alcohol (ca. third millennium BC), the 
founding of Buddhism (sixth to fourth centuries BC), the 
Roman conquest of Judaea in 63 BC, the conversion of Saul 
(Saint Paul) in AD 34, the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451, 
and the papacy of Gregory the Great (reigned AD 590–604). 
Volume 2 covers from AD 600 to 1450, thus encompassing 
the Middle Ages in the West, the rise of Islam in the Middle 
East, the growth of Christian monasticism, the crusades, the 
development of the first universities in Europe, and the lives 
of Joan of Arc and Jan Hus. The final volume covers from 
1450 to the present, starting with the fall of Constantinople 
to the Ottoman Turks and ending with the rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS, ISIL, or Daesh) in 2014. In between are articles 
on the Roman Inquisition (1542–present), Francis Xavier’s 
mission to Japan (1549), Martin Luther and the start of the 
reformation (1517), the publication of the King James Bible 
(1611), the publication of the Book of Mormon (1830), the 
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls (1947), Vatican Council II 
(1962–65), and the Yom Kippur War (1973). 
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source “will lay a foundation for further investigation” (xiii). 
As he explains in the preface, “With an empire the size of 
the Mongol Empire, invariably something must be omitted. 
Two volumes are simply not enough to include everything 
that could be included” (xiii). That being said, May and the 
eighteen contributors did a remarkable job of addressing 
the broad and complex subject of Mongolian history from 
the twelfth through fifteenth centuries, and created an en-
cyclopedia that is all-encompassing and full of very rich and 
interesting history.

The 192 entries are organized into eight topical sections. 
Volume 1 contains the “Government and Politics,” “Organi-
zation and Administration,” “Individuals,” and “Groups and 
Organizations” sections; volume 2 includes “Key Events,” 
“Military,” “Objects and Artifacts,” and “Key Places” sections. 
Each section provides an “Overview Essay,” which intro-
duces the topic and how it relates to the Mongol Empire, and 
the entries are arranged alphabetically under each section. 

Each article is accompanied by “see also” cross-references 
that direct the reader to related topics in the encyclopedia 
and a short bibliography of suggestions for further reading. 
Both volumes include a comprehensive index and volume 2 
contains a glossary and fifteen-page bibliography. Volume 
2 also contains forty-eight brief primary documents span-
ning the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, beginning with 
the Arab historian Ibn al-Athir’s early-thirteenth-century 
report of the “Mongol Invasion of the Islamic World,” and 
concluding with an “Account of the Battle of the Ugra River 
from the Nikonian Chronice (1480).” Fifteen of the primary 
documents are Marco Polo’s descriptions of his travels to 
Mongolia in the thirteenth century. 

The “Individuals” section highlights twenty-nine key 
figures who “demonstrate not only their own importance 
within the Mongol Empire but also how historians of the 
empire have emphasized them” (volume 1, 124). Five of the 
notable rulers or khans (Chagatai, Chinggis, Khubilai, Mon-
gke, and Tolui) are represented, as well as four khatuns, or 
female nobility (Chabi, Doquz, Oghul Qaimish, and Orghi-
na). Because this encyclopedia may be used by students who 
are just beginning their research on the Mongol Empire, a 
“see also” note about Chinggis Khan also being known as 
Genghis Khan would have been helpful to add in either the 
introduction where he is first mentioned or in the “Chinggis 
Khan” entry, and in the index. 

Christopher P. Atwood’s one-volume Encyclopedia of 
Mongolia and the Mongol Empire (Facts on File, 2004) is 
arranged like a standard encyclopedia with entries orga-
nized alphabetically. Atwood’s source is larger in scope, 
covering some historical events and people through the 
twentieth century, yet does not provide as detailed a his-
torical account as May’s The Mongol Empire: A Historical 
Encyclopedia. May’s encyclopedia would be a welcome and 
valuable addition to any academic library, especially those 
libraries which support Asian, Islamic, or Mongolian pro-
grams.—Megan Coder, Associate Librarian, State University 
of New York at New Paltz 

topic while also acknowledging larger concerns, which is 
most evident in the chapter on honeybees, which provides 
the problematic context of the decreasing number of bees 
due to environmental issues, while spending most of the 
chapter on the social structure of bees and hives. Although it 
is clear in Cheng’s writing that the topics are well researched, 
a weak point is the lack of extensive references, with only 
four pages of references included at the end of the book, and 
no references in-text.

How Animals Think and Feel is a positive addition to ref-
erence works related to animal behavior. Animal Behavior: 
How and Why Animals Do the Things They Do (ABC-CLIO, 
2014), edited by Ken Yasukawa, is an excellent work cover-
ing all of animal behavior, and does not have the same focus 
on emotions and thinking. The Encyclopedia of Animal Be-
havior (Elsevier, 2010), edited by Michael Breed and Janice 
Moore, is an essential reference work on this topic, but is 
already in need of an update in this quickly evolving field. 
There are many recent positively reviewed monographs 
on animal emotion and thought. Virginia Morell’s Animal 
Wise: The Thoughts and Emotions of Our Fellow Creatures 
(Crown, 2014) is an excellent book on this topic, but Mo-
rell’s approach as a science writer differs from Dr. Cheng’s 
approach, which is academic but accessible enough that a 
beginning undergraduate or high school student can easily 
understand his writing. Carl Safina’s 2015 Beyond Words: 
What Animals Think and Feel (Henry Holt) is an excellent 
title that expertly covers the same content and focuses on 
elephants, whales, and wolves. Acclaimed biologist Frans 
de Waal’s Are We Smart Enough to Know How Smart Animals 
Are? (Norton, 2016) is another excellent work worth add-
ing to any animal behavior collection. There are many re-
cent excellent books about the cognition and emotions of 
specific species of animals from birds to elephants to fish. 
All of the aforementioned books are excellent, and repre-
sent a growing academic field producing many recent high 
quality major works. Although How Animals Think and Feel 
does not add significant new information on these topics, 
this title could serve not only as a reference work but also 
as a well-developed introductory textbook, which makes 
this a good accessible addition for libraries owning other 
recent titles in this area. Recommended for high school and 
undergraduate libraries—Shannon Pritting, Library Director, 
SUNY Polytechnic Institute, Utica, New York

The Mongol Empire: A Historical Encyclopedia. Edited 
by Timothy May. Empires of the World. Santa Barbara, 
CA: ABC-CLIO, 2016. 2 vols. Acid free $198 (ISBN 978-
1-61069-339-4). E-book available (978-61069-340-0), call 
for pricing. 

Timothy May is a scholar and historian of the Mongol 
Empire, and currently is the Associate Dean of the College 
of Arts and Letters at the University of North Georgia. As the 
editor and main contributing author of the The Mongol Em-
pire: A Historical Encyclopedia, it is his hope that this reference 
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Mexican American Experience,” 3:202–9). Biracial and multi-
racial identity are addressed (“Multiracial Americans: Catego-
ries and Perceptions,” 2:234–38; “Multiracial Identity in the 
United States Today,” 2:238–44). Pigmentation may also be a 
consideration (“Colorism,” 2:70–75; “Brazilians in the United 
States,” 4:49, 52–53). Arabs, classified as white by the 1997 
Office of Management and Budget’s (OMB) revisions on race 
and ethnicity (https://nces.ed.gov/programs/handbook/data/
pdf/Appendix_A.pdf), are included in one article (“Parent and 
Family Engagement in Education: Arab American Families,” 
1:233–34). but Arab American is not an indexed term.

What emerges is that most of the contemporary issues 
articles in these volumes address their impact on African 
American, Latino/a and Hispanic, and Native American com-
munities. Inclusion of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders 
is highly selective. Populations from the Indian subcontinent 
are not included at all. Readers looking for basic information 
about these and other populations that fall outside the OMB’s 
definition of white will need to turn to the four-volume Mul-
ticultural America: An Encyclopedia of the Newest Americans, 
edited by Ronald H. Bayor and also published by Greenwood 
in 2011, or to the third edition of The Gale Encyclopedia of 
Multicultural America, edited by Thomas Riggs (Gale, Cengage 
Learning, 2014; Credo Reference, 2016). The former profiles 
populations arriving in the United States since passage of the 
1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, many of whom fall 
into OMB’s non-white groups; the latter emphasizes culture, 
customs, language, religion, historical background, settlement 
in the United States, and assimilation of immigrant and Na-
tive American tribal groups without regard to OMB classifica-
tion. Unlike People of Color in the United States, neither of the 
aforementioned multicultural encyclopedias approaches their 
subjects through the lens of a specific issue or issues affecting 
one or multiple populations, opting instead for the traditional 
A–Z alphabetical-by-name organization pattern.

 While one may quibble about a certain lack of clarity in 
defining what groups are considered to be persons of color, it 
is clear that People of Color in the United States provides a unique 
approach that shines a spotlight on contemporary issues af-
fecting populations arguably among the most marginalized 
in the United States. Interest in the issues and populations 
addressed in the set’s four volumes may be expected to grow; 
a second edition may soon be necessary. People of Color in the 
United States is recommended for high school, public, and 
academic library readership.—Sally Moffitt, Reference Librar-
ian and Bibliographer, Langsam Library, University of Cincinnati, 
Cincinnati, Ohio

Same-Sex Marriage: A Reference Handbook, 2nd ed. By 
David E. Newton. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2016. 
336 p. Acid free $60 (ISBN 978-1-4408-5049-1). E-book 
available (978-1-4408-5050-9), call for pricing.

This second edition of David E. Newton’s handbook on 
same-sex marriage provides a useful introduction to the 
topic. including chronologies, statistics, legal documents, 

People of Color in the United States: Contemporary Issues 
in Education, Work, Communities, Health, and Immigra-
tion. Edited by Kofi Lomotey, Pamela Braboy Jackson, Muna 
Adem, Paulina X. Ruf, Valire Carr Copeland, Alvaro Huerta, 
Norma Iglesias-Prieto, and Donathan L. Brown. Santa Bar-
bara, CA: Greenwood, 2016. 4 vols. Acid free $319.20 (ISBN 
978-1-6106-9854-2). E-book available (978-1-6106-9855-9), 
call for pricing. 

People of Color in the United States: Contemporary Issues 
in Education, Work, Communities, Health, and Immigration is 
composed of four separately titled and individually edited 
volumes that follow a common organizing pattern for sale as 
a set: Education: K–12 and Higher Education (volume 1), Employ-
ment, Housing, Family, and Community (volume 2), Health and 
Wellness (volume 3), and Immigration and Migration (volume 4). 
Each volume opens with a listing of its contents. These consist 
of a “Guide to Related Topics,” a “Preface,” an “Introduction,” 
“Essays” listed by title in alphabetical order, “Perspectives 
and Debate” (many of which pose a question that offers a pro 
and con response), “Recommended Resources,” “About the 
Editors and Contributors,” and a comprehensive “Index” to 
all four volumes.

The number of essays in each volume varies (47 in volume 
1, 60 in volume 2, 56 in volume 3, 50 in volume 4) but each 
follows a uniform format. Essay titles are highlighted in bold 
face with sections and subsections set apart for easy identifica-
tion. Each essay offers a “Conclusion” and a listing of “Further 
Readings.” The latter includes recently published books, jour-
nal articles, dissertations, and web sites with date of access 
noted. Many essays are illustrated with black and white pho-
tographs or contain sidebars, tables, or charts with additional 
information. See also references to additional related topics 
are included and each article is signed by its author, either an 
academic or a graduate student, whose credentials are listed 
at the back of the volume in which it appears.

Articles focus on contemporary issues that affect people 
of color disproportionately, such as “Culturally Relevant 
Education” (1:68–74), “Social Media Activism against Racial 
Inequality” (2:305–12), “Health across Diverse Communities 
of Color” (3:149–59), and “Pathways to Citizenship” (4:259-
–7). Some topics, food deserts for example, are written about 
in more than one volume (“Food Deserts in Communities,” 
2:139–43; “Food Deserts and Health,” 3:135–39). What time 
frame constitutes “contemporary” is not precisely stated, 
but articles appear largely to consider currency to date from 
the mid-1960s onward. Historical information is limited to 
amplifying, clarifying, or contextualizing a contemporary is-
sue (“Guest Worker Programs,” 4:156–61; “Resegregation of 
Schools,” 1:301–7).

Nor does People of Color in the United States offer a clear 
unifying statement tying the set together as to who qualifies 
for inclusion as a person of color. Some essays explore the 
intersection between race and ethnicity (“Same-Sex Marriage 
and Race and Ethnicity,” 2:291–99). Others focus entirely 
on ethnicity (“The Latino Health Paradox: Examining the 
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book feature exclusively male couples on the cover art. There 
are so many beautiful portraits of LGBTQ people across 
the spectrum of gender identity marrying or fighting for 
marriage equality. It would be nice to see greater diversity 
there.—Madeline Veitch, Research, Metadata, and Zine Librar-
ian, State University of New York at New Paltz

Talking Conflict: The Loaded Language of Genocide, 
Political Violence, Terrorism, and Warfare. By Anna M. 
Wittman. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2016. 386 p. Acid 
free $89 (ISBN 978-1-4408-3424-0). E-book available (978-
1-4408-3425-7), call for pricing.

The language used to describe conflict situations, wheth-
er military, political, or personal, has the potential to help 
resolve or escalate. Terms such as “collateral damage,” “eth-
nic cleansing,” and “final solution” often refer to historical 
events, but can also be used to condemn or endorse par-
ticular points of view in political speeches, the media, and 
local debate. Euphemisms, oxymorons, propaganda, jargon: 
all come into play. The nuanced and powerful rhetoric of 
conflict is the topic of Talking Conflict, an interesting and 
wide-ranging encyclopedia discussing the impact of lin-
guistics, political science, journalism, and other fields on 
the language of conflict.

Focusing on the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, this 
work’s entries range from brief definitions to in-depth essays, 
depending on the topic. For example, the entry on “Freedom 
Fries, Liberty Cabbage, and Hot Dogs” is an interesting ac-
count of how American anti-German and anti-French senti-
ment during World War I prompted the renaming of popular 
foods (French fries, sauerkraut, and frankfurters). The entry 
on the Cold War, in contrast, discusses the post–World War 
II conflict between the Soviet Union and the United States 
in terms of not only historical events, but also the origin of 
the term in earlier history and literature. A further section 
on the Cold War’s context in the arts and athletics reveals 
how the term has developed a life of its own far beyond its 
original meaning. 

A list of alphabetical entries, thorough index listing main 
entries and brief mentions, and plentiful “see” and “see also” 
references help the reader navigate through often overlap-
ping concepts and events. Each entry ends with useful sug-
gestions for further reading, including encyclopedias, books, 
websites, and journal articles. The book’s content, however, 
could perhaps have been usefully supplemented with il-
lustrative material such as linguistic and historic timelines, 
maps of world conflicts, and photographs or other illustra-
tions depicting specific historical events. 

While perhaps not aimed at advanced researchers, the 
book’s format, organization, and clear writing make it a use-
ful addition for high school and undergraduate library col-
lections. Talking Conflict is a fascinating, useful, and highly 
relevant resource that can be used profitably in introduc-
tory historical, linguistic, and general research projects and 
assignments.—Jennifer A. Bartlett, Interim Associate Dean of 

and biographical profiles of key players and organizations. 
When compared with the 2010 edition, it provides a much-
needed update on an issue that has seen considerable politi-
cal and social changes in recent years. While it could prove 
quite useful to general, high school, and early undergraduate 
audiences, more advanced researchers may find it to be too 
broad an overview.

The second edition of Newton’s text has a slightly ex-
panded and more organized global focus than the first, 
including data and statistics about same-sex marriage rates 
and public opinion about same-sex marriage from around 
the world. It also includes extensive coverage of Obergefell 
v. Hodges, the June 2015 Supreme Court decision legalizing 
same-sex marriage at the federal level. One unexpected 
change is the addition of a “Perspectives” section, which 
includes essays by activists and academics that speak to dif-
ferent aspects of the marriage issue. This section explores 
questions such as “Does gay marriage truly protect chil-
dren?” and “What role does marriage play, if any, in the larger 
fight against oppression of LGBTQ people?” These may be 
useful vignettes for students looking to develop their own 
arguments around an aspect of same-sex marriage.

Some of the most comparable books to this one are 
topical monographs, which may be somewhat narrower in 
geographical or narrative focus but provide a similar level 
of detail and extensive bibliography. Pierceson’s Same-Sex 
Marriage in the United States: The Road to the Supreme Court 
(Rowan & Littlefield 2013) is one fine example, though lim-
ited in coverage to the United States.

When compared with other reference sources, Chuck 
Stewart’s Proud Heritage: People, Issues, and Documents of the 
LGBT Experience (ABC-CLIO 2014) provides more granu-
lar coverage of marriage laws and events at the state level, 
complete with primary documents, but is focused primarily 
on the United States. The Greenwood Encyclopedia of LGBT 
Issues Worldwide (2010) provides some coverage of marriage 
issues globally but lacks the data and documents found in 
Newton’s volume. Raymond A. Smith’s The Politics of Sexual-
ity: A Documentary and Reference Guide (Greenwood 2010), 
which is not limited to same-sex couples, does a better job 
than Newton’s handbook at contextualizing issues around 
same-sex partnership and legal recognition within the 
broader context of struggles for marriage equality, includ-
ing interracial marriage. Joanne Myers’s Historical Diction-
ary of the Lesbian and Gay Liberation Movements (Scarecrow 
2013) provides just three pages of concise history of gay 
marriage in the dictionary itself and little overlapping cov-
erage in its introduction.

The question that remains with topical handbooks such 
as this one is whether collocating biographies, chronologies, 
resources, and statistics on a single issue is as useful to re-
searchers as consulting several well-researched monographs. 
For the reader who is entirely new to the topic, there is still 
value here, but others may be unlikely to consult such a 
source or find value in it should they do so. My only other 
complaint is that both the first and second editions of this 
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by early Egyptians. The bibliography provided after this 
entry would be a gem to any individual pursuing research 
in this specialization.

Three particular elements stand out to make the article 
“Faience and Glass” a wonderful resource. First, this particu-
lar article has another article embedded into it. This article 
is entitled: “Faience Hippopotamus ‘William.’” This article 
gives a specific example of faience, elaborating on how it was 
used in ancient Egyptian culture and religion. While not 
all articles have embedded content, their frequency makes 
them an incredible addendum to WAE. Secondly, all entries 
in WAE provide brief bibliographies. These brief bibliogra-
phies enable individuals desiring to pursue further research 
a great venue through which one can attain other resources. 
Third, each entry in WAE has a “see also” at the end, link-
ing the reader to other resources in WAE that a reader may 
find helpful. These three features make WAE an incredibly 
helpful resource for anyone pursuing research in relation to 
ancient Egypt.

Volume 2 complements these excellent articles by pro-
viding primary documents on each of the topics covered. 
The primary documents provide full-text readings of some 
of the documents to which WAE makes reference. While not 
exhaustive, its inclusion provides a great venue for individu-
als to pursue further inquiry on their particular interest.

WAE also includes four excellent complementary appen-
dices. The appendices touch upon topics such as the nomes 
of ancient Egypt, an outline of the history of archaeology in 
Egypt, major museum collections of ancient Egyptian art, 
and a list of ancient Egyptian kings. These appendices pro-
vide further information for individuals pursuing research 
in relation to ancient Egypt.

WAE provides an excellent starting point for undergradu-
ate inquiry into areas of ancient Egyptian life. It is highly 
recommended for any academic library serving students 
who will inquire about this topic.—Garrett B. Trott, Librar-
ian, Corban University, Salem, Oregon

Academic Affairs and Research, University of Kentucky Libraries, 
Lexington, Kentucky 

The World of Ancient Egypt. By Peter Lacovara. Daily Life 
Encyclopedias. Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 2017. 2 
vols. Acid free $198 (ISBN 978-1-4408-4584-0). E-book 
available (978-1-6106-9229-8), call for pricing.

The World of Ancient Egypt (WAE) is part of the Daily Life 
Encyclopedias series, which explores different cultures, in-
vestigating their socio-historical context. WAE provides the 
reader with an ability to understand the historic background 
for specific topics in relation to life in ancient Egypt. While 
there are several reference works related to ancient Egypt, 
none provide analysis from a similar perspective.

WAE is broken up into ten topical sections: Arts, Eco-
nomics and Work, Family and Gender, Fashion and Appear-
ance, Food and Drink, Housing and Community, Politics 
and Warfare, Recreation and Social Customs, Religion and 
Beliefs, and Science and Technology. Each section has be-
tween twelve (Social Customs) and twenty-three (Arts) en-
tries. The diversity of topics enables WAE to cover a variety 
of different facets of common life in ancient Egypt. 

While the intended audiences of this resource are high 
school students, undergraduates, and non-specialists, the 
topics are specialized enough, making their use for high 
school level inquiries questionable, despite the relatively 
brief nature of the entries. However, where this work lacks 
in appeal to a younger audience, it more than compensates 
in its appeal to collegiate level inquiries. One example 
is the bibliographies occurring after each entry in WAE. 
While bibliographies are quite common in reference tools 
like WAE, some of the topics covered by WAE are rather 
obscure, making any connection to further resources vital 
for research inquiries. For example, one of the entries cov-
ers “Faience and Glass,” providing an intriguing description 
of various glazed ceramic works and glass created and used 
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