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Guest Editorial

Seeking More Rigorous Author Guidelines at 
C&RL

Amy Riegelman and Megan Kocher*

In August 2025, we submitted a letter to the editor calling on College & Research Libraries (C&RL) 
to adopt more rigorous policies for the articles it publishes, particularly literature review ar-
ticles and theoretical/critical articles; we were then asked to submit it as a guest editorial. The 
letter was prompted by conversations with our colleagues concerning C&RL’s lack of policies 
on the types of reviews it will publish and requirements for conducting or reporting guideline 
use. As evidence synthesis librarians and leaders of the Evidence Synthesis Institute, we have 
some expertise in standards for rigorous and transparent conducting and reporting methods 
(Evidence Synthesis Institute, 2025). Rigorous reviews should be comprehensive and assess 
the totality of what is known within research questions so that reviews can be used to inform 
evidence-based practices and policies. A lack of guidelines enables authors to cherry pick cita-
tions and skew the evidence to meet claims. As one of the most respected journals in academic 
librarianship, C&RL has a responsibility to publish high quality research and reviews, and it 
is currently falling behind in this regard. Academic librarians work with research teams in a 
broad array of disciplines to produce rigorous evidence syntheses (e.g., scoping reviews, sys-
tematic reviews, meta-analyses), and we should apply the same standards to our own field. 
We call on C&RL to be a part of that.

We acknowledge that outgoing C&RL Editor, Kristen Totleben (2025), wrote in a recent 
letter that the editor and editorial board are working on changes to make “editorial processes 
such as peer review more transparent, equitable, and efficient.” While this is a step in the right 
direction, we are concerned that this does not do enough to address the quality and rigor of 
research published in the journal. The ACRL Plan for Excellence (2022) envisioned “academic 
and research libraries and librarians as catalysts in exceptional research and learning.” We 
argue that “exceptional” research requires rigorous methods and that the leading journal in 
our discipline should be an exemplar in this area.

Status Quo
We believe that guideline ambiguity regarding methods, results, and discussion has potential to 
cause harm. Not having policies about secondary research methods gives authors carte blanche 

* Amy Riegelman is Social Sciences & Evidence Synthesis Librarian at the University of Minnesota, email: aspringe@
umn.edu; Megan Kocher is Science & Evidence Synthesis Librarian at the University of Minnesota, email: mko-
cher@umn.edu ©2025 Amy Riegelman and Megan Kocher, Attribution-NonCommercial (https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) CC BY-NC.
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to cherry pick included studies and callously cite problematic literature without context or 
consequence. The current C&RL author guidelines contain no such requirements for literature 
selection, evaluation, or addressing manuscript limitations and/or weaknesses. The current 
guidelines do not contain the word rigor (nor any synonyms) whereas many other journal 
guidelines do. The guidelines also do not indicate any reference to transparency regarding 
research design and analysis (Sayre & Riegelman, 2018; Sayre & Riegelman, 2019).

Regarding selection of included literature in manuscripts, authors could be expected to 
include a rationale for inclusion criteria or methods used to identify such literature. For the 
most rigorous types of reviews (e.g., systematic reviews, meta-analyses), there are established 
conducting and reporting guidelines (Aloe et al., 2024; Higgins et al., 2023; Page et al., 2021).We 
are not suggesting that C&RL only publish these types of reviews as they are not appropriate 
for all types of reviews in this field, but that they provide an example of how transparency 
and rigor can be achieved. Presently at C&RL, authors are not required to transparently re-
port how they acquired included studies, nor the methods used to select their final citations. 
Providing information on how sources were selected, and why, is not a practice that is limited 
to a specific discipline or review type. Failure to transparently report makes it impossible to 
reproduce or replicate others’ work (Sayre & Riegelman, 2018; Sayre & Riegelman, 2019). 

C&RL articles have the potential to influence (ideally) evidence-based policy and practice, 
and therefore, it is crucial that our peer reviewed literature contains rigorous methods. As 
the flagship journal of ACRL, this should be an expectation. At the very least, C&RL should 
be following ACRL’s Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education (2015). The author 
guidelines as currently written do not require or even inspire authors to be in accordance 
with the organization’s own information literacy standards. As an example, we believe that 
a recently published article (Antelman, 2025) fell short on many of the information literacy 
concepts, thus leading to allegations of biased cherry-picking of sources and failure to evaluate 
sources (Academic librarians of #CripLib, 2025). In the Authority is Constructed and Contextual 
threshold concept, even novice learners are expected to “critically examine all evidence … 
and to ask relevant questions about origins, context, and suitability for the current informa-
tion need” (Framework, 2015). Moreover, in the Information Creation as a Process threshold 
concept, one knowledge practice is to synthesize multiple sources and “monitor gathered 
information and assess for gaps or weaknesses” (Framework, 2015).

Regarding the potential for cherry-picking and skewing evidence to meet claims, the 
only mention of bias in C&RL’s current guidelines is the following: “Clear, simple prose 
enhances the presentation of ideas and opinions. The editor encourages writing in the active 
voice and adhering to APA’s guide for Bias-Free Language.” The American Psychological 
Association’s (APA) (2020) text on Bias-Free Language is featured in chapter 5 of the APA 
Manual, and C&RL links to APA’s Bias-Free Language web page (American Psychological 
Association, 2025). On that web page, APA states that the Bias-Free Language guidelines and 
recommendations “should be used in conjunction with APA’s Inclusive Language Guide and 
the Journal Article Reporting Standards for Race, Ethnicity, and Culture (JARS-REC).” JARS-
REC’s purpose was “to design a comprehensive set of standards to promote research transpar-
ency and methodological rigor in how we analyze race, ethnicity, and culture in behavioral 
science research.” Authors are asked to “[c]onsider whether the research findings could be 
misinterpreted or misused to cause harm to members of historically excluded groups. Ad-
dress how the authors can mitigate these risks.” Further, JARS-REC has a section on Citation 
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Bias and Equitable Citation Praxis. For C&RL to say that they require adherence to APA’s guide 
to Bias-Free Language (which leans on JARS-REC) feels disingenuous, or at least out of step 
with their current requirements.

Currently C&RL does not require authors to include a limitations section, which is a com-
mon expectation of many journals. The ACRL threshold concept Research as Inquiry has a 
disposition that we think is aligned with the value of requiring a limitations section in future 
C&RL manuscripts. The relevant Research as Inquiry disposition states that, “[l]earners who 
are developing their information literate abilities” should “demonstrate intellectual humil-
ity (i.e., recognize their own intellectual or experiential limitations).” We feel strongly that 
future published articles should include a limitations section wherein authors are asked to 
confront their own intellectual and experimental limitations. As to how this relates to review 
and theoretical/critical articles, authors should state when they did not synthesize the totality 
of the evidence (e.g., engaged in cherry-picking) or if they did not evaluate or contextualize 
the included literature, etc.

As for peer reviewer obligations, C&RL guidelines currently state that peer reviewers 
are presented with basic questions about perspective and building on existing work but are 
not directed to consider the rigorousness with which supporting citations were gathered and 
evaluated. We know that C&RL is currently re-examining the peer review process, and we 
encourage them to insert language about rigor.

Benefits
Implementing policies for review articles would have numerous benefits for C&RL, notably:

•	 They would result in an increased quality of submitted and published review articles.
•	 Through setting standards for transparency and reproducibility, they would make the 

journal less prone to accusations of bias, such as those recently brought by the academic 
librarians of #CripLib (2025) in response to an article that narrowly selected and misrep-
resented evidence.

•	 They would support the practice of evidence-based librarianship and information liter-
ate practices.
These improvements would have an overall positive impact on the entire field of librari-

anship, thus making us, as librarians, producers of the same high-quality evidence that we 
seek to procure for our patrons.

Examples
The types of policies for review/critical articles we are asking C&RL to implement are common 
across other journals in LIS and other social sciences. We have gathered several examples to 
demonstrate what this looks like in their policies/instructions to authors.

portal: Libraries and the Academy provides explicit guidance for evidence synthesis submis-
sions, recommending that, “authors adhere to a pre-existing guideline for conducting systematic 
reviews, such as the Cochrane Handbook, the Campbell Collaboration, or another established, 
discipline-relevant guideline. The format of the paper submitted to portal should conform to 
reporting guidelines such as PRISMA or one of its extensions” (2025, emphasis added).

Evidence Based Library and Information Practice states in its instructions to authors that, 
“Review articles aim to establish new and authoritative findings based on an analysis of 
existing evidence using an established review framework and objective, reliable, and reproducible 
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research methods. Reviews may take several different forms, including systematic reviews, 
scoping reviews, narrative reviews, meta-analyses, or state-of-the-art reviews, among others” 
(n.d., emphasis added). The journal further provides a structure and headings to use in the 
reporting of review articles and refers authors to Grant & Booth (2009) for an explanation of 
review types and expectations.

Psychology of Music requires rigor and transparent reporting for theoretical critical papers, 
stating for its authors that, “Theoretical critical papers which stimulate intellectual discourse 
and further research through engagement with existing concepts, models, or frameworks. 
This format broadly encompasses papers of various types, such as critical, methodological, 
and conceptual contributions to music psychology research, and systematic reviews. All such 
papers must constitute a rigorous, structured approach to evaluating and advancing theoretical knowl-
edge” (Psychology of Music, 2025, emphasis added). It allows for flexibility in which report-
ing standards are applied, stating that, “Authors of theoretical critical papers should choose 
an effective and transparent reporting structure appropriate to their work,” and that, “Our 
journal’s editorial policy prioritizes methodological integrity over standardized reporting” 
(Psychology of Music, 2025).

Environmental Evidence Journal specializes in publishing evidence syntheses and, as such, 
provides extensive guidelines for multiple types of reviews (Collaboration for Environmental 
Evidence, 2025). Further, this journal’s managing body, the Collaboration for Environmen-
tal Evidence, calls out the importance of these guidelines in their “Aims and Scope,” stating 
“The need for rigour, objectivity and transparency in reaching conclusions from a body of 
scientific information is evident in many areas of policy and practice, from clinical medicine 
to social justice. Our environment and the way we manage it are no exceptions and there are 
many urgent problems for which we need a reliable source of evidence on which to base ac-
tions. Many of these actions will be controversial and/or expensive and it is vital that they are 
informed by the best available evidence and not simply by the assertions or beliefs of vested interest 
groups … For evidence synthesis to be credible, legitimate and reliable, standards regarding its conduct 
need to be clearly defined. Such standards include examining possible sources of bias both in 
the evidence and in the way the review and synthesis are conducted. In so doing, the goal is 
to provide an explicit level of trust and confidence in the findings to the end-user” (Collaboration for 
Environmental Evidence, 2021, emphasis added).

Conclusion 
C&RL plays a prominent role in academic library scholarly literature and with that power 
comes responsibility. It is time for revisions to C&RL’s author guidelines to reflect rigorous 
expectations regarding synthesizing the existing literature, evaluating literature, and address-
ing limitations and weaknesses. Examples we have provided from other journals demonstrate 
a variety of ways this can be accomplished to suit the needs of the journal and its authors to 
provide the best evidence to readers, practitioners, and policy makers.
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Guest Editorial

Improving Peer Reviewer Guidelines at C&RL 

Teresa Schultz and Sarah Rose Fitzgerald*

This editorial outlines considerations for the College & Research Libraries peer review and 
editorial processes prompted by the publication of an article by Kristen Antelman (2025) in 
the May issue of C&RL. In response to this article, #CripLib published a post (Anonymous, 
2025) which questioned the editorial decisions and quality of peer review at College & Research 
Libraries. Smith’s (2025) letter to the editor also noted some issues with the use of sources in 
the article. In 2024, before the publication of the Antelman article and the responses to it, the 
previous and current C&RL editors had already identified peer reviewer guidance as a need 
to address and put together a working group, including one of the authors of this editorial, to 
create better guidelines and documentation for peer reviewers. This work is continuing, but 
we want to offer a variety of ways in which C&RL can better ensure rigorous publications. We 
wish to address the role that peer review plays within scholarship, based on our experience 
as authors, peer reviewers, and members of the C&RL editorial board. One author, Teresa 
Schultz, is in her second year on the C&RL editorial board, and the other, Sarah Fitzgerald, 
is in her seventh year. Although our views do not reflect the views of the whole board, the 
conversations the board has held reflect an agreement of the assertion that the journal needs 
updated guidelines for peer reviewers.

Many scholars have identified that peer review is fallible and that problems exist within 
peer review systems. For instance, one study found that women are underrepresented among 
journal editors and peer reviewers (Murray et al., 2019). Likewise, male-authored manuscripts 
were more likely to be accepted for publication compared to female-authored manuscripts, an 
effect that was even greater when all reviewers were men. Scholars from non-Western countries 
who identify as LGTBQ+ report that peer reviewers often demonstrate Western biases, dismiss-
ing what they label as niche research or focusing on less-than-perfect grammar (Nopas, 2025).

Need for More Training and Clarification in Peer Review
Scholars often do not receive peer review training (Mulligan et al., 2012). For instance, one of the 
authors of this editorial learned by doing, relying on the journal’s guidelines for peer reviewers. 
This resulted in feelings of imposter syndrome in her first few years of peer reviewing. Various 
groups have crafted training aimed at how to peer review, such as guidance from publishers 
and not-for-profit groups. One leading organization is the Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE, 2017), which offers guidance for peer reviewers and editors. However, the resources 
COPE developed do not always make their way to peer reviewers, particularly if reviewers 

* Teresa Schultz, is Associate Professor and Scholarly Communications and Social Sciences Librarian at the 
University of Nevada, Reno, email: teresas@unr.edu; Sarah Rose Fitzgerald is Assessment and Planning Librar-
ian at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, email: sfitzgerald@umass.edu. Both are on the C&RL editorial 
board. ©2025 Teresa Schultz and Sarah Rose Fitzgerald, Attribution-NonCommercial (https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) CC BY-NC. 
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do not actively seek them out, or if someone does not direct them to the resources. Instead, it’s 
likely that the most guidance or training that any new peer reviewer will receive will come 
from the journal they are volunteering with, which places the responsibility of guidance on the 
journal. Indeed, as peer review works differently from scholarly journal to scholarly journal, 
it’s important for each journal to clearly and publicly state its peer review policies and rules.

Reviewers and editors need a clear, shared understanding of the process of review and 
recommendations before participating in a review. Without explicit guidance regarding what 
is expected of peer reviewers and clear explanations about the impact of their recommenda-
tions, miscommunication and problems can happen. The creation of this documentation for 
C&RL, which will be shared publicly once complete, will hopefully improve peer reviews and 
communication between reviewers and editors, as well as editors and authors. We also hope 
these changes will empower others in the field to contribute their expertise as peer reviewers. 
This documentation is a start to what will be an iterative process to improve C&RL’s peer 
review guidance.

Other Possible Ways to Support Peer Review
Once C&RL shares its updated peer reviewer guidelines, we encourage our fellow editorial 
board members to join us in exploring additional ways to improve the process for reviewers 
and authors to ensure rigorous research is published. An apprenticeship model for training 
new peer reviewers could be one way to develop shared understandings of review standards 
for College & Research Libraries. In such a model, experienced reviewers would be encouraged 
to conduct a review in tandem with a new reviewer to experience and discuss the process. 
This model could also help expand the pool of experienced reviewers.

Another potential option for C&RL to explore is open peer review, which works to make 
peer review more transparent. Various forms of open peer review exist. For instance, some 
types include what is known as open identities, which is when reviewers are identified to the 
authors and/or readers. However, as mentioned previously, peer review is fallible and even 
this more open approach has received some criticism by scholars for potentially creating room 
for reciprocity bias (Ross-Hellauer & Horbach, 2024). C&RL has previously experimented with 
open peer review (Becker & Goek, 2020; Ford, 2017) and opted to not adopt it extensively. One 
reason the version C&RL tested may not have moved forward was because it involved open 
identities, which can lead to retaliation against reviewers who provide negative feedback. 
Another form of open peer review focuses on open reports, wherein the reviews are published 
(Ross-Hellauer & Horbach, 2024). Open reports do not have to be paired with open identities. 
Publishing anonymous open reports can help protect peer reviewers from retaliation while 
serving as a mechanism for transparency to readers. We recognize such a step would not 
happen immediately; however, a more open process could help address reader concerns in 
future articles by using a more transparent peer review process. The ability to view the reviews 
would both show readers the suggestions for improvement that were offered by reviewers 
and would make revisions public.

Peer Reviewing Conceptual Works
There are several broad types of scholarly research, including empirical articles that can 
take the form of qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods articles, and conceptual or theo-
retical articles (Mora et al., 2008). Conceptual research explores questions critical to a field, 
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synthesizes multiple bodies of literature, or advances a new theoretical framework. As most 
social science research is empirical, reviewers may be less familiar with reviewing conceptual 
articles. Antelman’s (2025) article falls into this type of research. Although conceptual manu-
scripts might not have an explicit mention of methods, reviewers should encourage authors 
of conceptual articles to describe their research process, including what bodies of literature 
the authors draw upon. Like empirical articles, conceptual articles should also describe the 
objective of their paper, note the theoretical framework, engage with the literature on the 
topic—both supporting and opposing the author’s conclusions—and detail the implications 
of the argument. When literature is the primary source of data, it is particularly important to 
discuss the quality and relevance of literature that is introduced.

Reviewing DEI-Related Research
We do not know if changes to the peer review process for C&RL would have changed the out-
come of the disputed article, and problems could persist in the future. Some reviewers might 
be tempted to accept or reject an article they agree or disagree with rather than evaluating it 
on its methodological and logical rigor. We wish to recognize that academic and intellectual 
freedom protect the free exchange of ideas. Expert educators and scholars, including librar-
ians, need the freedom to determine what constitutes appropriate professional values in their 
fields. It is important to have scholarly conversations that consider how diversity, equity, and 
inclusion values relate to our fields and the academic and intellectual freedom that serve as 
the foundation for education and the advancement of knowledge. The American Association 
of University Professors (2024) has engaged in these conversations recently and made a case 
for the compatibility—and even necessity—of pursuing equity in the pursuit of scholarly 
truth and learning. The American Library Association (2024) has identified equity of access 
to information as one of its core values. These scholarly conversations are best served by 
rigorous scholarship competing for acceptance based on its merit and strength of argument. 
Quality peer review and research that considers the full range of ideas on a topic are the best 
methods for achieving rigorous scholarship.

The coming changes to C&RL’s peer review procedures will hopefully bring better clar-
ity and guidance to those involved. However, the journal should always consider ways it can 
continue to improve peer review and uphold the values of academic freedom and integrity.
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Defining Engagement for Academic Librarians 

Erin L. Ellis and Jill K. Becker*

The purpose of this article is to establish a distinct definition of engagement for aca-
demic librarians and describe how a definition supports a clearer understanding of 
what is expected of librarians with engagement responsibilities. In observing a grow-
ing use of the term “engagement” over the last two decades, the authors noted how 
the term is frequently conflated with “outreach” and is rarely used in any discernibly 
distinct manner. This article traces the development and use of the term engagement 
in academic libraries, proposes a definition to disambiguate the term from outreach, 
and articulates the work of engagement for academic librarians.

Introduction
For over two decades, the term “engagement” has proliferated across academic library literature, 
job descriptions, and librarian position titles. This term is also observed in library department 
and division names. It is difficult to discern, however, whether the use of the term engagement 
is intentional and if it is being used deliberately to indicate something unique and distinct 
from the frequently used term, “outreach,” which also lacks a clear definition (Diaz, 2019). 
The increased use and application of engagement, as well as its formal and casual appearances 
in the academic library literature over the last two decades, prompted the authors’ interest 
in discovering whether this term is well-defined, clearly understood, and distinguishable. 
After reviewing dozens of key articles and reports related to evolving roles and responsibili-
ties within academic libraries, as well as monitoring years of job ads, it is clear that the use 
of the term engagement is often applied broadly as an interchangeable term with outreach, 
not distinct from it. Though the term has persisted and grown in use, it has remained largely 
undefined and indistinct from outreach as it applies to those who are tasked with engagement 
work; however, this was not the initial intent when engagement—as a concept in academic 
libraries—first started to appear in the literature.

Inspired by an article by Barker (2004) and a paper by Gibson and Dixon (2011), the au-
thors contend that engagement is a term in academic libraries that needs to be defined and 
distinguishable from outreach, and that the intent in early uses of this term was, in fact, to 
establish such a distinction. Though there are many references to engagement across the pro-
fessional literature, the way the term is used varies and is frequently indistinguishable from 
what most understand as outreach. There’s been a modest attempt at defining engagement for 
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academic libraries and what the work of engagement is, but such literature is limited. The 
authors strive to establish a clear, distinct definition of engagement for academic librarians 
and to describe how a clear definition supports a shared understanding of what is expected 
of librarians with engagement responsibilities. The authors do not undertake an examination 
of the term outreach, as such analysis and definition was completed by Diaz in 2019. With a 
distinct definition, those with engagement as a part of their job title or responsibilities will 
have a clearly articulated conception of what engagement is, how it differs from outreach, 
and what the expectations are for each. Additionally, a distinct definition will provide a more 
meaningful frame for engagement that will aid in assessing and communicating the value of 
engagement work. A conflation of engagement and outreach hinders a library’s—and a librar-
ian’s—ability to demonstrate the considerable contribution and value that libraries provide 
to their campus communities.

Literature Review
Engagement in Higher Education
As a term and concept, engagement is not new to higher education. Engagement is rooted in 
various theories within higher education and is well-defined, assessed, measured, and studied 
in a variety of ways. Two applications of the term will be readily familiar to those in academic 
libraries: student engagement and community engagement. Most definitions credit Astin’s 
Student Involvement Theory (1984; 2014), which refers to the amount of energy a student 
puts toward their academic pursuits, as the origin for student engagement in higher educa-
tion. Perhaps the most well-known researcher in student engagement is Kuh who founded 
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) which measures student engagement 
and considers the interrelationship between time, effort, and resources invested in by both 
students and institutions that are linked to high impact practices (2001; 2009). Because student 
development theories have been firmly integrated in higher education, librarians with student 
engagement responsibilities have been able to rely on those theories’ definitions to inform 
their practice. Thus, the authors consider student engagement to be an already well-defined 
concept, well-understood in its use and application, and distinct from other expressions of 
engagement within academic libraries.

Community engagement is another frequently found type of engagement within higher 
education. There are several definitions of community engagement that possess common ele-
ments across the higher education literature. The American Council on Education’s Carnegie 
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (n.d.) describes community engagement 
as “collaboration between institutions of higher education and their larger communities (lo-
cal, regional/state, national, global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and 
resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity.” Jacob, et al. (2015), define community 
engagement as “sustainable networks, partnerships, communication media, and activities 
between HEIs [higher education institutes] and communities at local, national, regional, and 
international levels,” (p. 1). The International Encyclopedia of Higher Education Systems 
and Institutions (2020) defines community engagement as a “way for institutions and com-
munities to reconsider how they interact to address larger needs that transcend an individual 
institution or one community,” (Teixeira & Shin, p. 206). Like student engagement librarians, 
librarians with responsibilities for community engagement have well-established definitions 
to apply to their practice.
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Another application of the term engagement in higher education pertains to the essen-
tial functions of the professoriate. In 1990, Ernest Boyer introduced a model of four types of 
scholarship: Scholarship of Discovery (i.e., research, expanding human knowledge), Schol-
arship of Integration (i.e., place discoveries in larger context/interdisciplinary connections), 
Scholarship of Sharing Knowledge (i.e., teaching), and Scholarship of Application (i.e., moving 
from theory to practice). Boyer went on to expand his definition to include the Scholarship of 
Engagement (1996). The Scholarship of Engagement in the academy has come to be a way to 
describe reciprocity and collaboration in scholarship that is interdisciplinary and intersects 
with broader communities (Barker, 2004, p. 124).

Barker (2004) describes a distinct set of practices that are observable within the Scholarship 
of Engagement but also explains that the interpretation of engaged scholarship is “conflict-
ing, confusing, or redundant,” and that, as a phrase, it is “applied to overlapping concepts.” 
Barker further advocates for a rational, practical taxonomy for engaged scholarship and notes 
that the “taxonomic inconsistency” makes it difficult for scholars to explain their work in clear 
terms (p. 123). Barker’s article illustrates some of the problems related to the interpretation 
and application of the term engagement. As a similarly ambiguous interpretation and ap-
plication of engagement has emerged for librarians, there is a similar need to define the term 
and develop a practical taxonomy. There are many other applications of the term engagement 
in higher education: user engagement, public engagement, civic engagement, social media 
engagement. Exploring these is beyond the scope of this article, but the many different uses 
further demonstrate the many different interpretations that exist across higher education and 
the value in having a clear definition in how it is applied in academic libraries.

Engagement in Academic Libraries
There are several resources in the academic library literature that are key to demonstrating 
the development, use, and proliferation of engagement and the intended or implied charac-
teristics of the term. Engagement in academic libraries gained notice as an emergent concept 
more than 20 years ago. When perceptions of libraries as solely collections-centered support 
units and service providers started to shift, there was increasing interest—and arguably ne-
cessity—for libraries to be more active participants in the learning and research lifecycles. An 
early description of academic librarian engagement came in 2002 when Lougee described the 
evolving, emerging librarian role as “diffuse,” and that librarians were increasingly acting 
as “a diffuse agent within the scholarly community” (p. 4). Though the term “diffuse” didn’t 
stick, Lougee’s report presaged a multitude of additional reports and publications that built 
out a vision of more engaged roles and a view of academic librarian engagement work that 
extended beyond traditional liaison and outreach responsibilities.

In 2009, two key works were published that increased interest in the concept of engagement 
in academic libraries. One of those reports, from the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) 
SPEC Kit 312: Public Engagement, surveyed ARL institutions to discover whether, and how, the 
traditional outreach model in academic libraries was evolving toward “public engagement.” 
In this context, engagement was described as programming and services that were provided 
to communities beyond a campus primary constituencies and that took “the professional 
expertise of the library to members of the public” (Walter & Goetsch, 2009, p. 12). Also in 
2009, ARL published Research Library Issues (RLI) 265, a Special Issue on Liaison Librarian Roles 
(Hahn, 2009). One notable example from the special issue was a description of the University 
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of Minnesota’s Position Description Framework. Minnesota’s Framework sought to reimagine 
traditional liaison work, build more capacity and responsibility for new and emerging areas 
of librarian work, and mark a shift from a collections-centered to an engagement-centered 
model (Williams, 2009). It described a liaison librarian as more than a departmental contact 
with subject expertise. The liaison librarian role was redefined with expectations to be engaged 
“fundamentally in the lives of students, scholars, and citizens” and to “get in the flow of us-
ers” (Williams, 2009, p. 4). Building momentum for engagement in academic libraries, ACRL 
released the Value of Academic Libraries: A Comprehensive Research Review and Report in 2010. The 
report was a call to action for librarians to actively engage with their campus communities in 
meaningful, measurable ways, to collect evidence and demonstrate what they enable, and to 
proactively and prominently take part in initiatives that are impactful. This report provided 
further evidence of the need for engaged librarians, but it did not attempt a clear and distinct 
definition of the term, nor did any of the other aforementioned works. Rather, these works used 
engagement as a concept to illustrate a necessary and distinct change in liaison and outreach 
activities, to emphasize greater expectations for campus collaborations, and to advocate for 
new types of positions that connect with constituencies in new ways.

In 2011, Gibson and Dixon contributed a paper to that year’s ACRL Conference titled, New 
Metrics of Engagement for Academic Libraries. This paper posited that engagement in academic 
libraries should be measured, acknowledged that the term has “some fuzziness of meaning” 
in the literature, and proposed that “‘engagement’ transcends traditional ‘outreach’” (p. 341). 
Gibson and Dixon’s (2011) study attempted to identify emerging indicators of academic li-
brary engagement and possible means of measuring them. To do so, they drafted and tested 
a provisional definition of academic library engagement. What they discovered, and what 
we still see today, is that “[b]ecause of variable ideas about engagement, [and] its relation to 
traditional notions of outreach,” there is little distinction between engagement and outreach 
and the expectations of engagement work are unclear (p. 344). Gibson and Dixon’s study 
yielded a five-category metric construct intended to help academic libraries evaluate their 
degree of engagement (p. 345). For example, library administrators could look for indicators 
of engagement in their library’s mission and strategic documents or determine whether re-
sources are allocated and expended on efforts that increase the library’s capacity to respond 
to “externally focused activities” and changing needs. In establishing indicators of academic 
library engagement, Gibson and Dixon suggested that these measures could be used to dem-
onstrate a library’s range of “collaborative, value-enhancing projects” (p. 347). Their paper 
concludes with a revised definition of academic library engagement that elaborates on the 
“how” and the “why” of what engagement is in this context:

Sustained, strategic positioning of the academic library, through new or redirected 
resources, to create collaborative relationships with identified parties in order to 
advance institutional, community, and societal goals; through a progression of 
activities ranging from one-time initiatives, to longer-term projects, to enduring 
partnerships; to solve institutional- and community-level problems, or to support 
broad efforts to address long-range societal issues, through a range of engaged 
activities to create new knowledge, new products and services through these 
strategic choices; and to effect qualitatively different roles for academic libraries 
themselves through influential, reciprocal, and value enhancing relationships of 
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mutual benefit to libraries and the varied constituents and publics with whom 
they collaborate (2011, p. 347).

A further, important addition to their revised definition is language that emphasizes the 
necessity of relationships that are reciprocal and mutually beneficial. The goal of their study, 
however, was to establish metrics, indicators, and characteristics by which an academic li-
brary could demonstrate their shift from a traditional, service mode to a partner-collaborator 
mode on their campuses. Their definition of engagement, therefore, was necessarily oriented 
toward the library organization as a whole, not toward a definition that describes the actions 
of engagement at the librarian or library worker level.

Gibson and Dixon’s (2011) paper did, however, further prepare the way for distinguish-
ing engagement from more traditional concepts of outreach at the individual-level and is the 
closest thing to a definition of librarian engagement that the authors found in the literature. 
Their paper noted the “varieties of engagement” referenced in the literature but explains that 
true engagement “creates a field of mutual energies … around common purposes” (p. 341). 
Drawing on Boyer’s Scholarship of Engagement (1996) and Barker’s (2004) taxonomy of en-
gaged scholarship, both of which describe reciprocity as being crucial for true engagement, 
Gibson and Dixon explained that mutual energies and common purposes result in mutual 
benefits that enhance the value of each party’s contributions and outcomes. They also asserted 
that reciprocity is a crucial element for engagement to transcend traditional outreach.

In 2013, Jaguszewski and Williams prepared a report for ARL, New Roles for New Times: 
Transforming Liaison Roles in Research Libraries. In their introduction, Jaguszewski and Wil-
liams explained that “research libraries are now compelled to understand and support all 
processes of instruction and scholarship, which calls for an engagement model. An engaged 
liaison seeks to enhance scholar productivity, to empower learners, and to participate in the 
entire lifecycle of the research, teaching, and learning process” (p. 4). They then described an 
engagement model whereby librarians build strong, collaborative relationships, understand 
how scholars communicate, and actively monitor learning programs and goals. The traditional 
liaison model is described in juxtaposition as an insufficient model for emerging needs and is 
described as “librarians [using] their subject knowledge to select books and journals and teach 
guest lectures” (p. 4). Driving the need for these new engaged librarian roles, Jaguszewski 
and Williams described six trends. Present across all these trends, but specifically identified 
in Trend 5, is the need for collaboration: collaborative initiatives, services, and programs both 
within the library but, more critically, through partnerships across campus. They make clear 
that an engaged liaison or a team of engaged librarians can possess essential experience and 
expertise that advances research and learning initiatives (e.g., copyright) in partnership with 
campus faculty (p. 13). What is missing from their description of an engagement model and 
engaged liaisonship is the concept of reciprocity. The authors described several ways that 
librarians and libraries can work with students and faculty to “provide,” “offer,” and “sup-
port,” but they did not comment on how engaged partnerships and collaborations also benefit 
the libraries or librarians or that there is reciprocity to the relationships.

In 2014, Bidney referred to Gibson and Dixon’s 2011 paper and their proposed engage-
ment definition for academic libraries. In her chapter, Bidney emphasized that mutual benefit 
is essential to engagement and articulated a distinction between outreach and engagement. 
Though the chapter falls short of defining engagement, Bidney asserted that an “outreach 
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relationship is a one-way relationship,” while the “engagement relationship is mutually 
beneficial: the library or librarian gains as much as the user who is being engaged” (p. 110). 
Also in 2014, Ithaka S+R released an issue brief, “Leveraging the Liaison Model: From Defin-
ing 21st Century Research Libraries to Implementing 21st Century Research Universities,” 
which continued to explore the liaison model and how liaisons could transition to a more 
engagement-centered model. The brief’s author, Kenney, explains that as an engagement 
model “raise[s] the bar about what we expect from liaisons, many are left feeling insufficiently 
equipped, wondering how to do it all, what to give up, and how best to achieve results. What 
seems most lacking is a sense of how to measure progress, how to use available time to the 
best advantage, how to develop priorities, and how to know we are on the right track,” (p. 11). 
In 2015, ARL surveyed their member libraries to “gather data about the evolving role of the 
library liaison and the shifting goals and strategies of liaison programs” (Miller & Pressley, 
p. 11). Their report, SPEC Kit 349, Evolution of Library Liaisons, describes a variety of liaison 
programs and liaison responsibilities, many of which illustrate the challenges that Kenney 
(2014) described. Respondents indicated that “measuring success … is very challenging,” and 
that time constraints, difficulties in understanding and undertaking new liaison expectations, 
and “inconsistency within liaison programs” made it difficult to transition to a more engaged 
model (Miller & Pressley, 2015, p. 16-17). The Ithaka S+R brief and SPEC Kit 349 illustrate 
some of the growing pains that libraries were experiencing as they attempted to shift to more 
engaged models, as well as the challenges that were occurring as libraries worked to apply 
and interpret engagement as a new type of work.

Schlak (2019) recognized the “library profession’s loose structuring of engagement” (p. 
134) and explained that a clear definition of engagement would “assist library practitioners in 
conceiving of their work” (p. 133). He reviewed engagement frameworks from higher educa-
tion literature and articles from library literature, but his analysis was confined to literature 
that directly or indirectly related to student engagement. Schlak was interested in a “more 
critical grounding in the compelling terms and discourses of engagement,” but only insofar 
as it will help to strengthen and better articulate the value of student engagement (p. 133).

As liaison programs were evolving to various degrees, new job titles that featured engage-
ment started to emerge. In 2017, Geckle and Nelson described a job ad analysis that revealed 
problems with the use of certain terminology and the actual conceptualization of positions. 
They considered the problematic nature of a term that was proliferating in librarian position 
titles at the time, “metadata,” but their argument similarly applies to position titles that em-
bed the term engagement. They described the inconsistency and confusion with job titles that 
used the term metadata as opposed to cataloging or cataloger. They asked, “Are cataloging 
librarians and metadata librarians the same, different, or just connected?” and advocated “for 
a precision in terms to clarify what a metadata librarian is expected to do” (Geckle & Nelson, 
2019, p. 59). And though metadata was increasingly showing up in position titles, “the actual 
meaning of the term itself ha[d] remained elusive … and the continuing ambiguity surrounding 
the question of exactly what the person … is actually supposed to know for a particular job is 
clearly problematic” (Geckle & Nelson, 2019, p. 59). One can recognize similar questions and 
problems in considering the growing application of engagement and its interchangeability 
with outreach. Todorinova (2018) drew a related argument against the inclusion of words 
such as “experience” and “engagement” in position titles, determining that the use of such 
inconclusive terminology “means that these librarians are always having to explain their 
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role and even justify the need for its existence” (p. 213). This inability to describe the work of 
engagement can reasonably be linked to the lack of a clear and distinct definition of the term 
as it applies to academic librarians. Though the use of engagement was growing in position 
titles and descriptions, the uses were/are largely indistinguishable from the uses of the term 
outreach, applied more to be de rigueur rather than intentionally distinct.

The conflation of engagement and outreach continued to persist in the 2018 ARL SPEC 
Kit 361: Outreach and Engagement, a report of survey results from responding ARL institutions. 
Despite the inclusion of “engagement” in its title, the stated explanation for the survey was to 
“create a picture of library outreach” and “to paint a picture of how libraries are approaching 
outreach programs” (LeMire et al., 2018, p. 2). Engagement as a singular term, concept, or 
activity was not explored, either in its relation to or distinction from outreach, tacitly implying 
that outreach and engagement were indistinct. Interestingly, however, SPEC Kit 361 survey 
respondents clearly struggled to define outreach and, given the wide variety of programs and 
services that they described, there was clearly uncertainty around what qualified as outreach, 
much less its potential distinction from engagement. The undefined concept of engagement 
gets swept up into equally undefined notions of outreach that are “broad, generic, and catch-
all” (LeMire et al., 2018, p. 10). The report’s authors explain that this has significant implica-
tions, “contribut[ing] to a lack of systematic and assessment-driven approach[es],” that “[i]
nstitutions [and individuals] could be more effective … [with] a clear definition, meaningful 
and measurable,” and that a clear definition is likely to lead to more “intentional, strategic, 
and impactful” work (LeMire, et al., 2018, p. 10). Though they were referring specifically to 
the lack of a clear definition of outreach, the same is true for engagement.

Perhaps what has hindered a distinction between outreach and engagement is that 
outreach as a term, concept, and activity itself has also defied definition within academic 
librarianship, though many have ventured to provide one. In her 2019 article, “Outreach in 
academic librarianship: A concept analysis and definition,” Diaz describes the elusiveness of 
a clear definition of outreach. Through a concept analysis methodology, Diaz attempted to 
clarify the term outreach based on her broad synthesis of the outreach literature. Diaz did 
identify engagement, among other terms and phrases, as a concept related to outreach that 
was “often used interchangeably with the term” and she suggested that these should be ex-
amined further to ascertain their relationships to outreach (p. 190). Diaz proposed a working 
definition of outreach in academic librarianship applying the attributes she uncovered in her 
analysis, describing outreach as various methods of intervention that are targeted to an audi-
ence to advance library goals and often support institutional goals.

In 2020, Gibson returned to the topic of engagement and reflected on an effort launched 
in 2011 “to expand the conception of the liaison librarian role through the lens of ‘engage-
ment’” at Ohio State University (OSU) Libraries (p. 12). The result of that effort was the En-
gaged Librarian Framework, which was intended to position liaisons “more broadly within 
the workflows of faculty and researchers” (Gibson, 2020, p. 14). A definition of engagement 
was written for this Framework: “Engagement is a deepened level of sustained, high-quality, 
mutually beneficial interaction in the liaison role with academic programs” (Gibson, 2020, p. 
14). The concept of a sustained, mutual benefit is a thread that connects to Gibson and Dixon’s 
2011 definition, but their concepts of collaboration, reciprocity, and strategy were not carried 
into the OSU Engaged Librarian Framework definition. The Framework definition is also 
narrowly scoped to apply only to subject librarians, which may explain why this definition 
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uses the somewhat ambiguous term “interaction” in lieu of terms like collaborations, partner-
ships, or relationships that imply a level of reciprocity. The Framework defined five activity 
clusters, including engagement/outreach; this clearly indicated OSU Libraries’ interpretation 
of the terms and the work associated with them, and implied that they are the same or simi-
lar enough, despite the establishment of a specific framework of engagement and a distinct 
definition of engagement to accompany it.

Beginning with Lougee in 2002, there is evidence of a decades-long trend that strongly in-
dicates that academic libraries recognized a need to shift away from certain types of traditional 
work and instead needed to intentionally focus on new roles and practices, “to understand and 
support the processes of scholarship, rather than the products” (Williams, 2009, p. 3). These new 
roles and practices centered on the need for librarians to actively participate in the research 
and learning cycles and to perform a new type of work: engagement. In more recent years, as 
the term has grown in use, it has become apparent that without a distinct definition, academic 
librarians struggle to describe, perform, and assess the work of engagement. Engagement, as 
a term applied directly to the work of academic librarians, has remained undefined and not 
understood as a concept that stands distinctly on its own. Despite its use in numerous posi-
tion titles (e.g., Research and Engagement Librarian, Learning and Engagement Librarian, 
Academic Engagement Librarian) and descriptions, and appearing in numerous publications, 
the work of an engagement librarian remains unclear.

A Proposed Definition of Engagement
If engagement can be defined and disentangled from outreach, perhaps both terms will real-
ize the benefits of distinction. A definition that provides clarity and differentiation between 
outreach and engagement, and a definition that situates the practices and activities of engage-
ment for librarians at the individual-level, will provide critically valuable clarity for those 
responsible for engagement activity and will improve the ability to articulate and assess the 
intent and outcomes of engagement. Our proposed definition is a modification of Gibson and 
Dixon’s (2011) organizational-level definition of academic library engagement: A strategic, 
formal exchange between committed parties that creates reciprocal, collaborative relationships 
and yields mutual benefits while advancing university, library, and department goals. This defi-
nition has five critical components that elucidates a clear differentiation from outreach and 
provides clarity on the expectations and actions of academic librarian engagement:

1.	 Strategic: that the action explicitly and intentionally aligns with a shared goal or 
goals; positions the librarian as a resource to meaningfully advance achievement of 
the goal or goals

2.	 Exchange: that each party contributes expertise and value beyond one’s existing 
individual capacity

3.	 Reciprocal: that each party equitably shares in the responsibility and commitment to 
the action

4.	 Mutually beneficial: that the result of each party’s contributions yields a beneficial 
individual or organizational outcome

5.	 Goal-advancing: that the action purposefully facilitates achievement of a shared goal 
or goals

Reciprocity and mutual benefit are especially distinct characteristics of engagement in 
our definition. These components are not intended to convey strict quid pro quo arrange-
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ments. Our definition uses the concept of reciprocity to indicate that an engagement relation-
ship is a shared effort that each party has a responsibility to; that is, no single party carries 
the exclusive, or the majority of, responsibility for the action(s). As Gibson and Dixon (2011) 
asserted, reciprocity is a crucial element for engagement to transcend traditional outreach. 
They also emphasized the importance of mutual benefits that can enhance the value of each 
party’s contributions and outcomes. The concept of mutual benefit is used in our definition 
to indicate that, through each party’s contributions, a helpful benefit is given or received by 
each party or is realized as a result of the parties’ contributions. The authors acknowledge that 
these components of the definition may conflict with the typical service ethos in librarianship. 
We contend, though, that seeking and developing reciprocal and mutually beneficial relation-
ships is not in opposition to, nor negates, the value and importance of serving, helping, and 
supporting campus constituencies. We do, however, assert that engagement is distinct from 
those traditional modes of serving, helping, and supporting.

Similar to Bidney’s (2014) distinction between an outreach relationship and an engagement 
relationship, we consider engagement as a reciprocal conversation with a person or group, and 
in contrast, outreach is a one-direction communication to a person or group. Though outreach is 
often a means or a path that leads to engagement, outreach can be characterized as transactional, 
periodic or one-time interactions, or periodic or one-way communications with no expectation of 
a response, though the intent or goal may be to elicit one. In contrast, engagement is characterized 
by reciprocity and collaboration, yielding benefits to the parties involved. Returning to Diaz’s 2019 
article for the purposes of additional contrast, consider Diaz’s working definition of outreach:

Outreach is work carried out by library employees at institutions of higher educa-
tion who design and implement a variety of methods of intervention to advance 
awareness, positive perceptions, and use of library services, spaces, collections, 
and issues (e.g. various literacies, scholarly communication, etc.). Implemented 
in and outside of the library, outreach efforts are typically implemented periodi-
cally throughout the year or as a single event. Methods are primarily targeted to 
current students and faculty, however, subsets of these groups, potential students, 
alumni, surrounding community members, and staff can be additional target au-
diences. In addition to library-centric goals, outreach methods are often designed 
to support shared institutional goals such as lifelong learning, cultural awareness, 
student engagement, and community engagement (2019, 191).

Here, outreach is described as interventions exclusively “carried out by library employees 
…periodically throughout the year or as a single event” (p. 191). In contrast, our proposed defi-
nition of engagement describes reciprocal exchanges between parties that occur when a shared 
goal has been identified. In Diaz’s definition, the intent of outreach is to “advance awareness, 
positive perceptions, and use of library services, spaces, collections, and issues” through means 
that are “often designed to support shared institutional goals” (p. 191). In contrast, the intent 
of engagement in our proposed definition is to establish a strategic collaboration that directly 
advances institutional goals and leverages the expertise and contributions of others. Though 
shared goals are an attribute of both definitions, the proposed definition of engagement implies 
a strategic collaboration that directly advances goals rather than raising awareness of how a 
library or librarians support institutional goals.
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Differentiating between outreach and engagement is not to suggest that one or the other 
should be ignored or privileged over the other, however. We contend that, while engagement 
is different from outreach, outreach can serve as a path to, and instigate, engagement. Outreach 
through an annual newsletter or a new student orientation fair, for example, can prompt an 
unexpected response and lead to a conversation that results in engagement. Outreach can 
also be more intentional when specific information is shared and an invitation to respond is 
extended. For example, a librarian might let an instructor know that an electronic version of a 
course textbook is available and invite the instructor to learn more about how the library can 
make other course materials more affordable for students. This kind of intentional outreach 
can prompt an opportunity for engagement, but it requires effort and knowledge beyond 
what is typical for information sharing events or other one-way and transactional interactions. 
Returning to the proposed definition of engagement, engagement goes further than outreach 
because it requires an articulation of goals, outcomes, and agreement on contributions.

An academic librarian charged with engagement responsibilities should be ready to 
leverage opportunities, whether those are self-initiated or presented unexpectedly. As previ-
ously described, outreach can often lead to an opportunity for engagement. This can occur 
when the outreach is received as an invitation to align efforts and expertise toward achieving 
common goals. It can also occur when an academic librarian realizes the potential for such 
alignment during an outreach activity and acts on it. Opportunities for engagement may also 
be presented through means outside of outreach activities, for example, when a librarian is 
attending a campus meeting or listening to a research talk. In all these instances, an engage-
ment librarian is continually listening for possibilities to align efforts and expertise toward 
achieving common goals. Resources exist to help librarians prepare for these opportunities, 
including several audit exercises that can illuminate shared goals between libraries and their 
larger institutions (Oakleaf, 2017). Conducting such audits in preparation for a conversation 
with a campus stakeholder can help librarians identify engagement opportunities. However 
the opportunities arise, a librarian charged with engagement must maintain awareness of the 
goals and priorities on their campus and within academic departments, and they must also 
have a thorough understanding of their individual and organizational goals (i.e., to engage 
strategically, with mutual benefit, and to advance shared goals). They must also possess a 
full understanding of their expertise, value, capacity, and clarity in how they can contribute 
(i.e., to engage in a reciprocal exchange).

Once an opportunity is known, the possibility of engagement can be raised with the other 
party. An initial communication may be in the form of outreach with an invitation to talk more 
about collaborating. Or it may be in the form of a direct communication that outlines the value 
of a collaboration. In either case, the librarian is prepared to communicate how a strategic, 
reciprocal exchange between the parties could advance shared or respective goals and realize 
mutual benefits. However, this isn’t engagement yet. Though these communications can often 
be an invitation to establish a collaborative relationship and are a frequent first step toward 
engagement, whether it becomes an engagement relationship depends on the response from 
the other party. These communications differ from a typical one-way, outreach communica-
tion because 1. it is a specific, intentional offer to collaborate and advance goals and 2. there is 
an expectation of a response. When the other party replies with interest in the offer, the two 
parties can begin to establish the details of their strategic exchange, how each will reciprocate 
in the collaboration, and determine the mutual benefits in working toward their goal.
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The work of engagement for academic librarians is different and distinct from other 
types of services and support provided by libraries. Not every interaction, intervention, or 
event will or should result in engagement. For example, helping a student search a database 
is a discrete interaction that meets the student’s need and supports the library and librarian’s 
goal to support student research and creativity. Although this interaction wouldn’t fit our 
proposed definition of engagement (it would fit student engagement theory definitions, how-
ever), it does achieve other professional and organizational objectives, as do a wide variety 
of additional librarian services and support.

Engagement in Action
An example of what engagement looks like in action might be beneficial. Consider an effort 
that many academic libraries allocate resources toward: the development of open educational 
resources (OER). Many academic libraries are working to reduce textbook costs by providing 
funding for instructors to develop and use OER. In this example, an engagement librarian 
would implement a communication strategy to build awareness of the high cost of textbooks 
and other course materials that create barriers to student success. Included in this communi-
cation strategy would be the announcement of a funding opportunity for instructors to create 
OER for their courses. Interested instructors would be invited to an information session to 
learn more. At this point, the librarian would be participating in outreach, not engagement. 
The information session would consist of a presentation by librarians to share details about 
the funding and support that is available to develop OER. Following the presentation, librar-
ians would meet with interested instructors in small groups to discuss the specifics of their 
course needs. This would still be outreach; however, it is in these small group conversations 
that engagement can be instigated.

It is during this initial conversation that shared goals and the value of a collaboration would 
potentially be discovered. The librarian’s goal would be clear—to encourage the development 
and use of OER to reduce barriers to student success—as shared in the information session. 
In conversation, an instructor may share their shock at the cost of their course materials and 
that they are interested in reducing the cost of course materials for students. At this point, 
engagement between the two parties would clearly be strategic in that the potential of OER 
aligns with a shared goal. The librarian is positioned to advance the shared goal. Further into 
the conversation, the librarian would introduce the instructor to the Open Textbook Library so 
they can begin to find existing resources in their subject area. This would be a formal exchange 
of expertise beyond the existing capacity of each individual, as the librarian is an expert in 
identifying existing, open resources and the instructor is an expert in their discipline and best 
positioned to make the decision as to whether the existing resources meet their needs, or if 
they should develop something new. The instructor could skim the textbook options and note 
the potential to adapt an existing OER. The librarian would be exchanging their knowledge 
of existing OER, open publishing platforms, and licensing with the instructor’s subject area 
expertise and the knowledge needed to create or adapt existing resources. As a result of this 
conversation, the instructor could apply for funding to adapt an OER for their course.

After the instructor’s application for OER funding was approved, the parties would 
enter a reciprocal engagement relationship. As Gibson and Dixon (2011) asserted—and as 
a critical component of our proposed definition—reciprocity is required for engagement to 
transcend outreach. Here, each party would determine how they would equitably share in 



878  College & Research Libraries	 November 2025

the responsibility and the action required to adapt and implement the OER. In this example, 
the parties could draft and sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that outlines the 
responsibilities of each party and begin their work. The instructor could begin to adapt an 
existing OER to meet their course needs and the librarian would provide guidance, training, 
and support. Upon completion, the OER would be implemented in the course. The outcome 
of this engagement relationship would be mutually beneficial as both parties would be meet-
ing an institutional goal for student success, contributing to the educational mission of the 
university, and benefitting professionally from the experience.

Conclusion
This paper sought to define the term engagement and articulate the critical components of en-
gagement work that clearly distinguish it from outreach. The proposed definition shifts Gibson 
and Dixon’s (2011) definition to center the work of librarians as opposed to the library organiza-
tion. The proposed definition also builds upon the engagement model described by Jaguszewski 
and Williams (2013) in terms such as collaboration, and the monitoring of programs and goals; 
however, the proposed definition strengthens their concept through the addition of reciprocity 
and the identification of outcomes that are mutually beneficial. Diaz (2019) identified engagement 
as a concept that was related to outreach and recommended it be examined more thoroughly to 
determine if it was in fact different from outreach. While Diaz (2019) applied a concept analysis 
methodology in her paper, we conducted a thorough examination of the literature to analyze 
the term engagement in academic libraries. Our analysis found that like outreach, the term en-
gagement lacks a consistent definition in the library literature. The many attempts to articulate 
engagement in the responsibilities and roles of librarians and in organizational transitions to 
engagement models have led the authors to a new definition. Our proposed definition will clarify 
expectations for librarians with engagement responsibilities and urge librarians and libraries to 
draw clear distinctions between engagement and outreach. In addition, this proposed definition 
provides a framework for engagement that will aid in the assessment of engagement work and 
communicate the value of academic librarians’ contributions to their campus communities.

With the establishment of a distinct definition of engagement for academic librarians, 
the authors envision several opportunities for advancing engagement work. As the proposed 
definition sets clear expectations for what engagement is (and what it is not), it can be applied 
to activities such as onboarding, annual reviews, and professional development. The proposed 
definition can help with the design of formal engagement plans that are distinctly different 
from outreach plans, and push librarians to intentionally align their work with stakehold-
ers through the identification of shared goals. Finally, the products of engagement work are 
mutually beneficial, thus allowing academic libraries to clearly articulate their contributions 
to their larger institutions. We envision that librarians may use this definition in their future 
research endeavors through “engagement in action” case studies that describe and assess 
work that fits within the proposed definition.
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Impact of Library Collections on Faculty Teaching, 
Research, and Retention: A Mixed-Methods Study

Sarah LeMire and Shanna Bodenhamer*

In recent decades, college and university libraries have been called to demonstrate 
their impact on their institutions’ teaching and research missions. One way that 
libraries can demonstrate their impact is by evaluating how library collections can 
influence faculty recruitment and retention decisions. This study builds upon an 
existing study aimed at evaluating this impact. The authors apply a mixed-methods 
approach to an existing data set to identify differences in impact based upon faculty 
discipline and rank. The authors found that tenured faculty, as well as faculty in the 
Arts and Humanities were significantly more likely to include the library as part of 
their recruitment and retention decision making.

Introduction
Librarianship, as a discipline, focuses on information discovery, access, and usage. For centu-
ries, libraries have been recognized as foundational to the academic mission of the university. 
Frequently found at the heart of campus, libraries collect the books and periodicals upon which 
faculty and students relied to conduct their own research. However, the contributions of the 
university library extend far beyond managing research collections. Library faculty provide 
significant support during the research process, contribute to higher rates of student and faculty 
retention, and play a key role in building a university’s reputation.

The advent of the internet age has, in some ways, undermined libraries’ central role in 
their campus’ academic mission. Because many resources can be accessed electronically, 
faculty and students conduct research without once setting foot into the library build-
ing. The advent of online access has led to misconceptions about the continued need for 
libraries. It is a common misconception that libraries are not needed because everything 
is available online. This misconception represents a significant misunderstanding of to-
day’s information landscape. While Google can provide access to enormous amounts of 
information, the type of high-quality information used in higher education is typically 
proprietary. Though it is possible to access scholarly sources without using library facili-
ties or databases, often researchers will encounter a paywall when they try to access the 
full text of those sources. Libraries, however, provide faculty, staff, and students with 
immediate and equitable access to this proprietary information to support the university’s 
teaching and research mission.
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The misconception about the continued relevance of libraries has left many libraries with 
a need to demonstrate their importance and impact. Indeed, the Association of College and 
Research Libraries’ foundational Value of Academic Libraries report articulates that “Librarians 
are increasingly called upon to document and articulate the value of academic and research 
libraries and their contribution to institutional mission and goals” (Oakleaf, 2010, p. 6). This 
study is based upon previous research focused on establishing the impact of the University 
of Texas’ (UT) library on faculty retention, research, and teaching. In 2020, librarians from the 
University of Texas published a Library Impact Practice Brief for the Association of Research 
Libraries’ (ARL) Research Library Impact Framework initiative (Chiochios et al., 2020a). This 
report provided both qualitative and quantitative insights into UT faculty members’ percep-
tions of the importance of the library to their employment decisions. This study builds upon 
the ARL Practice Brief by further analyzing the UT data set, which was published in the Texas 
Data Repository with a CC0 license (Chiochios et al., 2020b). This study extends the research 
by applying different statistical analysis within a mixed methods design that incorporates 
thematic analysis and examines variation among faculty recruitment and retention as it relates 
to university library collections.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was threefold. First, the study aimed to further explore university 
faculty perceptions of the library’s collection on their research and which of the library re-
sources faculty members consider vital to their research. Second, the researchers intended to 
examine the effect that library services have on the recruitment and retention of university 
faculty. Third, the study aimed to explore the relationship between university faculty percep-
tions of the library collection and faculty recruitment and retention.

Research Questions
1.	 Are there differences by discipline and rank on engagement with the library during 

faculty recruitment/retention?
2.	 Are there differences by discipline and rank in how faculty perceive the impact of 

library collections on their research?
3.	 Which library resources do faculty members perceive as most vital to their research 

and teaching?

Literature Review
Factors Affecting University Faculty Retention
The average university faculty attrition rate is estimated to be approximately 50% over the 
span of a 10-year period (Buller, 2021). For most colleges and universities this means that 
they will need to replace about half of their faculty every decade. In 2008, the financial costs 
associated with faculty turnover in higher education reached $68 million (Figueroa, 2015). 
Attrition is not only costly, but it can place additional strain on the remaining staff members, 
increasing the likelihood of burnout. Another negative consequence of attrition can be the 
impact to a university’s reputation when it loses respected researchers. Understanding factors 
that contribute to retaining quality faculty can assist universities in minimizing the negative 
impacts associated with attrition. Some predictors leading to faculty turnover are stress, job 
satisfaction, research productivity, support, and overall job fit (Figueroa, 2015; Ryan et al., 2011).
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Balancing job responsibilities contributes to overall job satisfaction. While not all are 
required at every institution, the typical job responsibilities for academic faculty in higher 
education are teaching, research, and administration/management. Survey research examin-
ing faculty satisfaction with these responsibilities revealed that 80% reported satisfaction in 
teaching, 65% reported satisfaction with research, and 40% reported satisfaction with admin-
istrative responsibilities (Metcalf et al., 2005). Stress associated with these job responsibilities 
negatively impacts life satisfaction, which leads to emotional burnout.

The “publish or perish” mentality is especially overwhelming for junior faculty mem-
bers who feel high levels of pressure to establish an academic reputation through research 
publications. Regression analysis found that research stress felt by junior faculty is positively 
correlated with emotional burnout, which is negatively correlated with life satisfaction (Xu 
& Wang, 2023). Another study examining publication stress for both tenured and tenure 
track faculty members found that 92% of participants reported feeling pressure to publish 
in peer-reviewed journals (Miller et al., 2011). This pressure was found to be positively 
correlated with publication burnout and negatively correlated with satisfaction related to 
publishing.

Universities can promote job satisfaction by balancing job responsibilities for their faculty 
and providing support in areas that contribute to high levels of stress and burnout. Supporting 
faculty research can lead to lower levels of stress and burnout, increased job satisfaction and 
feelings of productivity, and offset the negative impact of the “publish or perish” mentality 
within academia. A university’s library plays an important role in supporting its faculty’s 
research endeavors.

Impact of University Library on Faculty Research
One way that libraries can contribute to faculty retention is through their support for faculty 
research. Libraries have developed services in areas such as research data management, au-
thor rights management, and scholarly reputation (Del Toro et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2023; Xu, 
2022). Despite the many services libraries provide to support faculty research, faculty typically 
identify collections as the library’s most important contribution to their research (Brown & 
Tucker, 2013; Hollister & Schroeder, 2015).

Librarians have been examining the impact of library collections on faculty research since 
the 1980s using metrics such as the number of publications, citations to those publications, 
and quality of publication venue (Rushton & Meltzer, 1981). At that time, library collections 
were almost exclusively in print format, meaning that faculty access to information was closely 
connected to their ready access to a substantial print collection. Indeed, researchers found 
that there was a positive relationship between the size of the library collection and faculty 
research productivity (Rushton & Meltzer, 1981).

In the 1990s, researchers began to reference the decreasing purchasing power of library 
collection budgets. The proliferation of publication venues combined with the rising costs 
of journals and monographs limited the comprehensiveness of library collections (Gardner, 
1991). Despite these limitations, researchers found that faculty were still able to use library 
collections to access most of the journal and monograph sources they needed (Dykeman, 1994). 
In fact, research into faculty research productivity at this time indicated that “institutional 
expenditures for libraries were significantly related to departmental research productivity” 
(Dundar & Lewis, 1998, p. 624).
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The advent of online journals and collections access in the late 1990s and early 2000s had 
a substantial impact on how faculty used library collections. Researchers found that, as ac-
cess to online journals increased, usage of print journals decreased significantly (De Groote 
& Dorsch, 2001). However, the easy access to scholarly information afforded by electronic 
journals increased the number of articles that scholars cited in their research (De Groote et 
al., 2005). Researchers also found that, even as electronic journal articles became the norm, 
faculty overwhelmingly cited journal articles that could be found through their library’s col-
lections (Wilson & Tenopir, 2008).

Over time, researchers have found that faculty identified access to electronic resources as 
particularly key to their research productivity (Borrego & Anglada, 2015; Noh, 2012; Rawls, 
2015). Qualitatively, researchers have found that faculty attribute online discoverability of 
research as having substantially increased their efficiency and productivity (Tenopir, 2010). In 
particular, faculty reported having accessed electronic resources in support of their research 
agendas (as opposed to teaching or other purposes) (Lupton & Davidson, 2013). Indeed, 
Tenopir quotes one of her faculty participants as asserting that they “could not do [their] 
research without the speedy and wide-ranging access to material provided through the elec-
tronic resources from the library” (2011, p. 11).

Some researchers have attempted to specifically measure the impact of library collections 
on faculty research through a return on investment calculation including additional metrics 
such as grant funding received. Scholars at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 
calculated that the University’s investment in the library paid dividends in terms of grant 
funding; they estimated that the University received “a return on investment of $4.38 for every 
dollar invested in the library” (Kaufman, 2008, p. 433). Similarly, Rawls (2015) and De Groote 
et al. (2020) found that faculty research productivity is positively correlated with “the level of 
investment [the institution] makes in its libraries” (Rawls, 2015, p. 35).

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework: Resource Dependence Theory
In their 1978 publication, The External Control of Organizations: A Resource Dependence Perspective, 
researchers Pfeffer and Salancik presented a framework for understanding the relationship 
between an organization and its environment, known as the resource dependence theory 
(RDT). RDT posits that an organization is dependent upon external contingencies within its 
environment, and these external factors influence how an organization behaves. For example, 
external factors like power and money influence an organization’s behavior because they 
control resources that are central to the organization’s functioning.

Within educational organizations like colleges and universities, the RDT framework can 
be used to explain the effects funding has on public institutions of higher education. Because 
public universities rely on external funding for survival, they must balance the desires of mul-
tiple stakeholders (e.g., state policy leaders, student organizations, federal policy). Decreased 
government investment in higher education has forced universities to depend on tuition as 
a primary funding source (Fowles, 2013). Increased reliance on tuition as a revenue stream 
has led many institutions to reallocate resources that expand their instructional capacities 
at the expense of resources that support research activities. Additionally, the political belief 
that universities should primarily focus on producing the economic workforce further shifts 
resources towards instructional activities and away from research activities. A research study 
that examined the relationship between state funding and the expansion of master’s degree 
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programs found a strong correlation between decreased state funding of higher education 
in the 1990s and a dramatic increase in the number of awarded master’s degrees (Jaquette, 
2019). This suggests that universities expanded master’s degree programs to replace the lost 
revenue from state funding. While universities have found alternate ways to increase funding 
through tuition, this funding source is less likely to go towards funding research activities. 
An analysis of public university expenditures revealed that outside funding, like grants, had 
a greater impact on research expenditures than did tuition (Leslie et al., 2011). Decreased 
funding of public universities has impacted the funding of libraries and research activities, 
forcing many libraries to seek funding from outside sources (Rader, 2000).

Methods
Mixed methods is a research design that combines qualitative and quantitative methods. 
Because both qualitative and quantitative methods have limitations, combining both into a 
single study overcomes the weaknesses of both designs and provides a deeper understanding 
of the research problem (Creamer, 2017; Creswell, 2020). This study builds upon a previous 
multimethod design study and further examines how library collections impact different 
disciplines. This study uses a concurrent equivalent mixed methods design, which combines 
quantitative and qualitative datasets that were collected at the same time and given equal 
priority (Creamer, 2017). Qualitative data was collected by the original researchers via partici-
pant interviews to explore the relationship between university faculty perceptions of library 
collections and faculty retention and recruitment. To identify and analyze patterns within 
participant interviews, we conducted a thematic analysis. Quantitative data was collected by 
the original researchers from university faculty surveys to examine the relationship between 
library collections and faculty recruitment. We examined quantitative and qualitative data 
strands for corroborating themes.

Participants and Data Collection
This study employed an existing data set deposited in the Texas Data Repository and dedi-
cated to the public domain (Chiochios et al., 2020b). The data set included quantitative survey 
results as well as qualitative interview codes with selected representative quotations.

Quantitative Data
Quantitative data was collected by the original researchers from a population of UT faculty 
members. The instrument was a 23-question survey consisting of multiple choice and Likert-
style questions. The survey was divided into five sections. The first section focused on faculty 
members’ experience when they were hired at the university. The second asked faculty about 
experience with library collections after they were hired. The third segment focused on faculty 
members’ potential for transitioning to another institution. The last two sections of the survey 
were focused on demographics: the first on academic demographics such as discipline and 
rank and the second on personal demographic characteristics including gender, race, and age. 
The survey instrument is available in Appendix A.

Faculty members received an email survey solicitation if they were either hired or pro-
moted at the institution between the years of 2013 and 2018. The survey was distributed to 
991 faculty members and the researchers received 284 responses for a 29% response rate 
(Chiochios et al., 2020a). The disciplinary breakdown of respondents is available in Table 1.
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Quantitative data was deposited in the Texas Data 
Repository in Excel format. The authors imported the 
Excel data file into Stata and transformed the data in 
several days. First, the authors converted nominal 
data into dummy and factor variables. The authors 
also combined six dummy variables, all focused on 
faculty recruitment, into a single factor variable to 
facilitate analysis.

Qualitative Data
Qualitative data was collected by the original research-
ers via one-on-one, semi-structured interviews. They prepared 15 interview questions, which 
were grouped according to four themes: 1) academic demographics, 2) research methods, 3) 
perceptions of library collections, and 4) recruitment and retention. Interview questions are 
available in Appendix B.

The original researchers used a purposive sampling methodology that prioritized diversity 
in terms of academic rank and discipline. The data set includes themes from 13 interviews with 
faculty. Interviews were transcribed and the researchers took a grounded theory approach to 
coding the data (Chiochios et al., 2020a).

Qualitative data was deposited by the original researchers in Excel format. The authors 
downloaded the Excel file and transformed the data by eliminating the previous researchers’ 
themes and aggregating the sample quotes into a single data set. The authors then performed 
a thematic analysis of the resulting qualitative data set.

Data Analysis
The data for this study were analyzed using a convergent approach that combined qualitative 
and quantitative results after analyzing the strands separately. This approach was selected to 
triangulate findings and confirm results.

Quantitative Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using an analysis of variance (ANOVA) (Howell, 2012; 
Scheffe, 1959). Data was imported into Stata and string variables were converted into factor 
variables for the purposes of analysis. Variables related to recruitment were combined into 
a single dependent variable, while disciplines and faculty rank were independent variables.

Qualitative Data Analysis
The qualitative data were coded using a thematic analysis approach. Thematic analysis 
was chosen due to its flexibility (Nowell et al., 2017). After initial review of the data, the 
researchers developed codes which were iteratively tested and refined. Both raters scored 
15% of the data set, after which intercoder reliability was established using Cohen’s Kappa 
(O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). The intercoder reliability assessment revealed agreement on 97% 
of codes (κ = 0.87). The raters then divided up the remaining data set, with one coder scoring 
the STEM data, the other scoring the Social Sciences data, and each scoring half of Fine Arts 
and Humanities data.

TABLE 1
Survey Respondents by Discipline
Discipline Number of Survey 

Respondents
Arts & Humanities 75
Social Sciences 101
STEM 99
Other 8
No response 1



886  College & Research Libraries	 November 2025

Mixed Methods Analysis
Following quantitative and qualitative analysis, we examined each strand’s results for either 
convergence or divergence. In particular, the researchers examined whether findings for re-
search questions one and two were consistent across the two strands. Corroboration between 
the qualitative and quantitative strands would increase the validity of the study’s findings.

Results
Quantitative Results
In an investigation of faculty use of the UT library collections in relation to recruitment, the 
descriptive statistics for the 4 x 4 factorial ANOVA are provided in Table 2. The first main 
effect, faculty rank, had four values: 1) lecturer, 2) assistant professor, 3) associate professor, 
and 4) full professor. The second main effect, faculty discipline, also had four values: 1) arts 
and humanities, 2) STEM, 3) social sciences, and 4) other. Sample means vary across academic 
discipline and across faculty rank with full professors (M = 3.09, SD = 1.749) scoring higher 
than lower ranking faculty, and faculty in arts and humanities (M = 3.61, SD = 1.951) scoring 
higher than other disciplines. Skewness across groups appeared to be normally distributed 
(i.e., within +/- 1), except for lecturers in arts and humanities and assistant and associate pro-
fessors in STEM, which appeared to be positively skewed. Kurtosis was somewhat normal 
for all groups with most values close to three.

TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics by Group (N = 284)

Group N M SD Sk Ku

Arts and Humanities Lecturers 11 1.91 1.81 1.09 3.35

Assistant Professors 21 3.33 2.06 –0.21 1.74

Associate Professors 24 4.04 1.73 –0.48 1.97

Full Professors 19 4.37 1.61 –0.79 2.32

STEM Lecturers 7 2.14 1.35 –0.27 2.12

Assistant Professors 42 1.62 0.96 1.16 3.55

Associate Professors 21 1.95 1.56 1.20 3.52

Full Professors 28 2.61 1.64 0.50 1.87

Other 1 1.00 — — —

Social Sciences Lecturers 1 1.00 — — —

Assistant Professors 44 2.14 1.27 0.57 2.31

Associate Professors 28 2.43 1.50 0.78 2.62

Full Professors 28 2.68 1.56 0.19 2.34

Other Lecturers 2 0.50 0.71 0.00 1.00

Assistant Professors 1 1.00 — — —

Associate Professors 4 1.50 0.58 0.00 1.00

Full Professors 1 5.00 — — —

No Response 1
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Research Question 1
To determine if the differences in group means were statistically significant, a 4 x 4 factorial 
ANOVA was conducted with alpha level set to .05. Before conducting the analysis, assump-
tions necessary for conducting a factorial ANOVA were examined. While the assumption of 
normality was violated for several of the groups, because the sample sizes of these groups 
were > 30, we opted to apply the central limit theorem and assume that the sample means of 
the population were approximately normally distributed. The other assumption of homoge-
neity of variances was met.

The calculated effect for the overall ANOVA was 𝜂² = .26, a large effect. This indicates that 
26% of variance in faculty recruitment is explained by the overall model. The results of the 
two-way factorial ANOVA are presented in Table 2. The main effect for academic discipline 
was statistically significant, F (3,266) = 10.07, p < .01, which indicates there were recruitment 
differences across faculty disciplines (arts and humanities, STEM, social sciences, and other). 
The effect for faculty rank was also statistically significant, F (3, 266) = 5.02, p < .01, which 
indicates that there were differences in recruitment across faculty rank (lecturer, assistant 
professor, associate professor, and full professor). The interaction effect was not statistically 
significant, F (9,266) = 1.38, p = .20, which indicates that the observed differences in academic 
discipline area for high-ranking faculty are not different from the observed difference in aca-
demic discipline for low-ranking faculty. This indicates that within academic discipline type, 
the effect of library collections on recruitment would not differ across high-ranking faculty 
and low-ranking faculty. The partial 𝜂² for faculty rank, academic discipline and interaction 
were .10, .05, and .04, respectively, indicating that the effects for faculty rank and academic 
discipline were medium to large and medium, whereas the effect of the interaction was small. 
Thus, the observed interaction was small in size and not statistically significant, and the main 
effects of faculty rank and academic discipline were small in size and statistically significant.

To determine more precisely which groups differ from each other by a statistically sig-
nificant amount, a Tukey test of all pairwise comparisons was conducted. The mean differ-
ences and confidence intervals around these differences are presented in Table 4. The results 
indicate that the arts and humanities groups differ a statistically significant amount from the 
other groups (STEM, social sciences, and other) and that the other groups do not differ by 
a statistically significant amount from each other. It was concluded that the effect of library 
collections on faculty recruitment is greater for faculty in the arts and humanities. Regarding 
faculty rank, the full professor group differs a statistically significant amount from the lecturer 
group and the assistant professor group and that the other groups (i.e., associate professors, 

TABLE 3
ANOVA Results for Disciplinary and Rank Differences on Recruitment

Source Df SS MS F
Academic Discipline 3 68.237 22.746 10.07*
Faculty Rank 3 34.008 11.336 5.02*
Model 15 210.811 14.054 6.22
Academic Discipline# Faculty Rank 9 28.115 3.124 1.38
Residual 266 600.994 2.259
Total 281 811.805
Note: N = 282, *p < .05
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assistant professors, and lecturers) do not differ by a statistically significant amount from each 
other. It was concluded that the effect of library collections on faculty recruitment is greater 
for full professors.

Research Question 2
In addition to examining the effect of rank and discipline on recruitment, we also wanted to 
know how these factors impacted faculty members’ perceptions of the relationship between 
the library and their research. As with research question 1, we used a 4 x 4 factorial ANOVA 
to examine this impact.

The calculated effect for the overall ANOVA was 𝜂² = .09, a small effect. This indicates that 
9% of variance in faculty recruitment is explained by the overall model. The results of the two-
way factorial ANOVA are presented in Table 5. The main effect for academic discipline was 
not statistically significant, F (3,266) = 2.86, p = .12, which indicates there were no significant 
differences across faculty disciplines (arts and humanities, STEM, social sciences, and other) 
in how faculty perceived the impact of the library on their research. However, the effect for 
faculty rank was statistically significant, F (3, 266) = 4.09, p = .04, which indicates that there were 
differences in perception of research impact across faculty rank (lecturer, assistant professor, 
associate professor, and full professor). The interaction effect was not statistically significant, F 
(9,266) = .67, p = .91, which indicates that the observed differences in academic discipline area 
for high-ranking faculty are not different from the observed difference in academic discipline 
for low-ranking faculty. This indicates that within academic discipline type, the effect of library 
collections on faculty research would not differ across high-ranking faculty and low-ranking 
faculty. The partial 𝜂² for faculty rank, academic discipline and interaction were .02, .03, and 

TABLE 4
Pairwise Group Comparisons

Pairwise Group Comparisons Across Faculty Discipline
Comparison Standardized 

Mean Difference
Raw Score Mean 

Difference
Raw Score 95% 

Tukey CI
STEM vs. Arts & Humanities –0.69 –1.62 –2.25 to –1.00
Social Sciences vs. Arts & Humanities –0.54 –1.26 –1.88 to –0.64
Other vs. Arts & Humanities –0.54 –1.99 –3.5 to –0.47
Social Sciences vs. STEM 0.17 0.37 –0.21 to 0.94
Other vs. STEM –0.10 –0.36 –1.86 to 1.13
Other vs. Social Sciences –0.20 –0.73 –2.22 to 0.76
Pairwise Group Comparisons Across Faculty Rank
Comparison Standardized 

Mean Difference
Raw Score Mean 

Difference
Raw Score 95% 

Tukey CI
Asst Professor vs. Lecturer 0.17 0.35 –0.67 to 1.36
Asso Professor vs. Lecturer 0.44 0.94 –0.11 to 1.99
Full Professor vs. Lecturer 0.59 1.28 0.23 to 2.33
Asso Professor vs. Asst Professor 0.36 0.60 –0.04 to 1.23
Full Professor vs. Asst Professor 0.55 0.93 0.30 to 1.57
Full Professor vs. Asso Professor 0.19 0.33 –0.35 to 1.02
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.02, respectively, indicating that the effects in all three areas were small. Thus, the observed 
interaction and main effect of academic discipline were small in size and not statistically sig-
nificant, and the main effect of faculty rank was small in size and statistically significant.

To determine more precisely which groups differ from each other by a statistically sig-
nificant amount, a Tukey test of all pairwise comparisons was conducted. The mean differ-
ences and confidence intervals around these differences are presented in Table 6. There are no 
statistically significant differences between academic disciplines. Regarding faculty rank, the 
full professor and associate professor groups differ a statistically significant amount from the 
lecturer group. The other groups (associate professors, assistant professors, and lecturers) do 
not differ by a statistically significant amount from each other. We conclude that the effect of 
library collections on faculty perceptions of the importance of the library for their research is 
greater for tenured (associate or full) professors. 

TABLE 5
ANOVA Results for Disciplinary and Rank Differences on Research

Source df SS MS F
Academic Discipline 3 8.571 2.857 1.93
Faculty Rank 3 12.275 4.092 2.76*
Model 15 38.855 2.590 1.75
Academic Discipline Faculty Rank 9 6.031 0.670 0.45
Residual 266 394.634 1.484
Total 281 433.489
Note: N = 282, *p < .05

TABLE 6
Pairwise Group Comparisons

Pairwise Group Comparisons Across Faculty Discipline
Comparison Standardized 

Mean Difference
Raw Score Mean 

Difference
Raw Score 95% 

Tukey CI
STEM vs. Arts & Humanities –0.54 –0.40 –0.88 to 0.09
Social Sciences vs. Arts & Humanities –0.05 –0.04 –0.52 to 0.44
Other vs. Arts & Humanities –0.97 –1.10 –2.28 to 0.07
Social Sciences vs. STEM 0.52 0.36 –0.09 to 0.81
Other vs. STEM –0.62 –0.70 –1.87 to 0.46
Other vs. Social Sciences –0.93 –1.06 –2.22 to 0.10
Pairwise Group Comparisons Across Faculty Rank
Comparison Standardized 

Mean Difference
Raw Score Mean 

Difference
Raw Score 95% 

Tukey CI
Asst Professor vs. Lecturer 0.52 0.57 –0.18 to 1.33
Asso Professor vs. Lecturer 0.85 0.94 0.16 to 1.72
Full Professor vs. Lecturer 0.78 0.86 0.09 to 1.64
Asso Professor vs. Asst Professor 0.43 0.37 –0.10 to 0.84
Full Professor vs. Asst Professor 0.34 0.29 –0.18 to 0.76
Full Professor vs. Asso Professor –0.09 –0.08 –0.59 to 0.43
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Qualitative Results
Analysis of the qualitative data set revealed that comments followed 10 themes. These themes, 
which represent the codes we used for the data set, are listed in Table 7 below. Some codes 
have a relationship to one another; for example, the general category “collections” is broad 
in scope and could naturally include several of the more specific categories such as “special 
collections.” To clarify relationships between comments, we opted to use the more specific 
codes in lieu of a more general code when appropriate. In the example above, a comment 
about UT’s archival collections would be coded “special collections” but would not also be 
coded “collections” unless the comment included mention of other, more general, collections.

TABLE 7
Codes and Example Comments

Code Example Comment
Collections “At top schools the expectation is just that what all these journal articles are 

going to be available, these books are going to be available. And, so I think there 
are—If that were not true, it would be a significant negative.”

Serendipity/Browsing 
Behavior

“The most important book that I have ever used in my research, I found from 
strolling the stacks.”

Budget/Investment 
in Library

“The library is one of the things that kind of, or the lack of attention to the library 
budget I think is one of the things that indicates to me that the university’s 
maybe not thinking broadly enough about what all is involved in maintaining 
the success of a research institution.”

Digital Access “The single most important thing for me is access to online journals. I very very 
very rarely ever come across a journal that I need that is not available online via 
the UT library. This is most impressive. I cant recall the last time what I needed 
was not available.”

Print Access “I always take my students now physically into the library and walk them through 
the finding things on the shelf process, one of the arguments that we made is 
that in the humanities the libraries are laboratories. So we go in there and yes, 
I’m looking for …source X or I’m looking for …publication Y. I take that book, I 
look at it. I decide whether or not it’s useful, and then of course next to it thanks 
to the LC system there are of course dozens of other books on related topics. So 
that’s a primary research method, being physically in the stacks for a humanist I 
think. And I’ve actually heard scientists say this as well.”

Journal Subscriptions  “I came to UT with the expectation of having Tier 1 research university resources 
and my expectations were met. I could not function without our library resources 
and the specific to my work science journal subscriptions.”

Librarian Support “Our assigned librarian is PHENOMENAL and does a great job of supporting 
faculty and students in our department. Thank you for providing such wonderful 
and knowledgeable individuals for us to work with!”

Interlibrary Loan “I tend to go online journals. I can usually find what I need online. It’s easier. I 
have to do some inter-library loans every once in a while.”

Special Collections “I have used the archives at UT in my research for decades. they are the best in 
the country for what I do, and that was a key reason I agreed to come here.”

Search Interfaces/
Web Design

“The need to log in before being able to see the [x database] is very frustrating 
and slow”
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Research Question 3
Analysis of the coded comments revealed that researchers from different disciplinary groups 
prioritized different aspects of the library and its collections in relation to research, teaching, 
and recruitment (see Figure 1).

Faculty from arts and humanities disciplines were far more likely to mention the impor-
tance of print access, serendipitous browsing, and special collections. For example, one arts 
and humanities faculty member lamented, “it would be lovely to have more materials actually 
housed in the library rather than in the offsite center, because that just makes it a lot easier for 
those sometimes serendipitous discoveries to happen.” Faculty in STEM disciplines demon-
strated an opposing viewpoint. These faculty were far more likely to express the importance 
of online access and journal subscriptions and to critique the library’s electronic interfaces. 
They also rejected the importance of physical library spaces on campus; for example, one 
STEM faculty member argued, “I think our library takes up a large space that could be better 
used for collaborative spaces. As far as I am concerned the library materials could be stored 
off site as long as they can be delivered in a reasonable time upon request.”

Similarly, faculty in STEM and arts and humanities disciplines demonstrated significant 
differences in the importance they placed on the library and its collections regarding their 
teaching, research, and recruitment. Thirteen (76%) comments from arts and humanities fac-
ulty mentioned concerns about a decreased library budget or the importance of investing in 
libraries. For example, one arts and humanities faculty member explained,

The quality of UT Libraries is fundamental to the quality not only of my research 
but of my general work experience at UT … I am considering going on the mar-
ket again in the next few years, and one of the factors that will be involved in my 

FIGURE 1
Library Collections Priorities by Discipline
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decision at that point is whether the university has decided to invest more in the 
Libraries.

STEM faculty were much less likely to express concerns about investment in the library; 
only two (12%) comments from STEM faculty expressed concerns about budget cuts. For 
example, one STEM faculty member noted, “The availability of journals within our collec-
tion has been getting more and more limited, particularly in [x] area which has significantly 
impacted our teaching and research negatively.” No STEM faculty expressed the importance 
of investing in libraries.

While arts and humanities and STEM faculty represent varying and, in some cases, op-
posing viewpoints about the library, social sciences faculty fall somewhere in between. Like 
arts and humanities faculty, social sciences faculty value special collections. For example, one 
social sciences faculty member explained,

The [x special collection] library is a very special resource and I appreciate it enor-
mously. Other associated entities such as [x online resource] have international 
importance and are major components of UT’s broader reputation and scholarly 
contribution. I would very much like to see more support going to these resources 
and to the library system in general.

Although social sciences faculty share the humanities’ focus on special collections, so-
cial sciences faculty appear to align with STEM faculty in other important ways. Like STEM 
faculty, social sciences faculty were unlikely to express concerns about the importance of the 
library or the need for better library funding. Only two (12%) comments from social sciences 
faculty mentioned budget or funding, although the comments that the faculty made were pas-
sionately in favor of the library. For example, one social sciences faculty member exclaimed, 
“It upsets me as a faculty member to think that the libraries are under any kind of attack, to 
use words that are probably too charged. Or, would be seen as less valuable when they are 
single handedly the reason that we are here. And I cannot say that strongly enough.”

Another point of similarity between STEM and social sciences faculty was the valuing 
of electronic journals and resources. Unlike arts and humanities faculty, who commonly em-
phasized the importance of books and other print materials, both social sciences and STEM 
faculty prioritized electronic resources for their convenience and currency. These resources, 
faculty explained, were crucial for both research and teaching purposes. As one social sciences 
faculty member explained, “I greatly appreciate the access to full-text versions of research 
articles. About 80% of the material I use for my research and about 50% of the material I use 
for teaching comes from journals we have access to.”

Mixed Methods Results
Findings from the qualitative and quantitative results converge to reveal that the importance 
of the library in faculty recruitment and retention varies by academic discipline. Quantitative 
results revealed that the library was most important for faculty in the arts and humanities, 
with significant differences between arts and humanities and all other disciplines. The library 
was second most important in recruitment for faculty in the social sciences, with significant 
differences between social sciences faculty and all other disciplines. Similarly, quantitative 
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results revealed that arts and humanities faculty, followed by social sciences faculty, most 
strongly indicated the importance of the library to their research.

These findings converge with qualitative findings that suggest that the physical library, 
including print collections, was most frequently mentioned as an important resource by faculty 
in the arts and humanities. Social sciences faculty, although less likely to mention physical 
books and articles, similarly valued archival and special collections. Although findings in-
dicate that STEM faculty are far less likely to value the physical library holdings or consider 
the library as part of recruitment, results suggest that faculty in STEM disciplines do value 
access to digital collections and resources.

Findings also revealed a point of divergence between qualitative and quantitative results. 
Although quantitative results indicated that there were no significant differences between 
disciplines in the importance of the library for faculty research, qualitative results suggested 
that the picture is more complex. Faculty from all three disciplinary groups valued library 
resources, but the types of resources they valued differed significantly. While some faculty 
called for easier access to print materials on campus, other faculty expressed the need for 
print resources to yield space for collaborative study. Some faculty expressed concerns about 
budget cuts and gaps in the library collection, while others expressed a sense of complacency 
about the ready availability of library resources in their area.

Discussion
Qualitative and quantitative findings converged to indicate that the library plays a different 
role at a research university in faculty recruitment by discipline and faculty rank. Faculty in 
the arts and humanities are statistically more likely to consider the library as part of recruit-
ment and retention decisions. Further, faculty in the arts and humanities tout the importance 
of print collections and ready access to browsable physical collections. This may be because 
many arts and humanities disciplines, particularly those in the humanities, remain book dis-
ciplines that publish a substantial portion of their research in long-form monograph format.

On the other side, while faculty in the social sciences and STEM disciplines are less likely 
to consider the library as part of a recruitment or retention decision, qualitative results reveal 
that these faculty do value library collections for research and teaching purposes. STEM and 
social sciences faculty rely heavily on electronic journal subscriptions to provide immediate 
access to the latest research in their fields. In addition, social sciences faculty incorporate 
archival collections into their scholarship and teaching practices.

In addition to differences by discipline, findings also revealed significant differences 
in recruitment and research by faculty rank. Faculty at higher ranks were more likely to 
consider the library in recruitment and retention; indeed, full professors were significantly 
more likely than lecturers and assistant professors to consider library collections during this 
decision-making process. This may be, in part, due to research expectations. Lecturers are not 
typically expected to conduct research (although many do) and therefore may be less likely 
to prioritize library collections when making employment decisions.

Tenured faculty, including both associate and full professors, were also significantly 
more likely to express the importance of the library for their research. This, again, could be 
in part due to the level of research expectations; tenured faculty may have more established 
and robust research agendas at their career stage and may therefore place a higher premium 
on ready access to secondary research.
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Implications for Practice
This study’s findings have several implications for practice. This study suggests that there could 
be an increased role for the library in the faculty hiring process. Some libraries already make 
it a practice to engage with candidates during the faculty hiring process (e.g., Budzise-Weaver 
& Bales, 2019). However, other libraries may not have considered partnering with academic 
departments during the hiring process, especially in disciplines other than the humanities. 
Arts and humanities faculty are already likely to consider the library during their recruitment 
and retention process, while STEM and social sciences faculty are less likely to consider access 
to library resources. Indeed, at an R1 institution like UT, faculty are likely to assume that the 
library has the collections they need (Chiochios, 2020a). To reduce the reliance on assump-
tions, librarians may want to consider making availability of relevant collections an explicit 
part of the hiring process. This could be achieved by working with academic departments to 
develop boilerplate language that could be added or linked to job ads.

In addition, because disciplinary groups have different priorities, librarians should con-
sider creating a few sets of promotional materials that can be shared with faculty. For example, 
a handout for arts and humanities faculty might spotlight special collections and the physical 
library while a handout for STEM faculty could prioritize digital collections and interlibrary 
loan. Library marketing departments could even create a brief flier that departments could 
link to or otherwise share with prospective faculty. Such a flier could include an overview of 
the resources for each department and how to access them.

Even outside the scope of the hiring process, this study’s results suggest that there is a 
continued need to increase library outreach to faculty. Strategies such as hosting webinars and 
brown bag discussions and visiting department and faculty senate meetings remain important 
strategies for emphasizing the library’s contributions to campus. Finally, the study reinforces 
the importance of making the library visible outside of the physical spaces. Many faculty, 
particularly in STEM disciplines, may have little reason to access the library’s physical collec-
tions, and seamlessness in electronic discovery can mean that people don’t realize that their 
access is provided via the library. Libraries need to continue to ensure that the library’s role 
in providing access to electronic resources is clearly identified through consistent branding.

Implications for Policy
Additionally, advocating for changes in public policy that support increased access to knowl-
edge and information can remove barriers to the dissemination of research. Currently, a large 
majority of peer-reviewed research is restricted behind a “paywall,” meaning it is owned by the 
publisher and must be purchased. This can be expensive for the average practitioner that wants 
to stay up to date on evidence-based practices, making access to critical information unaffordable. 
The cost of purchasing access to academic journals is also expensive for large organizations, like 
universities, costing them a large portion of their overall budget. The annual price for digital 
access to electronic journal collections can cost a single R1 university millions of dollars. Despite 
increased digitization made possible by technology, which results in decreased production costs 
(i.e., printing and shipping costs), these savings have not benefited the consumer.

Other industries, like the music industry, have lowered consumer prices in response to the 
rising digital medium. However, the price of journal articles has ballooned, far outpacing the 
average rate of inflation (Lewis, 2020). This can be attributed to limited competition in the research 
publication industry, as a handful of companies control a vast majority of the market. As few as 
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five companies—Springer Nature, Elsevier, Wiley & Blackwell, Taylor & Francis, and Sage—domi-
nate around 50% of the global market (Pandita & Singh, 2023). The largest publisher, Elsevier, 
controls 16% of the global market, which encompasses 3,000 journals and an additional 40,000 
journals through its Scopus platform with profit margins that exceed powerhouse corporations 
like Microsoft and Google (Pandita & Singh, 2023). If profit margins were in line with comparable 
publishing companies, like magazines, the consumer could save an estimated $1 billion annually 
(Lewis, 2020). When a large majority of research is controlled by a few, consumers—universities 
and libraries, funding entities, and readers—are beholden to current inflated pricing. Not only is 
this practice not sustainable, but it also actively harms the consumer (Lewis, 2020).

It is important to note that librarians have been advocating for new models in scholarly 
communications for decades. Because consumer conditions are not sustainable, the market 
has started to implement cost-saving measures through price negotiations and publishing via 
open-access methods, and this trend is likely to grow (Lewis, 2020). Open access advocacy is 
being led by organizations like the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) and the Scholarly 
Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC), which support making information 
freely available to everyone. Policy changes from the federal government have helped the 
movement gain momentum as they advance the narrative that publicly funded research should 
be available to all (White House, 2022). Librarians and scholarly communications advocates 
can continue to work together to reduce barriers to information access for all.

Limitations and Future Directions
There are several limitations to this research. This data was collected at a single R1 institution 
and may not be generalizable to other institutions, especially those with different research 
levels. A second limitation is that only a partial data set was available for the interviews. 
Full interview transcripts were not included in the data set, and instead only de-identified 
example comments were made available. In addition, the example comments did not include 
demographic information beyond the disciplinary group, which precluded examination for 
differences in qualitative responses based on faculty rank.

Conclusion
The rising costs of academic information, coupled with a more challenging campus budget 
situation, mean that college and university libraries will continue to need to demonstrate their 
impact as they advocate for sustainable funding. Faculty impact is an important aspect of that 
value proposition. Libraries seeking to increase the impact of library collections should con-
sider that faculty recruitment and retention can look different based upon faculty discipline 
and rank. For example, faculty in STEM disciplines may not respond well to library efforts to 
market new print volumes; however, those same faculty may be highly interested in efforts to 
promote underused databases. By examining how different faculty groups view the library’s 
importance on their recruitment and research, libraries can better tailor their outreach efforts 
to inform faculty of relevant resources, identify and remove barriers and pain points, and 
ultimately increase their impact.
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Appendix A: Survey Questions

Online Survey Questions
ARL Practice Brief Study: Attracting and Retaining Top Researchers and 
Faculty
University of Texas at Austin, Fall 2019

We are conducting a study to assess the impact of libraries and their collections on the recruit-
ment and retention of faculty members. The study is part of a larger assessment project being 
undertaken by the Association for Research Libraries and has been approved by the University 
of Texas at Austin’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) under the study number 2019-08-0053.

Participation in this study is voluntary, there are no foreseeable risks to participating in it, 
and you will not receive any compensation for participating. All responses to this survey are 
anonymous unless you choose to waive your confidentiality.

By clicking here [link], you are agreeing to participate in the study.

The expected completion time is under 5 minutes.

Please tell us a little about your hiring experience when you came to UT:
1.	 I had an on-campus visit as part of my hiring process: Yes, No (LOGIC)

a.	 If yes, a tour of the library was included in my campus visit: Yes, no
i.	 If no, I did not have a library tour but I visited the library on my own: Yes, no

2.	 I was given information about the UT libraries (verbally, printed or online) during 
my hiring process: Yes, no

3.	 I had an opportunity to visit with library personnel during my hiring process: Yes, no
4.	 I reviewed library website (catalog, journal holdings, online collections, services, etc.) 

during my hiring process: Yes, no
5.	 The quality of the UT Libraries collections was a factor in my decision to accept UT’s 

offer: Yes, no, blank fill-in
6.	 At the time of my hire, I assumed that the UT Libraries had everything I would need 

for my teaching and research: Yes, no, blank fill-in
7.	 At the time of my hire, I assumed that the UT Libraries would get anything I needed 

for my teaching and research on request: Yes, no, blank fill-in

Please tell us a little about your perceptions of or experience library collections since join-
ing UT:

8.	 The library collections are important to my research efforts: Scale, blank fill-in
a.	 Extremely important–Very important–Moderately important–Slightly impor-

tant–Not at all important–Not applicable
9.	 The library collections are important to my teaching efforts: Scale, blank fill-in

a.	 Extremely important–Very important–Moderately important–Slightly impor-
tant–Not at all important–Not applicable

10.	 Compared to previous institutions where I worked (including graduate study), the 
quality of UT Libraries collections is: scale, blank fill-in
a.	 Much better–Somewhat better–About the same–Somewhat worse–Much worse
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11.	 UT Libraries collections met the expectations I had before coming to UT: Scale, blank 
fill-in
a.	 Far exceeds expectations–Exceeds expectations–Equals expectations–Short of 

expectations–Far short of expectations

Please tell us a little about your future:
12.	 Since I came to UT, I have been offered positions elsewhere but have declined: Yes, 

no (LOGIC)
a.	 If yes, The quality of the library collection was a factor in my decision: Yes, no, 

blank fill-in
13.	 I am actively seeking a position at another institution: Yes, no (LOGIC)

a.	 If yes, The quality of the library collection will be a factor in my decision: Yes, 
no, blank fill-in

Please tell us a little about your professional work:
14.	 I am currently: non-tenure track, tenure-track, tenured
15.	 My current rank is: Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Distinguished Senior Lecturer, Assis-

tant Professor, Associate Professor, Full Professor, Emeritus Professor, Blank fill-in
16.	 When I was first hired as faculty at UT, I was: non-tenure track, tenure-track, tenured
17.	 When I was first hired as faculty at UT, my rank was: Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Dis-

tinguished Senior Lecturer, Assistant Professor, Associate Professor, Full Professor, 
Blank fill-in

18.	 I identify the disciplinary focus of my work as: Arts & Humanities, STEM, Social 
Sciences, Blank fill-in

19.	 I regularly use international and/or foreign language materials in my research or 
teaching: Yes, No

20.	 I regularly use archival- and/or special-collections (ex. Ransom Center, Benson Latin 
American Collection, Alexander Archives, Briscoe Center, etc.) in my research or 
teaching: Yes, No

Please tell us a little about yourself: [a hover-over explaining “Why are we asking this?” 
“We are trying to explore how libraries are used as recruitment and retention tools and 
how that might relate to demographics. All answers on this survey remain anonymous.”]

21.	 I use these gender pronouns: she/her, he/his, they/their, prefer not to say, blank fill-in
22.	 I identify as: Asian, Black/African, Caucasian/White, Hispanic/Latinx, Native Ameri-

can, Pacific Islander, Prefer not to Answer, Blank fill-in
23.	 My age is: 30 and under, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 61-70, 71 and over, prefer not to say, 

blank fill-in

If you have comments on the questions we have asked or would like to share other comments 
related to library collections, please let us know in the box below: blank fill-in

If you would like to follow the results of this study, please provide us with an email so we can 
contact you. All answers on this survey remain anonymous. Your contact information will be 
disaggregated from the survey. Blank fill-in

Thank you for your time!
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Appendix B: Interview Questions

In Person Interview Questions
ARL Practice Brief Study: Attracting and Retaining Top Researchers and 
Faculty
University of Texas at Austin, Fall 2019

Theme 1: Research & experience of the interviewee (discipline, rank, etc.)
Questions:

1.	 Please tell us a little about yourself.
a.	 How long have you been at UT?
b.	 What position were you first hired into here at UT?
c.	 What is your current title & rank?

Theme 2: Understanding of “collections”
Questions:

2.	 Please briefly describe your current research focus/projects.
3.	 What research methods do you typically use to conduct your research? (probe for 

library-related methods and extent of those methods)
4.	 What kind of information (primary or secondary) do you rely on in your research? 

(probe for collections and extent of use)
a.	 Do you use published materials, either online or in print?
b.	 Do you regularly use international and/or foreign language materials in your 

research or teaching?
c.	 Do you regularly use archives and/or special collections in your research or 

teaching?
5.	 How do you find and access that information? (is this library collections use? probe 

for local vs sharing)

Theme 3: Use of collections (how, when)
Questions:

6.	 When you first came to UT, what was your initial experience with the UT libraries 
and their collections?

7.	 How has your teaching and/or research benefitted or been hindered by libraries and 
their collections? (probe for UT collections)
a.	 If benefitted, how?
b.	 If hindered, how?

8.	 Do you usually find the books, journals, and other materials that you are looking for 
in UT’s library (either physical or online)?
a.	 If not, how do you overcome this lack of access?

9.	 In general, how would you compare the quality of UT’s library with that of your 
previous institution?
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Theme 4: Recruitment & Retention decision making, including the role of collections in 
those decisions
Questions:

10.	 You said earlier that you have been at UT for XXX years. What factors helped you 
decide to seek employment at UT?

11.	 Knowing what you know now, would those same factors still take priority in your 
decision-making? If not, which would you consider now?

12.	 Please describe your knowledge or expectations of the libraries and its collections 
before starting at UT.
a.	 Potential follow-up: Did you receive any information about the library during 

your job search or interview process? During an on-site interview, was a tour of 
the library included in your itinerary? And/or did you visit the library on your 
own (either physically or online)?

13.	 What is your awareness and view of the libraries and its collections now?
14.	 Were you offered “start-up” or “research funds” as part of your hire? If so, what did 

you use them for?
15.	 Have you ever considered looking elsewhere for work or have you been recruited 

elsewhere? If so, what might lure you away and what might make you stay?
a.	 Potential follow-up: would the quality of the library have any impact on your 

decision?
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More Alike than Not: The Open Access 
Preferences of Humanities Scholars

Rachel Elizabeth Scott and Ana Dubnjakovic*

Several studies have noted that humanists have not been as quick or enthusiastic in 
their adoption of Open Access (OA) as their colleagues in other disciplines. This article 
leverages the Ithaka S+R US 2021 Faculty Survey to provide contextualized analysis 
of the OA and Open Education Resources (OER) preferences of humanities scholars, 
as well as some practices related to OA and OER, relative to their colleagues in other 
disciplines. Findings suggest that although humanists do stand apart in many OA 
preferences, the small effect sizes render these differences less important than pre-
viously suspected. The implications of these findings are considered alongside the 
lower rates of OA publication among humanists.

Introduction
Interest in Open Access (OA) publishing and teaching with Open Educational Resources (OER) 
has been thought to be discipline-specific, with the particularities and histories of subject areas 
defining motivations and incentives. Several studies have investigated the differences between 
publishing and teaching in the humanities versus the sciences, for example, and demonstrated 
considerable variations in these activities across disciplinary lines.1 Although disciplinary dif-
ferences in teaching, learning, and research persist, the preferences of faculty members across 
the academic disciplines surrounding OA and OER may not be as divergent as their practices 
suggest.

The 2021 Ithaka S+R US Faculty Survey provides valuable data on the research, teaching, 
and publishing practices and beliefs of faculty across disciplines.2 This study leverages that data 
to promote a more holistic understanding of how humanities scholars perceive and interact 
with OA and OER—an understanding that might not be so obvious at a first glance, or even 
after examining the report accompanying the Ithaka data—and to question if and how these 
differ from those of faculty in other disciplines. The authors investigate descriptive statistics 
and conduct inferential statistical analysis of survey questions pertaining to OA and OER in 
the Ithaka survey by participant discipline to pose the following research questions: do hu-
manists differ in their OA publishing preferences, relative to colleagues in other disciplines, 
and do humanists differ from colleagues in other disciplines with respect to their preferences 
for OER? By focusing on the intersection of disciplinarity and open practices in publishing 

*  Rachel Elizabeth Scott is Associate Dean for Information Assets in Milner Library at Illinois State University; 
email: rescot2@ilstu.edu; Ana Dubnjakovic is Head, Music Library at University of South Carolina, email: ana@
mailbox.sc.edu. ©2025 Rachel Elizabeth Scott and Ana Dubnjakovic, Attribution-NonCommercial (https://cre-
ativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) CC BY-NC.
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mailto:ana@mailbox.sc.edu
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and teaching, the authors call into question the extent to which humanists are the outliers the 
literature has suggested them to be.

Literature Review
Research Practices of Humanist Scholars
Studies of the library and research needs of humanist scholars published in the 1980s and 1990s 
summarized these needs as: focused on human endeavors and achievements, not those of the 
physical world; cumulative, unlike science, in which one discovery may supersede the next; 
occurring in the library or archive and not a laboratory; book-bound, or at least text-bound; 
less rigid in citation practices; a social, but nonetheless independent or individual endeavor; 
and subjective rather than objective.3 In a 1982 study of the research practices and needs of 
humanist scholars, Stone found that humanists discover sources through their colleagues or 
casual browsing more than their colleagues in the sciences and asserts that they also engage 
with and analyze materials differently: “the subjective interaction between the humanist and 
material is a unique factor.”4 Despite the passing of some decades, the Ithaka 2021 survey and 
report echo previous findings about how humanist scholars conduct their research. Highlight-
ing, for example, the importance to humanists of recommending materials among colleagues, 
reading book reviews, and reviewing catalogs or announcements from scholarly publishers 
compared to their scientist or medical faculty colleagues. Over 50 percent of humanists re-
ported reading book reviews compared to around 30 percent of social scientists and fewer 
than 20 percent of science and medical scholars.5

The importance of the monograph to humanists is well established in the literature and 
remains integral to their tenure and promotion processes.6 As a group of book-based fields, 
the humanities continue to hold publication of a scholarly monograph, and preferably one 
published by a prestigious scholarly press, as essential. Not only is the monograph the expected 
publication output, but it is also integral to research and discovery in the humanities. Nearly 
three quarters of humanists indicated they are “dependent” on browsing physical library 
materials, for example, compared to 43 percent in social sciences and 28 percent in sciences.7 
Studies have also demonstrated that format preferences in the research process vary by dis-
cipline. Dubnjakovic, for example, found that disciplinary differences exert more influence 
than years of experience on book and journal format preference.8 The Ithaka Survey similarly 
documented disciplinary differences in format preferences. Over 70 percent of humanists as-
serted that “Print versions of scholarly monographs play a very important role in my research 
and teaching”; all other disciplines favored electronic versions to print.9 

Several studies have documented disciplinary differences across the humanities. In their 
report for the Center for Studies in Higher Education, Harley et al. analyzed the scholarly 
communication practices of seven fields based on tenure and promotion requirements, re-
search dissemination, sharing work and keeping up-to-date, research collaboration, research 
needs, and engagement with the public to discuss and problematize disciplinary differences.10 
Despite uncovering differences in their extensive reports on archeology, history, and music, 
they nonetheless reiterated these fields’ deep investment in peer-review, monographic pub-
lishing, prestigious society publications, archival and field research, single author papers, 
slower speed to publication, and publications remaining vital after decades. More recent 
studies affirm that publishing patterns and expectations in the humanities remain different 
from those in the sciences.11
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Recent studies have documented the impact of advances in information technology on 
the research and information seeking practices of humanists. Collins and Jubb conducted 
interviews and focus groups with humanist scholars in 2011 to explore how technology had 
influenced their research practices and information needs and learned that humanities scholars 
are open to using technologies that allow them to work more effectively and that traditional 
practices remain pervasive.12 Given and Willson interviewed 20 humanists to discuss their 
digital research practices and found that digital technologies not only support traditional hu-
manities research but also facilitate new scholarly processes.13 Although these articles delved 
into digital projects and digital dissemination of scholarship, they did not engage deeply with 
the topics of OA publishing or OER. Collins and Jubb noted the potential of OA publishing 
to make it easier for scholars to share their research, citing PLoS One as an example, but the 
authors highlight skepticism around OA publishers compared to traditional publishers.14

Open Access Publishing in Humanities
Research on OA publishing is rapidly proliferating, and a few large-scale studies have re-
cently confirmed the open-access citation advantage.15 It is important to note, however, that 
scholarly practices within the arts and humanities may not allow for large-scale analysis. This 
is due in part to the underrepresentation of arts and humanities content in citation databases 
such as Web of Science and a lack unique identifiers (e.g., DOI) that facilitate gathering and 
analyzing a sufficiently large sample of data.16 A 2018 report prepared by Science-Metrix 
identified other challenges to studying OA publications in arts and humanities, namely that 
they: often lack structured metadata that facilitates automated aggregation; require greater 
effort to be discovered and harvested; and constitute only a small proportion of the overall 
number of scholarly papers.17 The report notes that arts and humanities publication venues 
are often smaller; include non-English content; have a regional focus; feature fewer authors 
per paper, which means fewer opportunities for green OA depositing; and lack robust meta-
data or identifiers that facilitate harvesting. Because of these and other factors, attempts to 
systematically study humanities OA publishing outputs using scientific methodology require 
many qualifications and may be stymied.

The 2018 Science-Metrix report found the lowest levels of OA availability in the arts and 
humanities.18 Of articles published in 2014, the following percent could be read for free in 2016: 
health sciences, 59 percent; natural sciences, 55 percent; applied sciences, 47 percent; economic 
and social sciences, 44 percent; and arts and humanities, 24 percent. Further, green and gold 
OA were more evenly used in the humanities than in health sciences, where gold dominated 
and the natural sciences, applied sciences, and economic and social sciences, where green was 
more prevalent.19 Although this report did not explore explanations for these discrepancies 
in OA publishing outputs in much depth, more recent studies have. 

Severin et al. synthesized several bibliometric studies on OA publishing across academic 
disciplines to establish prevalence and patterns.20 The cross-disciplinary team representing 
medical sciences, natural and technical sciences, social sciences, humanities, and law discussed 
“author behaviour and attitudes,” “publisher behaviour and policies,” “infrastructure of 
scholarly communication,” “structural and institutional factors,” and “open access mandates 
and policies” for each of these areas. The humanities entry summarizes findings of several 
studies to assert that within the domain: prestige is the primary consideration in selecting 
a publication venue; concerns about OA publishing are shared by academics and learned 
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societies; misunderstandings and lack of information about OA publishing are common; OA 
models that do not rely on author payment are of particular interest; open repositories are 
of more importance than gold OA journals; embargo periods that acknowledge the longer 
shelf-life of humanities publications and short-term window for publisher profits is a chal-
lenge; hybrid and green OA are the primary means by which to comply with OA mandates; 
scholar-led OA journal and monograph projects are growing, as are disciplinary OA reposi-
tories; relative to science publications, those in humanities are not funded and take longer 
to produce.21

Venues for OA publishing in the humanities differ from those in other areas. Fewer hu-
manities journals, for example, have adopted gold or hybrid OA models that rely on article 
processing charges (APC). Jörk and Korkeamäki conducted a cross-disciplinary study to in-
vestigate the business model of OA publishing and found “lowest share of born OA is in the 
arts and humanities, with 29 percent.”22 They further suggested “commercial publishers have 
founded fewer OA journals in the social sciences and humanities, perhaps because they rely 
on APC income.”23 Tenopir et al. noted that arts and humanities scholars have less funding and 
are less willing to pay APCs from personal funds than those in different disciplines.24 Related 
to payment and funding, a recent study showed that arts and humanities scholars perceive a 
host of costs associated with OA publishing beyond the financial, namely opportunity, repu-
tational, equity, and time costs.25 Quigley conducted interviews with scholars in the humani-
ties, arts, and social sciences and found that these scholars hold complex opinions about OA 
publishing based on their experiences, and sometimes lack of understanding of OA models.26 
Scholars’ understanding of OA requirements has also been explored in the literature. Humani-
ties scholars reported the lowest level of familiarity with OA requirements for research data 
in a recent study, but no statistically significant differences were found between disciplines.27

Another element of OA publishing relates to self-depositing work in repositories, whether 
as preprints or a more final version. The 2021 Ithaka survey shows that humanities scholars lag 
behind scholars in social sciences, sciences, or medicine in sharing pre-prints of their work.28 
Studies have shown that humanities scholars may be uncomfortable sharing anything besides 
the version of record and document considerable confusion about which version can safely be 
posted to which platforms at what time and with which limitations.29 Some humanities-based 
societies have cautioned scholars against making their work available OA by depositing it in 
repositories or doing so without extensive embargoes.30 Unlike scholars who work with large 
data sets or computer code, humanities scholars may not be comfortable making iterations 
or versions publicly available as a matter of course.31 This may change as humanities journals 
embrace open peer-review processes and publish versions, reviewer feedback, or commentar-
ies alongside the version of record.

Open Educational Resources in Humanities Teaching
Numerous studies have investigated the quality, cost savings, benefits, and labor of adopting 
an OER.32 The impact of OER on student learning and student savings have been perceived 
as overwhelmingly positive by students and instructors alike.33 OER have been shown to 
increase instructors’ critical reflection and improve their teaching practices.34 Scholars have 
also articulated a variety of concerns about OER or OER adoption. Typical concerns have to 
do with a perceived infringement on instructor intellectual freedom, the perceived quality 
of existing OER, or imposing additional labor on instructors to redesign courses, but more 
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critical authors assert that OER align “with the needs of capital” and consider OER in terms 
of Foucault’s technologies of domination and technologies of the self.35

Some recent studies have focused specifically on the adoption of OER or the inclusion 
of OA resources in their teaching by faculty members within the humanities. Chtena inves-
tigated art history faculty to explore their motivations and practices with respect to OER.36 
Chtena summarized their motivations to use OER as: “localizing the curriculum, introduc-
ing a wide variety of perspectives, marking art history relevant to students’ lives, breaking 
from the chronological/encyclopedic organization, bringing the museum into the classroom, 
drawing connections between art history and current events and/or politics, offering updated 
and timely content.”37 A recent study on the engagement of music scholars with affordable 
and open educational resources found that it was primarily passive rather than active; few 
faculty members created content for their classrooms, but many did seek out and incorporate 
freely available resources to supplement, diversify, and enrich their reading lists.38 Mathieu 
et al. discuss using OER to address waning enrollments and increase student engagement 
and participation in world language courses.39 A recent case study based on a collaboration 
between librarians and faculty in English and art history details how digital exhibitions can 
serve as OER as student learn, curate, and build.40

No studies that the authors can identify use inferential statistics to delve into disciplin-
ary differences in OA and OER perspectives; this study aims to fill this gap. By exploring 
humanities-specific Ithaka 2021 data, the authors highlight reported differences in scholars’ 
open preferences as it relates to their publishing and teaching.

Methods
The Ithaka S+R US Faculty Survey 2021 yielded rich quantitative data on the research, teaching, 
and publishing practices and beliefs of faculty across disciplines. A sample of 145,099 faculty 
members were invited to participate in the web survey. Of those, 7,615 completed surveys for 
an overall response rate of 5.2 percent. The resulting data set was released for download on 
ICPSR, the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, March 9, 2023.41 For 
librarians, these data provide insight into how faculty engage with information as scholars 
and teachers and how best to support faculty through the provision of resources and services.

The survey is divided into following sections: Discovery, Access, Research Practices, 
Research Dissemination, Teaching and Learning, and Role of the Library. Accordingly, the 
Ithaka data document many elements of faculty preferences and attitudes with respect to OA 
publishing and OER. The 2018 Ithaka survey marked the first inclusion of questions about 
OER, which it defined as “teaching, learning, and research materials used for educational 
purposes that reside in the public domain or have been released under an open license, such as 
Creative Commons, that permits no-cost access, use, adaptation, and redistribution by others 
with no or limited restrictions.”42 Faculty discipline, age, institution type, appointment type, 
and other demographic information are tracked, providing an opportunity to make infer-
ences about these groupings and, occasionally, their intersections. The published report offers 
limited inferential analysis of OA- and OER-related topics along disciplinary lines, however, 
and only provides descriptive statistics for selected variables by discipline.

To provide concise analysis of broad differences among disciplines, the authors focused on 
participants readily identifiable as researchers in the fields of natural and social sciences and the 
humanities. Researchers working in interdisciplinary fields (e.g., Geography, Women’s Stud-
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ies, Asian Studies, African American Studies, Public Health, and Slavic Studies) were excluded 
from the study as no further information regarding their specific subdisciplines was available.

The authors conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) test, which evaluates the signifi-
cant differences among means, allowing for the description of complex relationships among 
variables. A significant difference means that the observed difference between groups is un-
likely to have occurred by chance, indicating a real effect or relationship. A one-way ANOVA 
was performed to compare the effect of disciplinary membership on the intent to publish 
and use freely available research, preferences related to open access publishing models, and 
interest in making and using OER. The authors used SPSS version 22 for statistical analysis; 
the variables included in the analysis are provided in Appendix A.

Results
As seen in Table 1, there is a statistically significant difference between all groups, indicating 
that the broad disciplinary membership does influence scholars’ view of tested variables. 
However, the effect sizes (η2) were miniscule. For reference, η2 values range from 0 to 1, and 
small effect size ranges from 0.001 to 0.05. Most effect size values in the current sample were 
significantly below this threshold with the largest at 0.042. This result indicates that although 
disciplinary differences are present, they are less important than other factors that could be 
influencing scholars’ opinions regarding the studied variables. The F-test statistic (F) shows 
the ratio of variances between samples; higher variances occur when individual data points 
fall further from the mean.

Bonferroni test adjusts the significance level to reduce the likelihood of false positives when 
making multiple comparisons. It indicates that the mean value of the intent to use freely avail-
able research (Q6_4) was statistically significantly different between the humanities and all other 
disciplinary groups (p < 0.001). The p-value measures the probability of obtaining test results 
at least as extreme as the result observed, under the assumption that the null hypothesis—in 

TABLE 1
Between Disciplines Differences ANOVA Results

Measure Social 
Sciences

Natural 
Sciences

Humanities F 
(4,26.297)

η2

M M M

Intent to use free research (Q6_4) 3.55 3.53 3.38 38.30* 0.011

Publication preference: journal free to read (Q13_1) 6.12 6.74 5.78 60.59* 0.019

Publication preference: journal free to publish (Q13_2) 8.20 7.59 8.11 30.33* 0.010

Preprints important for sharing research (Q14_1) 5.34 5.80 4.27 133.35* 0.042

Publishers less important due to sharing (Q14_2) 4.70 4.60 4.17 21.43* 0.007

Preference for OA only future (Q14_5) 7.72 7.69 7.33 12.99* 0.004

Prefer low/no cost course materials (Q29_1) 3.48 3.41 3.52 9.96* 0.003

Interest in using OER(Q34_5) 5.21 5.31 5.1 9.66* 0.003

Difficulty locating OER (Q34_2) 4.32 4.17 4.37 10.97* 0.003

Interest in creating OER (34_4) 3.96 4.00 4.02 0.664 n/a

*p< 0.001
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this case, that there is no relationship between disciplinary groups in terms of OA and OER 
perspectives—is correct. However, the mean differences were modest (< 0.2) and the effect size 
was small (η2 = 0.011). Although it seems that humanities faculty might be less inclined to use 
free research, this difference was negligible. On the face of this evidence, humanists’ intent to 
use freely available research is similar to scholars in other disciplines. This could be a part of a 
trend or simply a function of how the survey question was worded. Comparable results were 
found among all other variables of interest with the following exceptions. Preprint importance 
(Q14_1) as a vehicle for research dissemination seemed much less important to humanists than 
social scientists (< 1.13) and natural scientists (< 1.53) with the largest mean differences. In con-
trast, mean differences between humanists and social scientists when it comes to preference 
for journals that do not charge authors to publish OA (Q13_2) were not statistically significant, 
indicating the possible complete absence of disciplinary differences in this area.

Given the minuscule differences in reported OA and OER preferences and practices 
based on discipline, the authors investigated potential differences based on age group and 
functional roles (i.e., participants’ identification as primarily researcher or teacher). As seen 
in Tables 2 and 3, the mean differences and the effect sizes were similarly small, suggesting 
that age group and functional role also do not have an important relationship to OA and OER 
practices and preferences.

The Ithaka survey separates researchers into four age groups (1 = 22-44; 2 = 45-54; 3 = 55-
64; 4 = 65+). Two-hundred ninety-five researchers or 3.9 percent of the total sample chose not 
to answer this question and were excluded from the subsequent analyses. Looking at the age 
groups, a pattern akin to disciplinary differences emerges. Although statistically significant, 
the mean differences and effect sizes across the board are small. The most significant exists 
among the youngest group’s slightly larger preference for an OA only future (Q14_5) and their 
perhaps paradoxical largest propensity to report difficulties locating OERs (Q34_2). However, 
even these differences, while statistically significant, were small.

TABLE 2
Age Group Differences ANOVA Results

Measure Ages 
22-44

Ages
45-54

Ages
55-64

Ages
65+

F 
(4,26.297)

η2

M M M M

Intent to use free research (Q6_4) 3.55 3.48 3.47 3.44 7.33* 0.003

Publication preference: free to read (Q13_1) 6.01 6.03 6.14 6.63 13.59* 0.007

Publication preference: journal free to publish (Q13_2) 7.93 8.09 8.02 7.86 2.15 0.001

Preprints important for sharing research (Q14_1) 5.39 4.86 4.96 5.17 8.47* 0.004

Publishers less important due to sharing (Q14_2) 4.70 4.31 4.43 4.43 5.35* 0.003

Preference for OA only future (Q14_5) 8.18 7.63 7.40 7.18 36.96* 0.018

Prefer low/no cost course materials (Q29_1) 3.55 3.53 3.47 3.35 17.36* 0.009

Interest in using OER (Q34_5) 4.41 4.50 4.26 4.00 28.88* 0.013

Difficulty locating OER (Q34_2) 5.47 5.31 5.13 4.89 40.61* 0.018

Interest in creating OER (Q34_4) 4.29 4.04 3.96 3.70 26.88* 0.012

*p<0.001
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The Ithaka survey asks respondents to identify as a researcher versus a teacher on a 
spectrum, resulting in five groupings (researcher, R; researcher more than teacher, R/T; both; 
teacher more than researcher, T/R; teacher, T). As seen in Table 3, using these groupings as 
factors in ANOVA analyses produced similar results. Differences among groups were sta-
tistically significant, but the mean differences and the effect sizes were minimal, indicating 
that the functional role makes little difference when it comes to engaging with OA and OER.

As a final attempt to find some attribute that had a significant relationship to OA and 
OER preferences and practices, the authors used the professional responsibility “post-award 
grant/sponsorship administrative and compliance activities” as factors in the t-test analysis. 
Results indicate that, although all analyses except for the intent to use free research (Q 6_4) 
were significant, the mean differences and the effect sizes across the board were small, indi-
cating that these factors had minor impact on the variables included in the analysis.

Limitations
Although the results were made available via ICPSR less than one year before the time this 
paper was submitted for review, the authors acknowledge that the scholarly communication 
landscape moves quickly, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 global pandemic. The authors 
further acknowledge the limitation of using secondary data to pose new research questions. 
Finally, only selected variables were analyzed, and this study accordingly cannot claim to be 
a comprehensive analysis of OA and OER in the 2021 Ithaka S+R Survey.

Discussion
Research Question 1. Do humanists differ in their OA publishing preferences, relative to colleagues 
in other disciplines?

Although Ithaka survey results indicate that humanists make more extensive use of 
library collections and less use of “materials that are freely available online” (Q6_4) than all 
other disciplines, ANOVA results indicate that differences in the importance of freely avail-

TABLE 3
Functional Role Continuum from Researcher (R) to Teacher (t) Differences ANOVA Results

Measure R R/T Both T/R T F 
(4,26.297)

η2

M M M M M
Intent to use free research (Q6_4) 3.51 3.49 3.48 3.49 3.47 0.37 0.000
Publication preference: Journal free to read (Q13_1) 6.00 5.99 6.22 6.28 6.34 2.96* 0.002
Publication preference: Journal free to publish (Q13_2) 7.18 7.76 8.22 8.23 7.95 24.87* 0.016
Preprints important for sharing research (Q14_1) 5.58 5.60 5.14 4.83 4.24 36.02* 0.022
Publishers less important due to sharing (Q14_2) 4.23 4.40 4.32 4.59 4.87 8.88* 0.006
Preference for OA only future (Q14_5) 7.33 7.30 7.63 7.64 7.81 5.93* 0.004
Prefer low/no cost course materials (Q29_1) 3.26 3.42 3.52 3.51 3.49 12.22* 0.008
Interest in using OER (Q34_5) 4.72 5.07 5.18 5.36 5.35 53.14* 0.013
Difficulty locating OER (Q34_2) 4.12 4.28 4.28 4.41 4.33 8.94* 0.002
Interest in creating OER (Q34_4) 3.49 3.89 4.02 4.19 4.04 15.11* 0.009
*p<0.001
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able online materials between disciplinary groups are in fact trivial. Slight differences in this 
practice do not suggest an aversion to freely available materials online among humanists. 
Indeed, the means for all three disciplinary groups indicate that this use is somewhere be-
tween occasional and often.

Survey participants were asked about the relative importance of OA in the selection of 
journal venues and specifically whether the journal’s articles were free to read (Q13_1) or free 
to publish (“The journal permits scholars to publish articles for free, without paying page or 
article charges” Q13_2). Whether articles are free to read was of least importance to human-
ists, although all three disciplinary groups were somewhat ambivalent about this issue since 
their means were towards the middle of the ten-point scale. Humanists’ relative dependence 
on library collections, mentioned in the literature review, offers one explanation for this slight 
difference.43

Publishing articles for free, however, was something that both humanists and social sci-
entists rated as highly important.44 The finding that humanists and social scientists assigned 
higher importance to cost-free OA publishing than scientists aligns with previous studies.45 
ANOVA results, however, indicate that disciplinary differences are in fact quite small. Again, 
this result makes sense because all respondents—including natural scientists—preferred pub-
lishing in journals that do not charge authors to publish their work open access.

More meaningful differences were discovered in questions related to research dissemina-
tion outside of formal publishing systems. The question of whether sharing pre-prints “is an 
important way for me to communicate my research findings with my peers” (Q14_1) elicited 
statistically significant differences between humanities and science scholars. Although the 
largest effect size (at 0.042), it still falls within the category of small effect. As noted in the 
literature review, humanists do not share a culture of iteration that is more common in some 
sciences and they may be uncomfortable sharing anything other than the publisher’s version 
of record.46 There is less buy-in for using preprint servers in the humanities than in sciences 
such as physics and mathematics, for example, who have long used arXiv.org for this purpose. 
Additionally, the importance of rapid scholarship dissemination in natural sciences might 
offer another explanation for this preference.47

Humanists were less likely than scholars in the sciences to suggest that “scholarly publish-
ers have been rendered less important to my process of communicating scholarly knowledge 
by my increasing ability to share my work directly with peers online” (Q14_2) or that they 
would welcome the replacement of the traditional, subscription-based publication model with 
an OA model (Q14_5). Indeed, with a mean of approximately four, on a scale from one to 10, 
on the question of traditional publishers’ importance as a way to share research, the more 
striking discovery is that all researchers regardless of discipline showed marked reluctance 
to move away from the publisher model. Even more surprisingly, despite this result, with a 
mean of about eight, all researchers regardless of discipline were happy for OA to replace the 
subscription-based model. On the face of the evidence, the only conclusion that makes sense is 
that the researchers prefer to officially publish their studies through mechanisms that ensure 
they receive appropriate credit. This would align with literature that suggests that authors select 
journals based not on OA status but rather on the venue’s prestige, readership, and impact.48

Research Question 2. Do humanists differ from colleagues in other disciplines with respect to their 
preferences for OER?
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When designing undergraduate courses, humanists report giving preference to assigning 
course materials that are low or no cost, available through the library, and “center historically 
underrepresented voices” (Q29_1, 2, and 3) more than any other group. These preferences 
relate to the use of OER, which is investigated explicitly in Q34. Respondents are asked, 
among other questions, about locating OER (Q34_2) and interest in creating (Q34_4) and 
using OER (Q34_5). At only 0.003, the effect sizes are quite small. Indeed, disciplinary differ-
ences in interest in creating OER were not statistically different, indicating these differences 
among disciplines in the OER interest and identification are marginal or not present at all. 
Furthermore, all disciplines report strong interest in using OERs in instruction and relatively 
low levels of discomfort locating these sources.

More than disciplinary differences, personal and professional factors likely contribute 
to differences in OER engagement. As reported in the literature review, OER offers a host of 
benefits, including incorporating diverse perspectives, responding to timely events, making 
the curriculum local and relevant, and breaking from traditional presentations of text, among 
others.49 Despite these broadly acknowledged benefits, however, OER adoption and creation 
require a considerable amount of labor for faculty who must restructure their courses and 
rewrite assignments and assessments.50 Given such strong benefits and obstacles to using OER, 
it is not surprising that age and functional role as teacher versus researcher played such a 
minor role in predicting OER interest; the labor entailed in creating and adopting OER must 
be offset by personally meaningful incentives and rewards.

Conclusion
As the first study to explicitly interrogate the 2021 Ithaka S+R Faculty Survey for differences in 
OA and OER preferences among disciplines, this study provides novel results suggesting that 
humanists are more like their colleagues than not. Although descriptive statistics show differ-
ences in how humanists perceive and interact with OA and OER, analysis of these differences 
reveal them to be marginal rather than foundational. Research and teaching practices in the 
humanities have evolved differently than those in other fields of study, but it does not seem 
that disciplinarity specifically precludes OA and OER, at least not with respect to preferences.

Although the authors initially suspected that disciplinary differences would be evident in the 
OA and OER preferences of scholars—as is clearly documented with respect to their practices51—
this was not supported by the data. Similarly, differences in OA and OER preferences based on 
age, functional role of researcher or teacher, and grant funding were not evident. Despite research 
demonstrating differences in OA publishing practices along disciplines, age, and grant-funding,52 
the findings outlined in this paper reiterate that preferences and practices cannot be conflated. A 
desire to engage with OA and OER may not translate into opportunities and decisions to do so.

As OA and OER continue to evolve, the landscape will only grow more complex. The di-
versification of publishing options and dissolution of traditional formats poses opportunities 
and challenges in all disciplines. Movements in the humanities, such as digital humanities and 
public humanities, have considerable implications for how scholars share their research and 
teach their students. If librarians wish to ensure the centrality of their support to humanistic 
research, they would do well to understand disciplinary trends at local and global scales. This 
article highlights an important consideration for librarians supporting humanities researchers: 
despite differences in practices, humanists hold similarly positive preferences concerning OA and 
OER as their colleagues and may need additional support to translate preference into practice.
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Appendix A. Questions from the 2021 Ithaka S+R Faculty Survey 
Questionnaire included in the Analysis

Q6: When you want a scholarly monograph or journal article that you do not have immediate 
access to through your college or university library’s physical or digital collections, how often 
do you use each of the following methods to seek access to that material?

•	 Search for a freely available version online (Q6_4): Often (4), Occasionally (3), Rarely (2), 
Never (1)

NEWQ7. Please indicate which, if any, of the following are among your professional respon-
sibilities.

•	 Research fund-raising and grant proposal creation (Q7_7): Yes (1),	 No (2)
•	 Post-award grant/sponsorship administrative and compliance activities (e.g., research 

ethics and safety, Title IX, budgetary management, program reviews) (Q7_8): Yes (1),	
No (2)

Q13. When it comes to influencing your decisions about academic journals in which to publish 
an article of yours, how important to you is each of the following characteristics?

•	 The journal makes its articles freely available on the internet, so there is no cost to pur-
chase or read (Q13_1): Extremely important 10 (10), 9 (9), 8 (8), 7 (7), 6 (6), 5 (5), 4 (4), 3 
(3), 2 (2), Not at all important 1 (1)

•	 The journal permits scholars to publish articles for free, without paying page or article 
charges (Q13_2): Extremely important 10 (10), 9 (9), 8 (8), 7 (7), 	6 (6), 5 (5), 4 (4), 3 (3), 2 
(2), Not at all important 1 (1)

Q14. Please use the 10 to 1 scale below to indicate how well each statement describes your 
point of view.

•	 Circulating pre-print versions of my research outputs is an important way for me to 
communicate my research findings with my peers (Q14_1): Extremely well 10 (10), 9 (9), 
8 (8), 7 (7), 6 (6), 5 (5), 4 (4), 3 (3), 2 (2), Not well at all 1 (1)

•	 Scholarly publishers have been rendered less important to my process of communicat-
ing scholarly knowledge by my increasing ability to share my work directly with peers 
online (Q14_2): Extremely well 10 (10), 9 (9), 8 (8), 7 (7), 6 (6), 5 (5), 4 (4), 3 (3), 2 (2), Not 
well at all 1 (1)

•	 I would be happy to see the traditional subscription-based publication model replaced 
entirely by an open access publication system in which all scholarly research outputs 
would be freely available to the public (Q14_5): Extremely well 10 (10), 9 (9), 8 (8), 7 (7), 
6 (6), 5 (5), 4 (4), 3 (3), 2 (2), Not well at all 1 (1)

Q29: In general, how often do you perform each of the following when designing or structur-
ing your undergraduate courses?

•	 Give preference to assigning course texts or materials that are low or no cost (Q29_1): 
Often (4), Occasionally (3), Rarely (2), Never (1) 

•	 Give preference to assigning course texts or materials that are available through the library 
(Q29_2): Often (4), Occasionally (3), Rarely (2), Never (1)

Q34: Please read the following statements and indicate the degree to which you agree or dis-
agree with each.

•	 I find it difficult to locate open educational resources for my teaching (Q34_2): Strongly 
agree (7), Agree (6), Somewhat agree (5), Neither agree nor disagree (4), Somewhat dis-
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agree (3), Disagree (2), Strongly disagree (1)
•	 I am interested in creating and publishing open educational resources (Q34_4): Strongly 

agree (7), Agree (6), Somewhat agree (5), Neither agree nor disagree (4), Somewhat dis-
agree (3), Disagree (2), Strongly disagree (1)

•	 I am interested in using open educational resources in my teaching (Q34_5): Strongly 
agree (7), Agree (6), Somewhat agree (5), Neither agree nor disagree (4), Somewhat dis-
agree (3), Disagree (2), Strongly disagree (1)

D3. Do you think of yourself primarily as a researcher, primarily as a teacher, or somewhere 
in between? 

•	 Much more as a researcher than as a teacher (1), Somewhat more as a researcher than as a 
teacher (2), About equally as a researcher and a teacher (3), Somewhat more as a teacher 
than as a researcher (4), Much more as a teacher than as a researcher (5)

D5. What is your age?
•	 22 to 44 (1), 45 to 54 (2), 55 to 64 (3), 65 and over (4), I prefer not to answer this question (5)

Notes
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Transfer Student Expectations for Affordable 
Course Materials

Zach Welhouse, Beth Filar Williams, and Stefanie Buck*

This qualitative study examines transfer-related course material affordability chal-
lenges faced by undergraduate students at our four-year university. Due to their 
diverse educational backgrounds and previous exposure to low-cost course materials, 
transfer students from community colleges have different needs than traditional first-
year students. Through focus groups, student surveys, and outreach, we determine 
that academic librarians at four-year institutions can help ease students’ transition 
through flexible, targeted outreach and by partnering with other units on campus. 
We conclude with a discussion of actions librarians have taken at our institution and 
recommendations for librarians at other institutions.

Introduction
Undergraduate transfer students are an underserved population on many university campuses, 
partially because their demographic is resistant to generalization. Despite their prior experi-
ences with higher education, transfer students often miss social-academic activities designed 
to connect first-year students with institutional knowledge and social support networks. Incon-
sistency of information, support, and processes across colleges impedes transfer students from 
navigating courses (Robison et al., 2020). The transition to a four-year institution often results 
in transfer shock, a widely noted decrease in students’ GPAs the semester following transfer to 
a four-year college or university (Cedja, 2006; Wang et al., 2021). This article uses the expanded 
definition of transfer shock employed by Rhine et al. (2010), which also includes other academic 
and social factors that limit transfer students’ likelihood of attaining a bachelor’s degree.

Affordability-related transfer shock is especially concerning at Oregon State University, 
where only about 30% of the classes in the spring 2024 course catalog were low- or no-cost. 
Statewide adoption of the low- and no-cost course designation stems from Oregon HB 2871 
“Relating to higher education; and declaring an emergency,” which mandates every public 
university and community college indicate in its course catalog which courses’ “materials ex-
clusively consist of open or free textbooks or other low-cost or no-cost course materials.” The 
house bill also established a statewide OER grant program (2015). By 2023 the grant program 
saved Oregon students $24,352,296—or about $12 in student savings per program dollar spent. 
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(Hofer, 2023). Oregon students have legislative support for low- and no-cost materials, but 
the availability of these materials varies across institutions. While students at many Oregon 
community colleges benefit from active, well-funded OER programs, their four-year colleges 
have greater course material costs. Addressing the challenges faced by transfer students is 
an important step in establishing campus-wide equity. The fall 2016 cohort of first-time col-
lege students in the United States had a six-year transfer rate of 31.2% (Shapiro et al., 2024). 
In 2022, 31% of our university’s new undergraduate students transferred from community 
colleges within Oregon alone (Oregon State University Office of Institutional Research, 2022).

The academic library can help ease transfer shock. Libraries have implemented many 
solutions to promote transfer student success, including hiring a transfer student librarian, 
teaching information literacy courses for transfer students, and partnering with other units on 
campus for transfer student outreach (Coats & Pemberton, 2017; Roberts et al., 2019; Fawley 
et al., 2021). Libraries also help by supporting affordability initiatives and providing access 
to course materials.

In this study, we explore what undergraduate students who transferred to our university 
from other Oregon institutions know about acquiring affordable course materials and how 
this process impacts their academic success. We employed structured focus groups to exam-
ine student familiarity with library services and whether they expected course materials to 
be free or low-cost based on their experiences at previous institutions. We also explore the 
institutional and financial needs of transfer students on our campus and how academic librar-
ies and campus partners can support these needs in their own institutions through strategic 
approaches to messaging, program development, and engagement in affordability initiatives.

Literature Review
Transfer Student Success and Library Services
Transfer students are a complex group, different from one another in many ways—from major 
to age—with one commonality: having transferred from another college. Many articles exist 
about transfer students, but there are far fewer on their experiences in the library, most of 
which were collected in the double issue of Reference Services Review edited by Ivins in 2017 
and Transfer Student Success in 2021, edited by Fawley et al. Ivins’ guest-edited double issue 
covers university-wide initiatives with library participation, unique services by libraries, in-
formation literacy needs for transfer students, and several extensive literature reviews. The 
book, edited by Fawley et al., covers orientation and outreach engagements, classroom and 
cocurricular efforts, and increasing transfer student capital.

Laanan et al. (2010) define transfer student capital as the experiences and knowledge 
that community college students use to navigate the transition to four-year institutions. This 
knowledge can be leveraged by schools that promote a “relentless welcome,” building con-
nections for transfer students across campus, and working toward more transparent systems 
and structures (Wang et al., 2021).

The University of Washington Libraries approached the promotion of transfer student 
capital with a design thinking method in a year-long project focusing on the needs and chal-
lenges of transfer students to their Seattle campus (Whang et al., 2021). Whang et al. found 
transfer students differ from their traditional counterparts in that they tended to be older, had 
more commitments to work and family, as well as greater pressure to complete their degrees 
within a shortened timeline. Heinbach et al. (2019) agreed, identifying the three key challenges 
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for transfer students: institutional barriers, feelings of not belonging, and external demands. 
With these challenges in mind, transfer students often have less time to devote to figuring 
out or participating in events to understand the often large, decentralized campus resources.

A study at University of Colorado Boulder Libraries uncovered that most transfer stu-
dents had strong emotional memories of K-12 and public libraries from their youth, including 
nostalgia for the spaces and specific librarians. They felt the libraries helped foster a feeling 
of connectedness to others on campus (Roberts et al., 2021). In addition to the positive feeling 
from past library experiences, and their self-sufficiency and resourcefulness, transfer students 
often have the perception they should know more about academic libraries (and broader cam-
pus life) because of their prior experience in college. Paradoxically, they might not seek out 
necessary help (Whang et al., 2017).

Educational barriers common to adult learners (i.e., students 23 or older) often overlap 
with transfer students’ experiences with higher education. Osam et al. identified impedi-
ments to adult learners’ educations, including institutional barriers created by schools’ focus 
on traditional students and situational barriers including family and financial responsibilities 
(2017). Furthermore, like transfer students, adult learners contextualize college education 
within previous experiences. However, while all transfer students have prior higher education 
to draw upon, theories of adult learning tend to focus on adult learners’ life and employment 
experience (Chen 2017). As our data suggests, many transfer students are not adult learners. 
Likewise, not all adult learners are transfer students.

Transfer students are not simply older first-year students, as their previous experiences 
inform their present. Students who transfer are as likely to graduate as direct-entry students 
(Xu, 2018) and are among the most motivated and resilient college students. They are used to 
working through structural barriers. However, they are also negatively impacted by transfer 
shock and targeted by deficient thinking from universities. Vincent Tinto, a prominent researcher 
of student retention and learning communities, puts forth two factors for transfer students to 
successfully recover from this shock: 1) academic integration and 2) social integration (1975). 
Academic integration includes structural issues like confusing or weak transfer and articulation 
policies, inaccurate advising or lack of transfer advisors, lack of academic preparedness, and 
student unfamiliarity with the expectations of their new institution (Laanan et al., 2010; Rhine 
et al., 2010). Libraries are especially well situated to address social integration issues, which 
provide transfer students with peer support networks, through actions like transfer-student-
only orientations and tours, campus event partnerships, and other welcoming initiatives.

Undergraduate Course Material Affordability
College affordability is a continual, pressing issue for U.S. students (Correa & Bozarth, 2023). 
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019) reports the cost of higher education, including tu-
ition, living expenses, and course materials, rose by 31% between 2007 and 2017. This increase 
has forced students to make choices between their educational needs and basic living needs. 
In some cases, this choice has led students to not acquire course materials they need (Correa 
& Bozarth, 2023).

For at least a decade, researchers, especially early advocates of open educational resources 
(OER), have examined the impact of the rising cost of course materials on student success and 
students’ ability to afford college. They have done this at both the community college level 
and four-year college level. Large-scale studies have shown that students—in some cases 
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up to 65%—regularly report not purchasing textbooks because of the cost, causing them to: 
receive a lower grade; drop, fail, or withdraw from a course (DFW); or choose not to register 
for a certain course because of the cost of the course materials (Donaldson et al., 2019; Nagle & 
Vitez, 2020). Students also report needing to work more hours to afford their course materials, 
thus taking time away from their studies. In their ground-breaking research study, “Textbook 
Broke: Textbook Affordability as a Social Justice Issue,” Jenkins et al. note that “regardless 
of race/ethnicity, income or first-generation status, students consistently reported textbook 
pricing to negatively impact their stress levels, purchasing habits, first-day access, academic 
performance, and time-to graduation rates” (2020, p. 8).

The impact of the high cost of learning materials seems to be felt more strongly by cer-
tain students, including historically underserved populations, first-generation students and 
non-traditional students (Jenkins et al., 2020). One of the earliest studies (Colvard et al., 2018) 
to disaggregate their student data by categories found that, when replacing a commercial 
textbook with an OER, “while end of course grades increased for all groups considered, 
DFW rates decreased dramatically for student populations we hypothesized would benefit 
the most from free textbooks (for example, Pell eligible students, underserved populations, 
and part-time students)” (p. 272). Spica and Biddex (2021) disaggregated their research data 
by student demographics such as race and income levels, and found similar results, although 
further research is necessary.

Some studies have examined the high cost of textbooks on community college students 
(Spica & Biddex, 2021; Becker et al., 2023). Other studies have focused on four-year institutions. 
However, very few studies have looked at the impact of college textbook prices on transfer 
students, whether they are community college students or from another four-year institu-
tion. One such study was conducted at Old Dominion University in Virginia (Wittkower & 
Lo, 2020), which reported having a large number of transfer students coming from Tidewater 
Community College. Like other studies, the researchers at Old Dominion concluded that “stu-
dent demographics have an effect on how students perceive the cost of course materials” (p. 
124). Regarding transfer students specifically, they found that “more of our transfer students 
worked 31 or more hours per week than our non-transfer students” (p. 124). They also posit 
that students transferring in from Tidewater Community College, which has a strong z-degree 
program (i.e., courses that use only openly licensed materials) may be “the most affected by 
the cost of textbooks” once they transfer to Old Dominion (p. 124).

Methodology
This IRB-approved qualitative study was conducted using a combination of focus groups and 
a brief survey. The target population was undergraduate transfer students who had attended 
at least one Oregon community college within the previous five years before transferring to 
our university.

Identification and Recruitment of Participants
We recruited potential focus group members with posters, flyers, and email sent to a com-
prehensive list of transfer students at our university generated by the Office of Institutional 
Analytics and Reporting. Flyers were distributed at start-of-the-year campus gatherings and 
transfer-student-specific events. Once the researchers had identified eligible participants, 
they were invited to attend one of three in-person focus groups. Based on the success of the 
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initial three focus groups, the authors held two additional sessions: a group held at a transfer 
student dorm and an online group held via Zoom.

At the focus group meetings, each participant was assigned a number to help preserve 
their anonymity. Participants signed a consent form to ensure that they understood the pa-
rameters of the study and what would be asked. Each participant was also given a survey 
with demographic questions (e.g., ethnicity, gender, age, financial status) and questions about 
their experience using library resources and services, which they completed during the discus-
sion break (see Appendix A). Each focus group lasted approximately two hours with a break 
between the third and fourth questions. One PI acted as a moderator, while the other two 
authors took notes. All the focus groups were audio recorded with permission of the partici-
pants. Student participants were asked to respond to the following six open-ended questions:

Section 1: Affordable Course Materials
1.	 What strategies do you use to get your required course materials?
2.	 Are you facing barriers to getting course materials now that you didn’t face at your 

previous institution?
3.	 Compared to your previous institution, how often have your current instructors or 

departments kept course material costs under $40?
Section 2: Library Use
1.	 What is your favorite service at our library? It may be from the checklist (e.g., course 

reserves, laptops, headphones, lockers, etc.) or not.
2.	 What has been your experience using the library to get course materials?
3.	 How does the library where this focus group is taking place compare to your previ-

ous library?
During the focus group, participants were provided food and drink. Participants who 

stayed until the end received a $25 gift card.

Participant Demographics
The participants consisted of a diverse pool of 23 students from seven of our institution’s 
13 colleges. Based on survey information, 11 participants were Pell-eligible, 10 were first-
generation college students, and 16 were on financial aid.

TABLE 1
Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Characteristics n* (%)
Gender
  Female 17 (74%)
  Male 2 (9%)
  Non-binary or prefer not to respond 3 (13%)
  Not reported 1 (4%)
Ethnicity
  White 12 (52%)
  Hispanic 3 (13%)
  Asian 3 (13%)
  African American 2 (9%)
  Multi-racial 3 (13%)
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Transcription, Coding, and Code-Checking
Once the focus groups ended, the authors transcribed the recordings into Google Sheets. The 
authors used a thematic approach to code the data. They individually brainstormed themes 
to code, determining five categories: access, affordability, attitudes toward course materials, 
modality, and service and product awareness. Next, they refined these themes as a group 
before beginning the coding process. To check for intercoder agreement, the results of the 
first focus group were coded individually by each of the authors. The authors then reviewed 
the results and adjusted for ambiguity. If a sentence included more than one concept, it was 
duplicated so that it could be coded multiple times. Definitions for each of the codes and their 
subcategories, were added to a coding sheet to ensure consistency (see Appendix A).

Each author then coded the results of three of the focus groups so that every focus group 
would have multiple coders but keep the workload manageable. After coding all five focus 
groups, the authors met again to review the results of each group, reviewing the applied codes 
for consistency. The authors found a high degree of agreement in coding.

Findings
Student comments about course materials fell into five categories: access, affordability, at-
titudes toward course materials, modality, and service and product awareness. Each of these 
categories includes two to five subcategories, which arose from patterns the authors identified 
within student responses.

Course materials are part of a complex financial calculus made by each student, which 
has a major impact on material affordability and access. “It’s not that I can’t pay for the course 
materials, but the costs have impacts,” explains one participant. Students have finite resources 

TABLE 2
Age, Status, Time at Current School, College of Participants

Age Status Time at Current School
19-21 (11) 1st Year (0) 1 term or Less (10)
22-25 (4) 2nd Year (5) 2-3 Terms (1)
30-40 (3) 3rd Year (8) 4-5 Terms (5)
Not Reported (2) 4th Year (7) 6+ terms (4)

TABLE 1
Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Characteristics n* (%)
Enrollment Status
  Full-time 21 (91%)
  Part-time 2 (9%)
First-generation
  Yes 10 (44%)
  No 13 (56%)
Pell Grant recipients 11 (48%)
Received financial aid this term 16 (70%)
*n = 23 participants.
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and no guarantee that any given education cost will help attain their goals. While they em-
ploy a variety of strategies to balance affordability with access to materials, they are beset by 
institutional barriers and patchwork knowledge about opportunities for campus assistance.

Our transfer students often experience culture shock and disappointment regarding col-
lege materials and modalities, which is exacerbated by limited awareness of library services 
and products. Instructors who explicitly connected specific course materials to learning goals 
and worked with students to navigate material costs were seen as higher-quality educators. 
Common pain points include course materials that aren’t open or free, mandatory course ma-
terials that aren’t referenced in class, and required software and digital textbooks that require 
codes which limit how students access and share materials. Most participants were unaware 
of library resources that could alleviate costs across multiple categories.

As anticipated, students in our study who attended community colleges that provided 
most or all of their course materials had higher expectations for their four-year institution 
regarding OER availability. They expect the same or greater use of OER than at community 
colleges, especially since they were transferring within-state. Our participants are also less 
likely to know about their options for acquiring course materials than traditional students: our 
university, like many institutions, presents its most robust orientation materials at the start of 
the fall term, with special attention given to incoming freshmen. Our focus group participants 
report lacking a similar peer group to glean information from, which is often compounded 
by limited orientation services. These students often come from smaller institutions and can 
be overwhelmed by the vastness of a large university and library and often did not have any 
library instruction previously. Our participants described seeking information but often shy 
from asking for assistance since they feel like they’re already expected to know the answers.

Access
Student comments on course material access fell into three subcategories: barriers, strategies, 
and knowledge gaps directly related to the transfer process.

Our participants found the cost of university textbooks and assignment platforms a key 
barrier to acquiring the needed course materials or registering for a course. Some chose a 
course or a specific instructor due to the open, free, or less expensive course materials. Some 
students benefited from their instructors sharing non-textbook materials like novels or PDFs 
in the course learning management system (LMS). But other students, especially in STEM 
disciplines, had to pay high costs. Students were unhappy with having to pay full price for a 
textbook bundle, when their course only used a portion of it, such as a model kit or an access 
code for taking an online test. Having to pay for extras seems unreasonable to them when 
they see free technologies or cheaper options.

Our participants use a variety of strategies to acquire needed course resources. Many 
waited until the first week of the term to see if their course seemed like it would use its man-
datory materials. Other students waited until course material was actively referenced in class. 
The perceived future value of the course material was a factor in its purchase. Students per-
ceive a course text that is referenced once in a class as less valuable than one that may serve 
as a future reference within their major. Google is the most common search tool for course 
materials. One student explains their multi-step process: “So I have a super tight budget and 
I always like, I’m already checking […] for book lists. So I can see, ‘Where am I going to get 
the material?’ Is it gonna be county library, [our university] library, eBay? I literally will just 
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Google every single place you can get the book. Will I rent it? Will I purchase it?” Other com-
mon sources for course materials include piracy, renting from Amazon or other websites, and 
borrowing from a friend, classmate, or affiliate group. A few students also mentioned working 
from screenshots and other low-quality copies provided by classmates.

Study participants frequently expressed concern that they had missed a vital piece of 
campus orientation that would have reduced the stress of accessing course materials. For 
example, many participants expressed concern about not receiving a full orientation tour 
or a librarian visit as part of an entry-level course. Participants who were familiar with the 
library prior to the focus group meetings mentioned coming with a friend or for a fun event 
like a game night, which helped them feel more comfortable using the library for coursework.

Affordability
Our participants’ comments on course material affordability map to four subcategories: instruc-
tor engagement, their experience with low-cost/no-cost courses, their expectations regarding 
material costs, and the impact of material costs on their lives. Unsurprisingly, students appreci-
ated receiving high quality materials for low prices. They also tended to believe their previous 
community colleges provided more affordable, quality materials than their current institution.

While affordability was central to our participants’ college experience, they often expressed 
shame and uncertainty at addressing it. When asked if they ever approached an instructor 
to ask about affordable materials, several students had visceral reactions. One student ex-
plained, “I wouldn’t want to draw that negative attention to myself. [I’m] trying to make as 
good of an impression as I can because I’m going to be in the college for a while.” Another 
student explained they would never tell a faculty member they couldn’t afford textbooks: 
“They would laugh at me!” Participants shared that few instructors explicitly indicated why 
they chose specific course materials, and only when the material was open or free. Many of 
our participants were aware of courses marked low-cost or no-cost in the course catalog but 
could not depend on their availability.

All our participants shared impacts from the high cost of their required course materials, 
but some students also had to make sacrifices to purchase them: “I have made my decisions 
on which instructors to take based on the list of materials, like this book is going to be $60 
cheaper, that’s the one I’m signing up for.” Another student explained, “I told my professor 
that I couldn’t afford the books. They told me to get a free subscription, but that only lasted 
three weeks so I sold my car to afford the books.”

Attitudes Toward Course Materials
Our participants’ attitudes toward course materials fell into two subcategories: course materials 
as a reflection on the quality of university faculty and the relevance of their course materials 
to their goals. Often, these attitudes linked the cost of education to its perceived quality: “I’m 
paying a lot more here, shouldn’t it be better?”

Students value instructors’ efforts to lower costs though instructors do not always suc-
cessfully communicate the value or relevance of course texts. Students shared many stories 
about instructors who wrote their own books or sought materials that were open while at 
the community college. This practice was less frequent at our university. In many cases, 
participants view our university as more impersonal than their previous institutions. One 
student summarized this view: “My professors this term have not really gone into specific 
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details why they chose these textbooks, it’s more like ‘This is what you need. Go get it.’” One 
surprising belief that several students mentioned was that instructors who required fewer 
material purchases were generally more helpful and flexible in their pedagogy. One student 
explained, “In my experience, professors willing to compromise [to help with costs] don’t 
require a textbook at all.” Another student explained, “professors who require less material 
are often better instructors.”

Participants are most frustrated when they purchase required texts their instructors do not 
use. However, even in cases when instructors demonstrate the value of their course materials, 
students feel they should be more flexible regarding the materials’ format, preferring those 
that are open or free “like at most community colleges.” Participants specifically praised one 
community college, which provided primarily free, open course materials.

Modality
Our participants had strong, diverse opinions on course materials’ ideal medium. The authors 
categorized comments related to student preferences between digital or print course material, 
as well as participants’ feelings toward ancillary materials and required platforms.

Participants shared that cost often overrules their preferences when choosing between 
physical or digital formats: low-cost options tend to be ebooks provided by the library, scanned 
copies, cell phone images shared by classmates, or pirated PDFs. Many students agreed on the 
benefits of digital course materials—even if they ultimately preferred physical—because of the 
ease of transport, keyword searching, digital annotation, and pasting into other documents. 
Specific, proprietary platforms strongly limited students’ preferences for digital materials.

Though students have different preferences on print and digital modalities, they strongly 
dislike ancillary software and time-sensitive access to homework software. Having to buy a 
whole textbook package to pay for a code to access online homework, take tests, or in-class 
participation was frustrating: “It’s like I’m paying to do my homework essentially, I’m not 
paying for the book because you never reference the book you pay to do the homework.” Other 
common complaints for specific digital platforms included cost, awkward user interface, the 
inability to download course materials, and lack of useful features.

Service and Product Awareness
The focus group participants’ awareness of library and other campus resources fell into five 
subcategories: 1. library course reserves, 2. other course materials, 3. library materials, 4. li-
brary services, and 5. marketing. Many additional comments fell outside of the affordability 
focus of this article but were nevertheless important in identifying student perceptions of 
library services and spaces.

Surveyed students showed mixed awareness of library services for obtaining course mate-
rials. At least half of the surveyed students did not know about the library’s reservable course 
materials. Those who were familiar with the course reserve process found it confusing and 
unreliable. Specifically, students were unhappy that items on course reserve were not always 
available: high demand physical texts were often unavailable in the limited time students could 
visit the library, and limited ebook licenses put a cap on online research. Variations on the state-
ment, “Why can’t they just give us the PDF in our course module or share a free textbook like we 
had at [community college]?” were common. Several participants mentioned the campus Basic 
Needs Center, a student support center that partners with the library, as one option for obtaining 
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course materials for the entire term, sharing their positive experiences with their focus groups.
Unlike the uncertainty surrounding obtaining course materials, our participants were 

more confident using the library to obtain articles and supplementary course material. Most 
participants considered Ex Libris’ Primo, our main discovery system, and our databases both 
accessible and easy to use. Most participants were aware of similar tools from past institu-
tions. However, some students attributed knowledge of these systems to course visits from 
a librarian focused on finding “three scholarly sources’’ or other assignment-based searches. 
Despite the participants’ positive view of librarians during course visits, they generally viewed 
librarians as helpful but distant. One participant highlighted the value of librarians while also 
identifying their distance from the everyday experience: “a person you can physically talk to 
and that’s always been very helpful even if you don’t utilize it.”

Discussion
After reviewing the findings from the focus groups and user surveys, the authors discussed 
the results through the lens of the five main categories: access, affordability, attitudes toward 
course materials, modality, and service and product awareness. Within every coding category 
and subcategory, participants expressed initial disagreements and variations in opinion. This 
lack of immediate consensus lends support to the truism that transfer students are a hetero-
geneous group. Successful efforts to appeal to transfer students must be flexible to account 
for this variety.

After the authors reached a high degree of agreement coding focus group results, they 
noted the themes arising from the most common subcategory within each major category. 
These themes suggested a composite transfer student persona. While this persona cannot 
represent the experiences of all transfer students, their experiences provide one model of 
our participants’ experiences. This persona experiences transfer shock as a result of course 
material affordability; their community college was more responsive to their financial need. 
Post-transfer, they use many strategies to evaluate the value of purchasing required course 
materials, weighing the expected value of the material’s cost versus their budget, ease of ac-
quiring alternate materials, and the cost of other materials. Although the composite student 
does not have a strong preference between print and digital course materials, they loathe DRM 
and other artificial barriers to prevent the re-use, re-sale, and transferability of information. 
They feel as if traditional students are more connected to campus life and social networks, 
partially due to first-year experience activities, which they can leverage to navigate access 
barriers and benefit from campus resources such as the library.

One major coding cluster crosses subcategories to indicate lack of institutional knowl-
edge among transfer students. Frequent comments in the access: knowledge gaps, afford-
ability: low-cost/no-cost courses, and service and product awareness: library course reserves 
sub-categories support claims of transfer shock, institutional awe, and the sheer difficulty of 
adapting to the norms of a new institution.

Likewise, the vigorous discussion surrounding the cross-subcategory cluster of access: 
barriers, affordability: instructor engagement, modality: required programs, and attitudes 
toward course materials: university faculty suggests the importance of instructor involvement 
in addressing transfer student concerns. Many focus group participants praised teachers who 
aided them with course material affordability issues, but they more readily identified faculty 
who created educational barriers.
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Local Change
The authors and their peers have promoted change at their own institution based on the results 
of the focus groups. We share our actions recognizing that they may not be generalizable to 
all academic library contexts and are likely most applicable to libraries with a similar size and 
focus on serving the entire campus.

Access
One strategy we’ve already implemented is sharing a handout on accessing affordable course 
materials through our collections and partners across campus. Many of our participants 
expressed concerns about not receiving a full orientation tour or librarian visit as part of an 
entry-level course. Our library is following the advice of Whang et al. (2017) and working 
with campus partners to target transfer students for outreach along other avenues. We are 
participating in events like National Transfer Week and other opportunities to share library 
spaces and services. Even simple activities like attending a transfer meet-and-greet have al-
lowed us to listen and share more about library support.

Affordability
As a library, we have been building our capability for course reserves, especially digitally, since 
the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the last several years, our university’s Basic Needs 
Center has developed a robust circulating collection of course materials, which is discoverable 
in our library catalog. We have also continued to work with our campus partners, including 
upper administration, to advocate for more open, low-cost course materials.

Attitudes Toward Course Materials
We are exploring entry points for discussing affordable course material options as part of new 
instructor training, professional development, and other campus events. Sharing our students’ 
stories and educating campus decision-makers on methods to reduce course material costs is 
necessary if we wish to change the campus culture.

Modality
Although campus-wide adoption of ancillary software and course material with restrictive 
DRM is largely outside of our control, we are strong proponents of work being done in other 
parts of the library to increase the size and availability of our course reserves. Many of these 
items are available as ebooks, which provide students with the most immediate access to 
necessary course materials.

Service and Product Awareness
Student suggestions from the focus groups have encouraged us to rethink elements of many 
student outreach initiatives. We have updated promotion materials, including our social media 
accounts, newsletters, and handouts. Iterating to catch student interest among the panoply 
of visual stimuli on campus is an evergreen issue. Recently, we have started using more QR 
codes on library advertising, as most focus groups suggested them unprompted.

We are also sharing these findings with internal, campus-wide, and professional groups 
dedicated to improving the student experience. Presenting on transfer student experiences 
invites discussion and keeps the issues relevant to educators with the capability to improve 
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the student experience. Meeting students and advisors at transfer-student-specific events has 
also become an increased priority. We have attended several transfer student-focused events 
and provided direct outreach.

Recommendations
Every university is different, and transfer students are notoriously difficult to classify. In 
adapting these recommendations, it is important to communicate with transfer students and 
related departments. One case study (Vinyard 2020) presents the example of a library that 
taught a welcome course for every incoming first-year student. Transfer students indicated this 
course was not necessary. Instead, the library supported them through specific database train-
ing, outreach from subject librarians, and focused tours. With these caveats, we recommend:

•	 Avoid generalizing about transfer students. They are unique, yet similar in facing chal-
lenges that typical first-year students do not face. Many of them identify as transfer 
students, but many do not.

•	 Build on their transfer capital. Recognize the education they’ve already received. For 
example, library support, metacognitive reflections, and online library research refresher 
activities for upper-level students can employ learner-centered pedagogy to support all 
students (Fawley et al., 2021).

•	 Consider a librarian liaison specifically for transfer students, a transfer student services 
librarian (Coats & Pemberton, 2017), or a personal librarian program for transfer students 
(Clement, 2021; Fountaine & Hallman, 2021) if your campus has a high percentage of 
transfer students.

Limitations and Future Directions
Conversations with students are a regular part of life in an academic library. These conversa-
tions are great sources of feedback that inform our work. They are also a constant reminder 
that our focus group students don’t speak for the entire student body, let alone all transfer 
students at our university. In future iterations of this study, we are interested in working 
with a control group to more directly compare traditional student experiences with those of 
transfer students. Additionally, now that we’ve established a basic understanding of transfer 
student issues, we would like to apply more nuance to future inquiry. Specifically, the no-
tion of how affordability impacts students’ lives grew as our conversations progressed. Most 
students did not present material affordability as a binary can/can’t afford decision, but one 
shaded by time, ownership rights, and competing priorities.

This study was also limited by time and participants. The students who volunteered were 
a self-selected group. If they felt like they didn’t have strong opinions or dissatisfaction with 
the status quo, it is likely they would not be as interested in attending. Moreover, most of these 
students attended their initial college-level courses during the early days of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Every facet of life on campus was disrupted by the monumental public health crisis, 
which could account for some participants’ feelings of disorientation and being overlooked.

Conclusion
Our focus groups and subsequent discussions have taught us a great deal about our transfer 
students’ expectations and needs regarding affordable course materials. While many of them 
have adapted strategies for accessing course materials and other campus services from their 
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previous academic experiences, this knowledge is often imperfect. Libraries can help address 
transfer shock and improve transfer student success through focused outreach and partner-
ship with other campus groups that work with historically underserved populations like 
transfer students. Since transfer students are notoriously diverse with regards to educational, 
financial, and other demographic backgrounds, flexible assistance is necessary. Nevertheless, 
the introduction of our singular transfer student persona to departmental and campus-wide 
discussions on library resources and low-cost and OER course materials has already had a 
positive impact on outreach.

We also recognize how much four-year institutions can learn about affordability from com-
munity colleges. As part of the continued research that will grow from this article, we intend 
to learn more about effective course material affordability measures used by our community 
college peers. The library is not powerless to alleviate course material costs, but campus-wide 
attention and regular student feedback are the keys to sustainable, meaningful change.



Transfer Student Expectations for Affordable Course Materials  929

Appendix A
Demographic Survey Questions

1.	 What is your age?
2.	 What is your status at your current university?

a.	 Freshman
b.	 Sophomore
c.	 Junior
d.	 Senior
e.	 Other

3.	 How long have you been at your current university?
a.	 1 term or less
b.	 2-3 terms
c.	 4-5 terms
d.	 6+ terms

4.	 What is your enrollment status this term?
a.	 Full-time
b.	 Part-time

5.	 With which gender do you identify?
a.	 Female
b.	 Male
c.	 Non-binary
d.	 Prefer not to respond

6.	 Ethnicity
a.	 African American/Black
b.	 American Indian/Alaska Native
c.	 Asian
d.	 Hispanic/Latino
e.	 Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
f.	 White/Caucasian
g.	 Multi-racial/Ethnic
h.	 Prefer not to respond

7.	 Are you a first-generation college student?
a.	 Yes
b.	 No

8.	 Are you eligible for a Pell Grant or other need-based financial aid?
a.	 Yes
b.	 No

9.	 Did you receive financial aid this term?
a.	 Yes
b.	 No

10.	 What is your major?
11.	 When do you anticipate graduating from your current university?
12.	 Is there anything you’d like us to know about the library and/or acquiring affordable 

learning materials?
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13.	 The library offers these services. Please check whether you have used, are aware, or 
unaware of the following services.
a.	 Desktops in the Learning Commons
b.	 Laptops/Hotspots
c.	 Course reserves/course materials, physical
d.	 Course reserves/course materials, electronic
e.	 Headphones
f.	 Study rooms
g.	 Calculators
h.	 Books/articles from our university’s collection
i.	 Books/articles from other libraries (ILL/Summit)
j.	 Printing/scanning
k.	 Lockers
l.	 Charging cords for phones and laptops
m.	 Therapy light lamps
n.	 Board games
o.	 Maker kits (e.g., Rapberry Pi, Makey Makey, GoPro camera)
p.	 Adaptive technology (e.g., ergonomic mouse & keyboard, low vision keyboard 

and calculator, magnifying lamp).
14.	 What does the term “OER” mean to you?

Affordability Code Book
1.	 Access

a.	 Strategies: Do you share used books? Go to Amazon? Pirate books? Wait until 
the second week?

b.	 Barriers: What gets in your way?
c.	 Transfer Student-Specific Issues: Did you get a campus tour? Miss out on com-

mon student experiences or classes?
2.	 Affordability

a.	 Expectations: Compared to previous institutions or what you’ve heard about 
college.

b.	 Instructor Interaction: Did you approach the instructor about costs or afford-
ability options?

c.	 Low-Cost/No-Cost: Our campus bookstore defines low-cost as under $40.
d.	 Impacts: How do material costs impact your life? Use code 2e for clear, identifi-

able losses.
e.	 Sacrifices: Did the cost force you to miss something important? Work extra hours?

3.	 Attitudes Toward Course Materials
a.	 Faculty: How do you feel about your instructors? Do they seem to care about 

educational costs? Do they explain their material selection?
b.	 Textbooks: Are your course materials worth the cost? How often do you refer-

ence course materials?
c.	 Library: How do you feel about the library? Is it cozy? Loud?

4.	 Modality
a.	 Physical/Digital: Do you prefer physical or digital textbooks? Which do you use 
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in ideal circumstances?
b.	 Ancillary Materials: How do you feel about homework platforms, digital test 

systems, kits, and other non-book course materials?
5.	 Service & Product Awareness

a.	 Course Reserves: Include physical and digital course reserves.
b.	 Other Course Materials: For example, books, articles, our discovery layer, and 

LibGuides
c.	 Library Materials: Loanable items in our Library of Things
d.	 Library Services: Lockers, study rooms, printing, and other services provided 

by the library. Includes spaces.
e.	 Marketing: What is the best way to let transfer students know about these ser-

vices?

References
Becker, K. L., Safa, R., & Becker, K. M. (2023) High-priced textbooks’ impact on community college student suc-

cess. Community College Review, 51, 128–141. https://doi.org/10.1177/00915521221125898
Coats, L. R., & Pemberton, A. E. (2017). Transforming for our transfers: The creation of a transfer student services 

librarian. References Services Review, 45(3), 485–497. https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/
RSR-11-2016-0079/full/html 

Cejda, B. D. (1994). Reducing transfer shock through faculty collaboration: A case study. Community College Journal 
of Research and Practice, 18(2), 189–199. https://doi.org/10.1080/1066892940180207

Chen, Joseph C. (2017) “Nontraditional adult learners: The neglected diversity in postsecondary education.” 
SAGE Open, 7(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244017697161.

Colvard, N. B., Watson, C. E., & Park, H. (2018). The impact of open educational resources on various student 
success metrics. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 30(2), 262–276.

Correa, E., & Bozarth, S. (2023). To eat or to learn? Wagering the price tag of learning: Zero cost textbook degree. 
Equity in Education & Society, 2(2). https://doi.org/10.1177/27526461231154013

Donaldson, R., Opper, J., & Shen, E. (2019). 2018 student textbook and course materials survey: Results and findings. 
Florida Virtual Campus, Office of Distance Learning & Student Services. https://www.oerknowledgecloud.
org/record2630

Fawley, N., Marshall, A., & Robison, M. (Eds.). (2021). Transfer student success: Academic library outreach and engage-
ment. ALA Editions.

Fountaine, L., & Hallman, S. (2021). Designing and developing a personal librarian program for transfer stu-
dents. In Fawley, N., Marshall, A., & Robison, M. (Eds.), Transfer student success: Academic library outreach and 
engagement (pp. 51–60). ALA Editions.

Heinbach, C., Paloma Fiedler, B., Mitola, R., & Pattni, E. (2019). Dismantling deficit thinking: A strengths-based 
inquiry into the experiences of transfer students in and out of academic libraries. In the Library with the Lead 
Pipe. https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2019/dismantling-deficit-thinking /

Hofer, A. (2023, August 22). Continuing savings from past OER grants (Third Report). Open Oregon. https://openore-
gon.org/continuing-savings-3/

Ivins, T. (2017). Guest editorial. Reference Services Review, 45(2), 242–243. https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-04-2017-0007
Jenkins, J. J., Sánchez, L. A., Schraedley, M. A. K., Hannans, J., Navick, N. & Young, J. (2020). Textbook broke: 

Textbook affordability as a social justice issue. Journal of Interactive Media in Education, 2020(1), 3. https://doi.
org/10.5334/jime.549

Laanan, F. S., Starobin, S. S., & Eggleston, L. E. (2010). Adjustment of community college students at a four-year 
university: Role and relevance of transfer student capital for student retention. Journal of College Student 
Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 12(2), 175–209. https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.12.2.d

Nagle, C., & Vitez, K. (2020). Fixing the broken textbook market. U.S. PIRG Education Fund. https://publicinter-
estnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Fixing-the-Broken-Textbook-Market_June-2020_v2-4.pdf

Oregon State University Office of Institutional Research. (2022). New student profile—Fall 2022. Institutional 
Research. https://institutionalresearch.oregonstate.edu/enrollment-and-demographic-reports

Osam, E. Kobena, Bergman, M., and Cumberland, D. M. An integrative literature review on the barri-
ers impacting adult learners’ return to college.” Adult Learning 28, no. 2 (May 2017): 54–60. https://doi.

https://doi.org/10.1177/00915521221125898
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/RSR-11-2016-0079/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/RSR-11-2016-0079/full/html
https://doi.org/10.1080/1066892940180207
https://doi.org/10.1080/1066892940180207
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244017697161
https://doi.org/10.1177/27526461231154013
https://www.oerknowledgecloud.org/record2630
https://www.oerknowledgecloud.org/record2630
https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2019/dismantling-deficit-thinking
https://openoregon.org/continuing-savings-3/
https://openoregon.org/continuing-savings-3/
https://openoregon.org/continuing-savings-3/
https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-04-2017-0007
https://doi.org/10.5334/jime.549
https://doi.org/10.5334/jime.549
https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.12.2.d
https://publicinterestnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Fixing-the-Broken-Textbook-Market_June-2020_v2-4.pdf
https://publicinterestnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Fixing-the-Broken-Textbook-Market_June-2020_v2-4.pdf
https://institutionalresearch.oregonstate.edu/enrollment-and-demographic-reports
https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159516658013
https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159516658013


932  College & Research Libraries	 November 2025

org/10.1177/1045159516658013.
Relating to higher education; and declaring an emergency, OR HB 2871. (2015). https://olis.oregonlegislature.

gov/liz/2015R1/Measures/Overview/HB2871
Rhine, T. J., Milligan, D. M., & Nelson, L. R. (2010). Alleviating transfer shock: Creating an environment for 

more successful transfer students. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 24(6), 443–453. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10668920050137228

Roberts, L., Welsh, M. E., Keller, C. R., & North, C. (2021). Memory, relationships, and spaces: Exploring trans-
fer students’ library journeys. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 47(3), 102333. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
acalib.2021.102333

Roberts, L., Welsh, M.E. & Dudek, B. (2019). Instruction and outreach for transfer students: A Colorado case 
study. College & Research Libraries, 80(1), 94–122. https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.80.1.94

Robison, M. Fawley, N. & Marshall, A. (2020). “That background knowledge.” What junior and senior under-
graduate transfer students need from their library. Journal of Academic Librarianship, 46(1), 102092. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2019.102092

Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Huie, F., Wakhungu, P.K., Yuan, X., Nathan, A., & Hwang, Y. (2024). Tracking transfer: 
Measures of effectiveness in helping community college students to complete bachelor’s degrees (Signature 
Report No. 13) [Report and data set]. National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. Retrieved May 15, 
2024, from https://nscresearchcenter.org/tracking-transfer/

Spica, E., & Biddix, J. P. (2021). Prices they pay: Academic achievement and progress to graduation barriers ex-
perienced by community college students due to the cost of course materials. Innovative Higher Education, 
46, 643–662. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-021-09557-7

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. Review of Educational 
Research, 45(1), 89–125. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089

Vinyard, M. (2020). The kids are all right: How libraries can best serve transfer students. Portal: Libraries and the 
Academy, 20(2), 339–360. https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2020.0017

Wang, X., Felten, P., Gooden, L., Iuzzini, J., & Kittrell, E. (2021). Supporting transfer student success: Five key 
faculty practices. National Institute for the Study of Transfer Students. https://www.nists.org/post/five-key-
faculty-practices

Whang, L., Hornby, A., & Vrbancic, E. (2021). Developing transfer student programming: From research to ap-
plication. In Fawley, N., Marshall, A., & Robison, M. (Eds.), Transfer student success: Academic library outreach 
and engagement (pp. 3–11). ALA Editions.

Whang, L., Tawatao, C., Danneker, J., Belanger, J., Edward Weber, S., Garcia, L., & Klaus, A. (2017). Understand-
ing the transfer student experience using design thinking. Reference Services Review, 45(2), 298–313. https://
doi.org/10.1108/RSR-10-2016-0073

Wittkower, L. R., & Lo, L. S. (2020). Undergraduate student perspectives on textbook costs and implications for 
academic success. Open Praxis, 12(1), 115–130. https://dx.doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.12.1.1036

Xu, D., Jaggars, S. S., Fletcher, J., & Fink, J. E. (2018). Are community college transfer students “a good bet” for 
4-year admissions? Comparing academic and labor-market outcomes between transfer and native 4-year 
college students. The Journal of Higher Education, 89(4), 478–502. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.1434280

https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159516658013
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2015R1/Measures/Overview/HB2871
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2015R1/Measures/Overview/HB2871
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668920050137228
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668920050137228
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2021.102333
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2021.102333
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.80.1.94
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2019.102092
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2019.102092
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2019.102092
https://nscresearchcenter.org/tracking-transfer/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-021-09557-7
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089
https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2020.0017
https://www.nists.org/post/five-key-faculty-practices
https://www.nists.org/post/five-key-faculty-practices
https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-10-2016-0073
https://doi.org/10.1108/RSR-10-2016-0073
https://dx.doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.12.1.1036
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.1434280


933

Preparing Academic Librarians to Prioritize 
Privacy in Learning Analytics Projects: An 
Evaluation of a Professional Development Course

Kyle M. L. Jones and Lisa Janicke Hinchliffe*

As institutions of higher education further develop their learning analytics efforts, 
academic library practitioners are called upon to participate in these efforts and 
have opportunities to shape their campus strategies. Nonetheless, library practitio-
ners may not be prepared with the knowledge, skills, and strategies to engage with 
campus stakeholders. This article documents the effectiveness of an online training 
course that developed librarian skill and confidence. Details discuss opportunities to 
replicate and extend the course.

Introduction
Since around 2010, researchers, vendors, and higher education institutions have been devel-
oping tools, practices, and policies to support learning analytics. Learning analytics “uses 
analytic techniques to help target instructional, curricular, and support services” to affect an 
array of educational outcomes, such as personalizing educational programs to student needs 
and matching resources to improve learning outcomes (van Barneveld et al., 2012, p. 8). As 
institutions of higher education further develop their learning analytics efforts, academic 
library practitioners are called upon to participate in these efforts and have opportunities 
to shape their campus strategies. Nonetheless, library practitioners may not be prepared 
with the knowledge, skills, and strategies to engage with campus stakeholders. This lack of 
preparation can mean that library values, such as privacy, are not raised when institutions 
are planning and designing learning analytics initiatives. While many institutions are still 
in the early stages of developing learning analytics activities, the need to prepare library 
practitioners with training and tools is pressing. This article describes the effectiveness of an 
online training course that develops librarian skill and confidence, prepares them to engage 
with campus stakeholders, and equips them to contribute to institutional learning analytics 
efforts. After a brief review of library learning analytics literature, the authors describe the 
evaluation methods they used and how their quantitative and qualitative data analysis led 
to findings associated with positive assessments of learning and the course’s impact, as well 
as specific areas for improvement. The authors conclude with a discussion reflecting on the 
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course’s impact, how the course could be replicated by others, and opportunities to extend 
the course for other educational needs.

Literature Review
Campus Technologies, Learning Analytics, and Student Privacy
Information and educational technologies, which are integral to the higher education ecosys-
tem in which students are enmeshed, create digital traces of student learning and life. They 
are key tools used in service to the primary mission of higher education: learning. Learning 
management systems, communication tools, library databases, and other technological artifacts 
support a student’s ability to access and use information, and to interact in student-to-student 
and student-to-instructor learning experiences (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1
Student-Technology Touchpoints, Sites of Data Creation, and Tracking 

Image courtesy of Gabriel Hongsdusit for The Markup.
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Other technologies serve notable purposes in higher education, too. Unfortunately, in 
the context of American higher education, safety and security have increasingly become mo-
tivators in adopting arguably more invasive tools to address campus crime and to support 
protective interventions during active shooter incidents. CCTV paired with facial recognition 
applications have become more common (Burke, 2020) in addition to the use of RFID chips 
in—and printed barcodes on—identification cards, which enable and restrict access to physi-
cal spaces. Some campuses are also using license plate readers to flag suspicious cars and aid 
criminal investigations (“How License Plate Readers Are Helping University Police Solve 
Crimes,” 2023; see “Innovative License Plate Reader Technology Now in Use on CU Boulder 
Campus,” 2023; Nichols, 2023).

These once distinct technological domains—education and safety technologies—have 
begun to blur into one. Computer scientists see some value in actively surveilling, identifying, 
and judging students with facial recognition tools paired with AI to mold student learning be-
haviors (D’Agostino, 2024). Aspects of this technological approach became evident during the 
peak of the COVID-19 pandemic when students were forced into online learning environments 
(Flaherty, 2020). Many campuses licensed invasive proctoring software, arguing that academic 
integrity was at stake. Tools like Proctorio required students to allow monitoring via “webcam, 
microphone, browser, desktop, or any other means necessary” (Flaherty, n.d., para. 10).

The data gleaned from campus technologies has enabled myriad analytics of student 
learning and behaviors. Much of this analytical work stands under the umbrella of learning 
analytics and educational data mining research, though in unique ways, respectively. Both 
encompass “data design, aggregation, mining, and analytics (e.g., data visualization, predic-
tive modeling, personalize systems) for myriad purposes, including personalized education, 
predictive advising, and automated interventions in learning behaviors” (Jones, 2022a, p. 4). 
But, as alluded to above, the evolving technological environment and the learning analytics that 
are enabled by it create serious privacy issues. Jones (2022a), citing Nissenbaum (2009), writes:

Privacy is an embedded contextual value built into the overall mission of higher 
education, and it has normatively moderated the flow and ends of student data 
and information use for some time. In other words, informational norms mapped 
to student privacy have served to “regulate the flow of information of certain 
types about [students] from one actor (acting in a particular capacity or role) to 
another or others (acting in a particular capacity or role) according to particular 
transmission principles” (p. 10).

The singular problem is that information flows are changing and are being created for 
the purposes of “dataveillance” (Clarke, 1988), which put at risk a student’s ability to pursue 
an education according to their own interests without undue influence from higher education 
actors informed by analytics or by the analytics themselves being built into systems. As librar-
ians began to use learning analytics in their own practices and student-focused services, they, 
like others, struggled with privacy concerns in higher education as related technologies evolve.

Library Learning Analytics Ethics
Practitioners and scholars alike have widely documented library learning analytics practices 
and the related ethical issues. In our previous research on this topic, we noted that “the ethics 
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of learning analytics are nothing but complicated, connecting various nodes such as privacy, 
autonomy and free will, intellectual property, justice and fairness, and democratic participa-
tion” (Jones & Hinchliffe, 2022, p. 2). In that article, we—like others have—concentrated on 
the idea that privacy is a key instrumental value that enables varied pursuits and expressions 
of intellectual freedom, which are foundational elements of the educational experience and 
crucial pillars in professional library ethics (see Currier, 2021; Doty, 2020; Hartman-Caverly, 
2019; Oliphant & Brundin, 2019).

There is a growing disconnect between values and praxis. Citing work by Zimmer and 
Tijerina (2018), who in their own work identified gaps in professionals’ privacy literacy, we 
argued that “practitioners are unable to meet the practical needs that prioritizing privacy 
requires as a core professional value” (Jones & Hinchliffe, 2022, p. 2). Briney’s (2019) study 
of published library learning analytics research led them to the conclusion that “academic 
libraries’ actual data practices are not living up to data best practices” (p. 27) demonstrating 
“evidence of a conflict between libraries’ commitment to patron privacy and their current 
data handling practices in learning analytics projects” (p. 28).

Why might this be the case? We previously wrote, citing Jones (2019), “that part of the 
ethics problem is that most LIS [library and information science] students receive little research 
methods training and are likely to be ‘under-skilled and unprepared to lead quantitatively 
rigorous learning analytics projects’” (Jones & Hinchliffe, 2022, p. 3). Huang et al. (2021, p. 
363) argue that “the combination of information ethics, information science, and educational 
technologies built into LIS programs” (p. 362) should motivate LIS educators to fill the values 
and praxis gap and to take “a proactive, holistic, and direct interest in artificial intelligence 
(and machine learning or data science) alongside offerings and contributions in information 
ethics” (p. 363). So, while current practitioners who are conducting library learning analytics 
projects are ethically attuned to privacy and its importance generally, they are likely under-
skilled and underprepared to meet the demands associated with learning analytics that raise 
significant, myriad, and specific privacy problems.

Identified Professional Development Needs
Academic librarians need professional development opportunities to learn ethics strategies and 
sensitivities that acknowledge the varied issues that learning analytics practices create. It is a 
pressing problem: “learning analytics can be seen as extending on traditional styles of assess-
ment practiced in the library and that ‘to not participate in learning analytics may limit a library’s 
ability to serve students’ educational interests’” (Flierl et al., 2023, p. 35 citing Jones & Hinchliffe, 
2022, p. 177). Flierl et al. (2023, p. 39), whose work represents an environmental scan conducted 
on behalf of the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), argued that “academic 
librarians are increasingly required to gain skills beyond the traditional qualifications” acquired 
in their master’s degree programs and during on-the-job practice. In a previous study (Jones & 
Hinchliffe, 2022) we investigated: 1) what, exactly, academic library practitioners perceived to 
be the most pressing ethical issues associated with learning analytics and 2) whether they were 
prepared to address the issues they identified; to date, this is the only research that addresses 
these questions. Specifically, in 2020, we conducted a survey of academic library practitioners. 
The results from the 2020 survey were as follows. While most respondents rated their knowledge 
of learning analytics ethics, research ethics, and data ethics as “moderately knowledgeable” 
with a “higher degree of knowledge” for research ethics, “49% of respondents had not received 
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any training for learning analytics ethics; only 6% reported receiving training in a course while 
pursuing a degree.” Respondents still wanted more education: “88% responded they somewhat 
or strongly agree they need learning opportunities to better understand ethical issues associ-
ated with learning analytics.” A strong majority—90%—of respondents stated they somewhat 
or strongly agreed learning analytics raises ethical issues. We presented respondents with “29 
ethical and practical learning analytics issues identified in our literature search grouped by four 
themes: privacy, data ethics, data management, and trust. The top five ethical issues respon-
dents identified as being very challenging for higher education were: power imbalances (68%), 
algorithmic biases (64%), self-fulfilling prophecies (59%), establishing new privacy norms (56%), 
and maintaining trusting relationships (54%).” In our discussion, we argued that the ethics train-
ing respondents had received “was useful,” but “their direct learning need was for something 
separate and unique from research ethics,” which is to say that specific ethics training associated 
with learning analytics would be useful and fill current knowledge gaps.

The remainder of this article concerns our development and evaluation of a professional 
development course to fill the previously identified gaps and reflects an approach to improve 
academic library practitioners’ privacy literacy related to learning analytics. Kumar (2023, p. 6) 
defines privacy literacy as “(1) knowledge about information flows and how to limit them, (2) 
a process of critical thinking about information flows, and (3) a practice of enacting appropri-
ate information flows.” The course was influenced by this definition, insofar that it aimed to 
fill participant knowledge gaps; engage them in critical thinking about personal, professional, 
and institutional values and practices; and provide opportunities for “reflexive engagement” 
(Kumar, 2023, p. 9) that would enable participants to change the privacy conditions at their 
workplace via information practices and policies.

Methods
Course Design
We developed an asynchronous, online course using an outcomes-based, or backwards design 
strategy, following techniques outlined in Biggs (2014). We began by drafting and finalizing 
course learning outcomes according to thematic areas relevant to the course content. Verbs from 
Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy informed the construction of the outcomes and ensured that they 
addressed the cognitive process dimension and the knowledge dimension (see Anderson et al., 
2000; Iowa State University Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching, 2022; see Table 1).

TABLE 1
Course Learning Outcomes and their Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy Alignment

Course Learning Outcome Thematic 
Area

Bloom’s Revised 
Taxonomy: 
Cognitive Process 
Dimension

Bloom’s Revised 
Taxonomy: 
Knowledge 
Dimension

Describe the social, political, and technological 
elements of learning analytics in higher 
education, generally, and academic libraries, 
specifically.

Learning 
Analytics

Understand Conceptual

Distinguish between theoretical aspects of 
information privacy and their connection to 
learning analytics.

Privacy Analyze Conceptual
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Next, we developed assessments driven by and mapped to the learning outcomes. The 
major assessment consisted of the Privacy Sourcebook. About the Privacy Sourcebook, we 
wrote to learners in the introduction:

Opportunities to engage in conversations about learning analytics will likely 
present themselves in both expected and unexpected settings. Being prepared 
for these opportunities will enable you to respond confidently and with clarity 
of thought. By developing your own Privacy Sourcebook you will have an op-
portunity to bring together your philosophy on learning analytics and privacy 
with an environmental scan and an analysis of key stakeholders and allies. When 
these pieces are put together, you will be able to develop key messages that reflect 
ethical approaches you would like your library and campus to pursue in design-
ing and implementing learning analytics programs and to identify strategies for 
action (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022p, p. 3).

The Privacy Sourcebook contains five unique activities, each described with an introduc-
tory overview, a purpose statement for the activity, and a description of the required tasks 
for successful completion (see Table 2). 

We also tasked learners with completing a structured multimedia introduction, partici-
pating in four guided discussions, and completing a multimedia presentation focused on the 
learner’s course reflections, growth moments, and construction of their Privacy Sourcebook. 
To the extent possible and useful, we employed the Transparency in Learning and Teaching 
(TILT) model to describe an assessment, its purpose, and the relevant tasks (see Winkelmes, 
2014). We developed rubrics for each assessment to help learners gauge their engagement 
and progress in the course, and to help us—the instructors—monitor learner participation 
and intervene when necessary.

TABLE 1
Course Learning Outcomes and their Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy Alignment

Course Learning Outcome Thematic 
Area

Bloom’s Revised 
Taxonomy: 
Cognitive Process 
Dimension

Bloom’s Revised 
Taxonomy: 
Knowledge 
Dimension

Critique existing learning analytics principles, 
policies, practices, and recommendations and the 
ways in which they may create privacy harms.

Privacy Analyze Conceptual

Adjust a learning analytics practice to 
strategically minimize privacy harms and 
maximize specific benefits.

Ethics Evaluate Procedural

Plan for ethical and evidence-based library 
learning analytics projects that are based in 
privacy by design.

Professional 
Development

Create Procedural

Develop a learning plan for continuing 
professional development regarding learning 
analytics, information privacy, and ethical practice.

Professional 
Development

Create Metacognitive
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TABLE 2
Privacy Sourcebook Activity Overviews and Purpose Statements

Activity Overview Purpose Statement
Environmental 
Scan

Environmental scanning is a process for 
observing, reflecting upon, and interpreting 
data that is relevant to your work. It makes you 
aware of potential pitfalls while also helping 
to identify affordances and support structures. 
As such, it sets the foundation for planning for 
action.

By conducting an environmental 
scan you will take stock of the 
work on your campus with 
learning analytics, identify leaders 
and other stakeholders, and 
strategize where the library is 
and/or could be involved in these 
activities.

Philosophy A philosophy statement is an articulation 
of one’s beliefs and intentions. As a self-
reflective statement, it communicates your 
values and goals as a lens through which to 
examine the alignment between what is and 
what you believe should be. Paired with an 
environmental scan, it enables one to identify 
actions to further that alignment.

Developing a personal statement 
of your beliefs about learning 
analytics will help ground your 
actions and ensure that your 
decisions are reflective of your 
intentions and goals for ethical 
practice. This activity will provide 
you with an opportunity to 
explore various considerations 
related to learning analytics and 
articulate your perspectives on 
these issues.

Talking Points Talking points are prepared messages that 
you can convey in a clear and concise manner. 
At the core of a talking point is the message, 
which may be stating a position, raising an 
issue or question, presenting an objection, 
etc. How that message is expressed takes into 
account the audience for that message. The 
audience for a talking point may be a particular 
person or a group.

Developing your messages in 
advance ensures that when the 
opening presents itself you will 
be ready to communicate what 
you want to say and it guards 
against missed opportunities. 
The particular talking points 
you will craft will be specific to 
your context and your intended 
audience(s).

Resources Curating a set of resources allows one to 
find those items that are particularly useful 
or relevant for one’s work. The course has 
provided you opportunities to engage with 
a variety of literature (e.g., popular press, 
scholarly articles), as well as interactions 
with peers that will have brought to the 
surface other potential resources, such as 
communities-of-practice. Each resource 
serves as a potential intellectual tool to use 
when engaging in learning analytics.

By identifying the resources that 
you rely on in your work with 
learning analytics, you will be 
well-positioned to share useful 
information with others, call 
upon the scholarly literature and 
other documents to support your 
talking points, and advocate for 
prioritizing privacy in learning 
analytics work.
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Finally, we created learning objects to contextualize and deliver our instruction. We 
developed six modules respectively entitled: Getting Situated; Learning Analytics in Higher 
Education and Opportunities for Libraries; Learning Analytics and the Privacy Problem; Criti-
cal Lenses on Learning Analytics; Ethics in Action; and Planning for Prioritizing Privacy. Each 
module contained at a minimum an overview page, a multimedia lecture embedded within a 
discussion forum to facilitate questions and answers, and a readings and media page to access 
required and supplementary materials; modules also included a module quality survey. Four 
modules also included a multimedia interview, “Four Questions With …,” that we conducted 
with a leading practitioner or scholar on issues related to learning analytics.

Each module overview page contained a description of the module’s content, specific 
learning outcomes, and activities for learners to complete. Readings and media pages provided 
guidance on how learners should approach readings; required readings were open access, but 
supplementary readings were a mix of open and closed access. Modules also had associated 
relevant assessments. To provide a guide for the course, set expectations, and outline policies, 
we created a comprehensive syllabus.

With the learning objects drafted, we implemented them in the learning management 
system (LMS) Canvas. The authors were both familiar with teaching online or hybrid courses 
in Canvas for our respective institutions, which made our LMS choice straightforward. Further, 
Canvas provides a “Free-for-Teacher,” non-institutionally affiliated version, as our learners 
would be from outside our respective institutions. An additional benefit of selecting Canvas 
for our LMS was that it enabled us to create an IMS Common Cartridge (IMSCC) export file 
each time we ran the course for archival purposes. Using this file, others can duplicate and 
iterate on the course by importing it into an LMS that accepts IMSCC files. After building the 
course site in Canvas, co-author Jones did an informal evaluation of its design according to 
the Quality Matters general standards and associated specific review standards for higher 

TABLE 2
Privacy Sourcebook Activity Overviews and Purpose Statements

Activity Overview Purpose Statement
Professional 
Development 
Plan

Being intentional about ongoing learning 
enables one to solidify one’s knowledge 
and skills while also continuing to grow and 
develop. A professional development plan 
is a mechanism for identifying one’s goals 
for continued learning and systematically 
addressing one’s learning needs.

Learning analytics is a rapidly 
growing area of practice and 
research. Through this course 
you have hopefully developed a 
foundation of knowledge and skills 
that will be useful for your ongoing 
work and serve as a strong basis for 
ongoing learning. By taking some 
time to reflect on what you have 
learned and how you anticipate 
engaging with privacy and learning 
analytics going forward, you can 
then articulate some personal 
learning goals and identify 
specific ways to pursue ongoing 
professional development in this 
arena.
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education courses (Murillo & Jones, 2020; Quality Matters, 2022). As a certified Quality Mat-
ters peer reviewer, Jones was familiar with the standards and evidence that support whether 
a standard is met. We made course design adjustments as needed. All learning objects asso-
ciated with the course, along with IMSCC exports of the course site, are available for access, 
use, and modification by others in accordance with the associated license by accessing our 
research repository (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022n).

Learner Recruitment and Enrollment
With the course design set, we constructed the process for learner recruitment and enroll-
ment. As we intended to collect data for assessment, evaluation, and research purposes, 
we began this process by discussing our methods and research designs with our respective 
institutional review board (IRB) offices. Both Indiana University (Jones, 2022b) and the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (Hinchliffe, 2022) IRBs classified our activities as 
exempt from a full review.

Our targeted participants were individuals who identified as academic library profession-
als working in American higher education institutions. We recruited participants by posting 
a recruitment message (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022j) to 20 academic library listservs and online 
community groups (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022i) in addition to publishing blog posts on our 
project website (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022r) and updates on our Twitter account (Hinchliffe & 
Jones, 2022o); we posted no follow-up messages. Interested individuals completed a survey 
of their experiences, interests, and demographics (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022b).

Because interest in the course was high but enrollment for each cohort was limited, we 
reviewed the interest surveys to build diverse cohorts based on personal demographics (e.g., 
age, race/ethnicity, gender), professional demographics (e.g., job classification, years of ex-
perience, experience with learning analytics), and institution type (e.g., community college, 
research-intensive, private). After selecting participants, we sent them an invitation to enroll by 
email (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022h), which required them to complete a pre-course knowledge, 
skills, and abilities assessment survey (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022m). Those who accepted our 
invitation by completing the survey were sent a “join code” to enroll in our Canvas course 
site (Instructure, 2020). A short waitlist was developed for each cohort and additional invites 
issued if original invitees declined or did not respond. See Table 3 for final enrollment num-
bers across cohorts.

TABLE 3
Enrollment and Course Completion

Cohorts Classesa Invited to 
Enroll N

Enrollment 
n

Incompletes 
nb

Completes n Completion 
Rate

2021, Fall 2 67 46 13 33 71.7%
2022, Spring 4 116 108 42 66 61.1%
2022, Fall 2 56 47 17 30 63.8%
a Learners were evenly divided among classes.
b Incompletes include learners who: 1) accepted the invitation but never enrolled in a course; 2) enrolled 
in a course but were never active and were withdrawn by the instructors; 3) became inactive in a course 
over more than two modules and were withdrawn by the instructors; and 4) proactively withdrew their 
enrollment due to personal reasons.
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Quantitative and Qualitative Data Collection
We collected quantitative data from learners via multiple instruments, starting with the pre-
course knowledge, skills, and abilities assessment survey (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022m). This 
survey primarily asked interval questions regarding research, data, and learning analytics 
ethics, along with categorical questions about a learner’s ability to address ethics issues. Other 
interval questions asked learners to assess their abilities relative to the course’s learning out-
comes. Upon completion of the course, learners took a similar post-course knowledge, skills, 
and abilities assessment survey (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022l); the design enabled calculating pre- 
and post-course self-reported learning gains. In total, 194 learners completed the pre-course 
knowledge, skills, and abilities assessment survey; 100 learners completed both the pre- and 
post-course surveys for a completion rate of 52% (see Table 4).

In addition to the two knowledge, skills, and abilities survey instruments, learners 
completed a course evaluation survey (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022a). This survey addressed 
the course’s design (i.e., structure, instructional materials) and the instructors’ success using 
interval and short essay questions. Ninety-three learners completed the evaluation survey for 
a completion rate of 46.3% (see Table 5).

Learners also had the option to complete a module quality survey at the end of each of 
the six modules (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022k). This survey asked about the learner’s agreement 
with four questions regarding the module’s activities, design, lecture, and materials regard-
ing how these things impacted their learning; it also contained one short essay question to 
provide general feedback. Learners completed 229 module quality surveys. We used these 
surveys to make iterative improvements to discrete parts of the course as necessary. See Table 
6 for completion rates across cohorts for each module survey.

Finally, we gathered data from the course activities by exporting the cohort gradebooks 
into CSVs and exporting rubric scores using a Tampermonkey script for the Firefox web 
browser (University of Colorado Boulder, 2022), which created analyzable CSVs.

TABLE 4
Pre- and Post-Course Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities Survey Completion

Cohorts Pre- n Post- n Completion of Both Pre- and Post-
2021, Fall 47 23 49%
2022, Spring 101 52 51%
2022, Fall 46 25 54%

TABLE 5
End-of-Course Evaluation Completion

Cohorts Enrollment n Completion na Completion Rate
2021, Fall 46 20 43.5%
2022, Spring 108 45 41.7%
2022, Fall 47 28 59.6%
a Evaluations were marked as complete when a learner completed 70% or more of the survey.
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We also collected qualitative data by interviewing 25 learners who completed a course 
in either the fall 2021 or spring 2022 cohorts. The interviews were scheduled six to twelve 
months after course completion to allow learners to act and reflect on course material in 
their professional lives after their cohort’s course completed. We solicited interview par-
ticipants via a Qualtrics contact list and email message (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022e); learn-
ers indicated their willingness to participate and preferences for interview scheduling 
by completing a brief survey (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022g). We sent one reminder message 
to targeted learners to indicate their participation preference (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022c). 
Learners who participated in interviews received an electronic $20 gift code via email for 
use at Amazon.com (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022d). Co-author Jones conducted and recorded 
all interviews via the web-conferencing application Zoom using a semi-structured interview 
protocol (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022f). Interviews averaged 30 minutes in duration. We sent 
recorded audio to AutomaticSync to professionally and confidentially create transcriptions 
for analysis.

Data Analysis Procedures
Given the multiplicity of research instruments and inclusion of quantitative and qualitative 
data, we used a variety of data analysis procedures. We initially analyzed survey data us-
ing descriptive statistics to sum findings and examine notable changes in means. Next, we 
worked with the Indiana Statistical Consulting Center at Indiana University-Bloomington 
(2023) to explore more advanced parametric and non-parametric statistics. We analyzed the 
pre- and post-course knowledge, skills, and abilities assessment surveys for each cohort to 
test for significant differences, using tests appropriate to the data. For the 2021, fall cohort, 
the data passed a Shapiro-Wilk normality test; for this cohort we ran a paired t-test, which is 
also known as the paired samples t-test or dependent samples t-test. Neither the 2022, spring 
nor the 2022, fall cohorts passed the Shapiro-Wilk normality test, so we instead ran a paired 
Wilcoxon signed-rank test using the Bonferroni method to adjust the alpha (p < .05). This test 
is a non-parametric test used to compare two related or paired samples, and it is often used 
as an alternative to the paired t-test when the assumption of normality is violated or when 
the sample size is small.

For qualitative data, we imported the transcripts into MAXQDA qualitative data analysis 
software to support our coding procedures. We first coded the transcripts in relation to the 
interview protocol question numbers (e.g., 1.1., 1.2., 2.1., 3.1.), which enabled us to focus on 
specific questions and their answers across transcripts. Next, we thematically coded partici-
pant answers within questions. Where variables between questions emerged, we noted them. 
We used memoing strategies and MAXQDA code analysis tools to ideate and confirm themes 
(Charmaz, 2014).

TABLE 6
Module Quality Survey Completion

Cohorts Module 
1 n

Module 
2 n

Module 
3 n

Module 
4 n

Module 
5 n

Module 
6 n

Total 
N

2021, Fall 23 16 14 8 9 10 80
2022, Spring 22 28 16 11 9 14 100
2022, Fall 6 13 8 8 4 10 49
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Findings
Assessment of Learning
Analysis of course evaluation data and pre- and post-course knowledge, skills, and abilities 
assessment surveys within and between cohorts indicate strong self-reported learning gains. 
99% of respondents across cohorts (N = 93) agree or strongly agree that they know significantly 
more about this subject than they did before they took the course, and 100% of respondents 
across cohorts (N = 93) agree or strongly agree that they will use the knowledge/skills gained 
in the course in their profession (see Table 7).

The statistical analysis of the pre- and post-course knowledge, skills, and abilities assess-
ment surveys across cohorts revealed 11 questions where mean differences were statistically 
significant and indicated positive learning gains. Table 8 contains results for questions that 
specifically address knowledge, skills, and abilities. From this table we derive that knowledge 
concerning data ethics, learning analytics, and the ethics of learning analytics consistently in-
creased across cohorts, with the latter increasing the most by a full point on the scale. Learners 
also expressed an ability to put their new knowledge into action. Prior to the course, learners 
were neutral regarding whether they were knowledgeable enough to address ethical issues 
associated with learning analytics. After the course, they indicated greater agreement with 
their usable knowledge. Further, they indicated that their course training had now prepared 
them to address privacy and related ethical issues associated with learning analytics, and that 
they felt confident representing library perspectives on a campus learning analytics committee.

TABLE 7
End-of-Course Evaluation Questions on Self-Reported Knowledge Gains and Knowledge Use
Questions Averagea

2021, Fall 2022, Spring 2022, Fall Combined
I know significantly more about this subject than 
I did before I took this course

4.7 4.7 4.6 4.7

I will use the knowledge/skills gained in this 
course in my profession

4.5 4.6 4.6 4.6

aAnswer options for each question used the following ranked Likert scale: Strongly disagree (1); Disagree 
(2); Neither agree nor disagree (3); Agree (4); Strongly agree (5).

TABLE 8
Statistically Significant Results from Pre- and Post-Course Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities 

Surveys: General Questions
ID Question Average Measures Cohort Averagesb

2021, 
Fall

2022, 
Spring

2022, 
Fall

Combined

5 How would you rate your knowledge 
of data ethics?a

Pre-KSA Average 2.61 2.81 2.68 2.73
Post-KSA Average 3.22 3.40 3.40 3.36
Average Change 0.61 0.60 0.72 0.63

11 How would you rate your knowledge 
of learning analytics?a

Pre-KSA Average 2.48 2.56 2.68 2.57
Post-KSA Average 3.48 3.37 3.20 3.35
Average Change 1.00 0.81 0.52 0.78
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Table 9 contains results for questions that concern the course’s learning outcomes. Across 
the outcomes we see nearly a 1.5-point change on the scale asking about their ability to do 
the stated outcome, moving from “slightly capable” with a pre-KSA average of 2.3 across 
outcomes closer to “very capable” with post-KSA average of 3.8 across outcomes. We see the 
largest average increase (1.7) in the learning outcome asking learners about their ability to 
develop a learning plan for continuing professional development regarding learning analyt-
ics, information privacy, and ethical practice.

TABLE 8
Statistically Significant Results from Pre- and Post-Course Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities 

Surveys: General Questions
ID Question Average Measures Cohort Averagesb

2021, 
Fall

2022, 
Spring

2022, 
Fall

Combined

14 How would you rate your knowledge 
of learning analytics ethics?a

Pre-KSA Average 2.30 2.33 2.36 2.33

Post-KSA Average 3.48 3.54 3.52 3.52

Average Change 1.17 1.21 1.16 1.19

15 To what extent do you agree with 
this statement: I feel knowledgeable 
enough to address ethical issues 
associated with learning analytics.b

Pre-KSA Average 2.91 2.85 2.32 2.73

Post-KSA Average 4.13 4.21 4.16 4.18

Average Change 1.22 1.37 1.84 1.45

17 To what extent do you agree with this 
statement: My library ethics training 
has prepared me to address privacy 
and related ethical issues associated 
with learning analytics.b

Pre-KSA Average 2.74 2.73 2.48 2.67

Post-KSA Average 4.26 4.08 4.16 4.14

Average Change 1.52 1.35 1.68 1.47

18 How confident would you be in your 
ability to represent library perspectives 
on a campus learning analytics 
committee?c

Pre-KSA Average 2.61 2.50 2.08 2.42

Post-KSA Average 3.70 3.71 3.64 3.69

Average Change 1.09 1.21 1.56 1.27

Total Average Change 1.10 1.09 1.25 1.13

Minimum Average Change 0.61 0.60 0.52 0.63

Maximum Average Change 1.52 1.37 1.84 1.47
aAnswer options for this question used the following ranked Likert scale: Not knowledgeable at all 
(1); Slightly knowledgeable (2); Moderately knowledgeable (3); Very knowledgeable (4); Extremely 
knowledgeable (5).

bAnswer options for this question used the following ranked Likert scale: Strongly disagree (1); 
Somewhat disagree (2); Neither agree nor disagree (3); Somewhat agree (4); Strongly agree (5).

cAnswer options for this question used the following ranked Likert scale: Not confident at all (1); Slightly 
confident (2); Moderately confident (3); Very confident (4); Extremely confident (5).
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Evaluation of Course Design
End-of-course evaluation surveys contained two sections, one focused on course design and 
one focused on instructor effectiveness. The former contained nine Likert scale questions and 
two open-ended questions, while the latter contained three Likert scale questions and two 
more open-ended questions. Table 10 contains average scores across within and between co-
horts regarding course design. With one exception for cohort 2021, fall, scores for all questions 
were at or above a four (“Agree”). The consistent, positive rating indicates a stable, successful 
course design as perceived by the learners.

TABLE 9
Statistically Significant Results from Pre- and Post-Course Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities 

Surveys: Learning Outcomes
ID Question/Learning Outcomea,b Average Measures Cohort Averages

2021, 
Fall

2022, 
Spring

2022, 
Fall

Combined

23 Describe the social, political, and 
technological elements of learning 
analytics in higher education, generally, 
and academic libraries, specifically.

Pre-KSA Average 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4

Post-KSA Average 3.9 3.6 3.8 3.8

Average Change 1.5 1.2 1.4 1.4

24 Distinguish between theoretical 
aspects of information privacy and their 
connection to learning analytics.

Pre-KSA Average 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.3

Post-KSA Average 3.8 3.7 3.6 3.7

Average Change 1.4 1.4 1.3 1.4

25 Critique existing learning analytics 
principles, policies, practices, and 
recommendations and the ways in 
which they may create privacy harms.

Pre-KSA Average 2.3 2.4 2.5 2.4

Post-KSA Average 4.0 4.0 3.8 3.9

Average Change 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.5

26 Adjust a learning analytics practice to 
strategically minimize privacy harms and 
maximize specific benefits.

Pre-KSA Average 2.1 2.2 2.2 2.1

Post-KSA Average 3.4 3.6 3.6 3.5

Average Change 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.4

27 Plan for ethical and evidence-based 
library learning analytics projects that 
are based in privacy by design.

Pre-KSA Average 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.2

Post-KSA Average 3.7 3.8 3.9 3.8

Average Change 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6

28 Develop a learning plan for continuing 
professional development regarding 
learning analytics, information privacy, 
and ethical practice.

Pre-KSA Average 2.4 2.4 2.6 2.4

Post-KSA Average 4.1 4.4 4.0 4.2

Average Change 1.8 2.0 1.4 1.7

Total Average Change 1.5 1.5 1.4 1.5

Minimum Average Change 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.4

Maximum Average Change 1.8 2.0 1.6 1.7
aThe stem for learning outcomes questions was: “How would you rate your ability to…”

bAnswer options for each question used the following ranked Likert scale: Not capable at all (1); Slightly 
capable (2); Moderately capable (3); Very capable (4); Extremely capable (5).
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Table 11 contains average scores across within and between cohorts regarding instructor 
effectiveness. Calculating slightly higher than the course design questions, responses for this 
section were at above 4.4 (between “Agree” and “Strongly agree”) across all cohorts, averag-
ing a 4.5. Again, the consistent, positive rating indicates learners believe the instruction to be 
successful and it was consistently delivered across cohorts. 

Post-Course Impact
Interview participants reflected on how the course’s learning experiences helped them examine 
their own professional ethics vis-à-vis library learning analytics and other student-focused 
analytic practices at their institution. Individuals reconsidered what one participant called 
“librarian sensibilities” and another labeled “knee-jerk reactions”: professional dispositions to 
be maximally privacy protecting, even at the expense of potentially useful data collection and 
analysis. The course helped one participant “rethink and reframe” their philosophy of student 
privacy and, for another participant, enabled them to “build my thoughts around privacy and 
[…] think a little more critically.” Notably, rethinking and reframing their professional ethics 

TABLE 10
End-of-Course Evaluation Questions on Course Design

ID Questions Averagea

2021, 
Fall

2022, 
Spring

2022, 
Fall

Combined

1 The course description accurately reflected the content of the 
course

4.4 4.6 4.4 4.5

2 Course goals and objectives are clearly specified 4.2 4.7 4.5 4.6
3 The structure for this course is easy to understand and follow 3.6 4.5 4.5 4.3
4 Course materials (required readings, supplemental readings) 

are accessible, appropriate, and helpful
4.5 4.6 4.6 4.6

5 Course lectures are accessible, appropriate, and helpful 4.8 4.7 4.5 4.7
6 Course activities (discussions, Privacy Sourcebook, virtual 

symposium) are accessible, appropriate, and helpful
4.3 4.5 4.3 4.4

7 I knew what was expected of me in this course 4.0 4.3 4.6 4.3
aAnswer options for each question used the following ranked Likert scale: Strongly disagree (1); Disagree 
(2); Neither agree nor disagree (3); Agree (4); Strongly agree (5).

TABLE 11
End-of-Course Evaluation Questions on Instructor Effectiveness

ID Questions Averagea

2021, 
Fall

2022, 
Spring

2022, 
Fall

Combined

8 The instructors explained concepts effectively 4.5 4.6 4.4 4.5
9 The instructors foster an encouraging atmosphere for learning 4.4 4.4 4.6 4.5
10 The instructors let me feel free to ask questions 4.4 4.5 4.5 4.5
aAnswer options for each question used the following ranked Likert scale: Strongly disagree (1); Disagree 
(2); Neither agree nor disagree (3); Agree (4); Strongly agree (5).
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cut two ways. First, they used course learning experiences to flesh out a more nuanced view 
of student privacy. Second, they melded considerations of expanding data collection and 
analysis activities with concepts such as beneficence, transparency, consent, and autonomy 
in reconsidering those activities to better align them with newly formed understanding of 
student privacy boundaries and expectations.

When asked to describe their most impactful learning experience in the course, inter-
viewees largely pointed to the Privacy Sourcebook. We weaved the Sourcebook’s five activi-
ties throughout most of the course and it was a keystone learning assignment, so it is not 
surprising that learners would point to it. What was unexpected, however, was how learn-
ers continued to use it in aid to their professional practice after the course concluded. The 
Sourcebook was an effective learning experience because its structured approach scaffolded 
information seeking about institutional practices and stakeholders, while enabling learners 
to build a personal understanding of student privacy that could help them engage in cam-
pus activities. For course participants, such as this interviewee, it “elucidates a lot of blind 
spots that I had in terms of what’s happening [or not] on my campus.” The Sourcebook also 
guides participants in asking key questions, like: “What do we do here? Do we have anything 
like this? Or who’s responsible for this? […] Who would I go to for this kind of thing or that 
kind of thing?” In that sense, it was highly practical. Interviewees stated that it helped them 
develop useful knowledge and build confidence to be an active participant on committees 
and hold dialogues with their peers. The Sourcebook was also a resource. Interviewees cited 
that they would return to it from time to time to review their notes and reflect on what they 
learned in the course, even using it to jump start conversations with their peers. Others see 
opportunities to use the Sourcebook in part or in whole with library peers or on committees 
to guide campus conversations about learning analytics and student privacy—though none 
report that they had done so.

Analysis of conversations with interviewees suggested that two major gaps still existed 
in their knowledge concerning learning analytics and student privacy: the practice of learn-
ing analytics and mapping information flows. After participating in the course, interviewees 
reported that learning about the ethics of learning analytics filled a significant gap in their 
knowledge and prepared them for working with learning analytics, but that they did not know 
how to take that next step: “So I think the gap,” stated an interviewee, “is now trying to think 
about the application and what data points should be gathered or could be gathered easily 
that isn’t going to be as perhaps intrusive for the students in order to move things forward. 
So, a little bit more of that nuts and bolts [about] how can I start applying something.” To 
move forward with learning analytics, interviewees indicated that they still needed to do more 
institutional research about 1) what data access points exist, 2) who managed specific sets of 
data or data flows, and 3) what institutional policies were in place—if any—to gain access 
to that data and under what conditions it could be used. But as one participant stated, even 
though these gaps exist, they now know “the language” to speak to have more informed con-
versations with others on campus to engage in learning analytics in an ethical, informed way.

Discussion
Reflecting on the Course’s Impact
Across the three cohorts, the findings suggest that the course had a positive impact on the 
professional development of the learners who completed it. Self-reported learning gains were 
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significant. Learners also consistently reported that the course design and instruction was 
effective. When considering these findings in isolation it leads us to conclude that the course 
was a success. We argue, however, that what is more important is the reported action that 
resulted from what was learned. Participants self-reported that they are better prepared to 
address privacy and related ethical issues associated with learning analytics and they have 
the confidence to represent library perspectives regarding learning analytics. The interviews 
support these beliefs with statements that they are engaging in conversations, bringing campus 
actors together, and taking action to develop learning analytics practices while prioritizing 
privacy. Those who act on the knowledge gained in the course are working to improve the 
learning environment for students while also considering their privacy needs and committing 
to ethical practice.

Could the course be improved? Even though we see markers of success in the data, our 
reflections have highlighted some problematic areas. Online courses often suffer from problems 
related to learner engagement, persistence, and completion. This is an issue for both online 
higher education programs (see Hart, 2012; Rovai, 2003; Yang et al., 2017) and adult learners 
in professional development programs (see Wuebker, 2013). Completion rates across our 
three cohorts ranged from ~61% to ~72%, leading us to ask what we could have done in our 
course design or instruction to improve learner persistence to completion. One reason for this 
lower-than-ideal rate of completion could be because no professional development credits or 
credentials were offered; learners engaged in the material simply because they were interested. 
Should the course be replicated in the future, aligning it with an institution or organization 
that can grant such credits or credentials could be beneficial.

Replicating the Course
The course is completely replicable. As mentioned previously, our research repository 
(Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022n) contains all learning objects, including the course as an IMSCC file, 
which can be imported into our LMS of choice—Canvas—or many other major LMSs. Those 
who wish to replicate the course can pick and choose learning objects to meet their pedagogi-
cal needs. Alternatively, individuals can run the course in whole with minor modifications 
to course logistics (e.g., due dates), grading needs (e.g., changes to rubrics), and instructional 
responsibility (i.e., making it clear who is in charge of running the course, contact information, 
etc.). We have documented many of these considerations and other helpful information in 
The Prioritizing Privacy Course Instructor Handbook (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2023), a 28-page docu-
ment created to provide future instructors insights and support into our instructional design 
strategies. Reproducing the course is only limited by the license, which states that it cannot 
be used for commercial purposes.

Extending the Course
There are several opportunities for extending the Prioritizing Privacy course for different types 
of learners. Even though the course was not created with LIS graduate students in mind, it 
can fill some gaps in LIS curricula that Jones and Hinchliffe (2022) and Huang et al. (2021) 
identified. Course materials are well matched to fit into specific courses, for instance:

•	 learning objects focused on understanding learning analytics practices in the context of 
higher education could inform courses on academic librarianship services and management 
or assessment and evaluation;
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•	 learning objects focused on theoretical and practical aspects of information privacy could 
support learning experiences in an information policy course;

•	 and learning objects focused on critical approaches to learning analytics could aid instruc-
tion in information ethics or critical data/algorithm studies courses.
As a six-module course developed to span six weeks, we do not foresee the course being 

used as-is in a traditional spring/fall semester-long format. However, with modification, the 
course could be a strong addition to January terms (J-term) or summer semesters as a one or 
two credit course.

The course is most easily replicable as a professional development experience for the original 
target audience: practitioners. There are two ways it could be successfully run. First, academic 
library consortia or professional organizations at the state or national level could replicate the 
course with facilitators. Only minor changes to the course would be needed, and opportuni-
ties within the course exist to contextualize it to an organization’s needs or interests. Second, 
individual academic libraries could run the course as a professional development exercise. In 
this case, it could also be useful to facilitate the course in such a way that it includes faculty and 
staff from the library’s wider university, but deemphasizing library issues in the course may be 
needed. Librarian-led facilitation of the course in this way may have the added political benefit 
of demonstrating to university actors that librarians are leaders in the learning analytics space.

Finally, the course can be—and has been—distilled into a workshop-style experience. 
From May 2022 to September 2023, we conducted 24 workshops for academic libraries and 
consortia across the United States by selecting materials from the course for instruction and 
using pieces from the Privacy Sourcebook to guide individual and group-based activities. 
These half-day workshops introduced practitioners to the major foci of the course without 
requiring participants to commit to a multi-week learning experience. Like the course, all 
workshop materials are available for reuse (Hinchliffe & Jones, 2022q).

Conclusion
With learning analytics continuing to expand in use across higher education institutions, it is 
imperative that library practitioners engage with campus efforts in planning for and imple-
menting learning activities. If the design of such efforts is to be informed by the ethical con-
cerns librarians have about learning analytics, librarians must find ways to participate in the 
shared governance and policymaking processes that create the parameters for these programs. 
Avoidance and disengagement will fail to bring library values of privacy, user control, etc. 
to the forefront and may leave the library mandated to collect and report data in ways that 
are professionally problematic or ethically suspect. Professional development opportunities 
are critical to ensuring that library practitioners have the necessary knowledge, skills, and 
strategies. The openly available, field-tested curriculum made available through the Prioritiz-
ing Privacy course can serve the profession as the basis for ongoing education in this realm.
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Scholarly Communication Work: On the Ground 
Perspectives

Allegra K. Swift and Annie K. Johnson*

This survey investigates the experiences of scholarly communication workers in North 
America, with a total of 282 responses. Previous studies on scholarly communication 
work in academic libraries have tended to focus on organizational structure and 
necessary competencies. This study aims to put the focus back on workers’ own ex-
periences on the job, to better understand the contributing factors to burnout and 
attrition that can arise for those in these positions. Five main areas are investigated: 
newness of the position, scope of the work, support and resources, feelings of one’s 
expertise being unvalued or dismissed, and the impact of administration. The study 
concludes with recommendations for library administrators on how to fortify a more 
sustainable environment for scholarly communication workers.

Introduction
The Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) defines scholarly communication 
as “the system through which research and other scholarly writings are created, evaluated 
for quality, disseminated to the scholarly community, and preserved for future use” (2003). 
Scholarly communication workers, then, are those in libraries who help make sure this sys-
tem functions properly. They have various job titles, including librarian, manager, specialist, 
or something else entirely. Library staff with scholarly communication responsibilities hold 
unique “boundary spanning” roles. These staff are often in non-administrator positions with-
out tangible support, resources, or authority, and yet are expected to lead and develop major 
programs and initiatives (Hackstadt, 2020). This study was conducted by librarians with experi-
ence in scholarly communication, in both non-administrator and administrative positions, who 
noticed several scholarly communication workers leaving their positions. It examines the range 
of experiences of people who work in these roles, with or without the designation “scholarly 
communication” or “librarian” in their title, to better understand the contributing factors to 
burnout and attrition that can arise. Five areas are explored: newness of the position, scope of 
the work, support and resources, feelings of one’s expertise being unvalued or dismissed, and 
the impact of administration. After discussing these areas, recommendations are offered to 
upper administrators as to how they can help prevent burnout and attrition among their staff.
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Annie K. Johnson is Associate University Librarian for Research, Teaching, and Technology at the University of 
Delaware Library, Museums and Press, email: akjohnso@udel.edu. ©2025 Allegra K. Swift and Annie K. Johnson, 
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Literature Review
Much has been written about scholarly communication in libraries. This research largely 
focuses on how scholarly communication work is structured, differences and commonalities 
in position descriptions, and skills and training needed for librarians specifically. There are 
far fewer studies that look at the individual experiences of scholarly communication workers 
or that question the overall sustainability of the work, as this study does. In addition, while 
there has been significant research on burnout and low morale among academic librarians 
more generally, this study is the only one that specifically focuses on scholarly communica-
tion workers and burnout.

Who is responsible for scholarly communication work and where does it belong in the 
library? Thomas (2013) drew on 2012 ARL Spec Kit The Organization of Scholarly Communica-
tion Services to discuss the prevalence of scholarly communication services across libraries. He 
found that there was no single or predominant model for how scholarly communication work 
was integrated into academic libraries. Almost 10 years later, Peper (2022) still found that the 
ways scholarly communication was organized and staffed varied widely across institutions. 
Case studies have shed further light on some of the ways scholarly communication work is 
distributed. Shea et al. (2017); and Wu (2019) discussed how they created working groups of 
volunteers from across their libraries to support scholarly communication initiatives. Whiting 
and Wright (2020) detailed how they established a formal scholarly communication unit to 
manage the work. Most recently, Lippincott (2023) found that digital scholarship centers were 
offering scholarly communication services, particularly related to data services and publish-
ing. This study confirms what others had previously found: that academic libraries continue 
to staff scholarly communication services in varied ways.

In terms of position descriptions, Finlay et al. (2015) looked at the growth of job advertise-
ments related to scholarly communication, arguing that more training was needed to support 
this area. Xia and Li (2015) also analyzed job ads and found that responsibilities and even 
qualifications changed over time often in response to milestones in the scholarly communica-
tions ecosystem. Although focused specifically on OER librarianship, Larson (2020), examined 
position descriptions and argued that a standard scope of work had not yet emerged. This 
study, on the other hand, examines the actual on-the-ground experiences of scholarly com-
munication workers, and how they view their job responsibilities.

The question of what one needs to know to be a scholarly communication librarian and 
how they should acquire this knowledge has also been a hotly debated topic. The NASIG Core 
Competencies for Scholarly Communication Librarians, which was developed in 2017, set the 
standard for what scholarly communication work should look like for librarians. As a result, 
many studies, including Lange and Hanson (2020) and Brantley et al. (2017), have focused on 
how to help existing liaison librarians gain knowledge of what are considered core scholarly 
communication topics. Bonn et al. (2020), on the other hand, have argued that training needs 
to begin much earlier, and that library and information science graduate programs should 
be integrating scholarly communication topics into existing courses and curricula, to better 
prepare students for these positions. Kingsley et al. (2022) also focused on gaps in education 
and advocated for more training for scholarly communication work. Owens (2021) argued 
that the large number of responsibilities of a scholarly communication librarian led many to 
experience “impostor syndrome.” Finally, Hollister and Jensen (2023) looked at the research 
productivity of scholarly communication librarians and argued similarly that lack of training 
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was a major issue. This study, in contrast, did not find lack of training to be a primary concern 
for scholarly communication workers.

Scholarship that discusses the actual on-the-job experiences of scholarly communication 
workers is less common and tends to be focused on individual case studies. In her well-known 
satirical article, Salo (2013) noted the many challenges facing scholarly communication librar-
ians without institutional support. In the years that followed the publication of this piece, case 
studies confirmed that the sustainability of this work continues to be an issue. Champieux et 
al. (2020) described the need to encourage sustainable planning for outreach events like Open 
Access Week. Meetz and Boczar (2022) discussed changes made to the publishing program at 
Pacific University to make it more sustainable for staff. Most recently, the textbook, Scholarly 
Communication Librarianship and Open Knowledge (2023), includes personal essays from 10 
scholarly communication librarians about their experiences with this work. This study there-
fore fills a gap in the literature, as it focuses on the experiences of a broad swath of scholarly 
communication workers from many different institutions.

Finally, there have been numerous studies that look at low morale and burnout among 
academic librarians. Kendrick (2017) examined low morale as a phenomenon different from, 
although related to, bullying and burnout. Nardine (2019) and Wood (2020) both found that 
burnout was a significant issue for librarians. Most recently, Holm et al. (2023) focused on the 
many causes of burnout among librarians, including workload, employment status, dysfunc-
tional organizational culture, and leadership. This study complements such previous work 
on burnout and low morale while looking specifically at the unique experiences of scholarly 
communication workers.

Methods
The authors created an online survey designed to better understand the experiences of scholarly 
communication workers working in academic libraries in North America. The survey contained 
33 questions that covered position background, current and future work, experiences on the 
job, and demographics. To be sensitive to respondents and as inclusive as possible, the authors 
deliberately asked only one open-ended demographic question related to respondents’ identi-
ties. All questions in the survey were optional. Prior to submission to the IRB, the survey was 
sent to several individuals outside of the author team who had expertise in survey design and/
or scholarly communication. Feedback from these reviewers led to edits to the survey ques-
tions. This study was reviewed and judged to be exempt by both the University of California 
San Diego Institutional Review Board and the University of Delaware Institutional Review 
Board. Recruitment emails were sent to numerous library listservs including SPARC, NASIG-
l, Scholcomm (ALA), Digital Commons, ALPA, Lib-OER, CC-OpenEDU, OCLC-RLP, LPC, IR 
Managers Forum, and CLIR Postdoctoral Fellows, and survey links were shared over Twitter 
(now X) and LinkedIn. The survey ran for three weeks, closing on March 20, 2023.

Analysis
The survey received 282 responses which were analyzed using Qualtrics (for quantitative 
responses) and Taguette and manual thematic coding (for the qualitative questions). Because 
all the questions were optional, not all the respondents answered every question. Each author 
led the analysis for different quantitative questions and coding of the qualitative questions, 
after which the authors came together and compared work.
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Limitations
While the survey specified that it was open to anyone in North America, it was written in 
English and was only distributed to English-language listservs. In addition, one question er-
roneously asked for Carnegie classification of the respondent’s current or previous employer, 
when such a classification does not apply to universities outside the United States.

Regarding demographic questions, the authors were concerned about anonymity and 
the risks of re-identification; therefore, they decided before launching the survey to only re-
port on data for subgroups when there were at least 20 respondents in the subgroup. There 
were fewer than 20 respondents who identified themselves as having any one marginalized 
identity and, as a result, the authors are unable to report on this data. This was unfortunate, 
as the authors hoped to find potential correlations between the experiences of scholarly com-
munication workers and their identities.

Results and Analysis
The Position
Of respondents, 87.69% worked in scholarly communication in a North American academic 
library and 7.46% responded that they used to. Of respondents, 49.5% worked in R1 universi-
ties with high research and publication outputs (see Figure 1).

Of respondents, 75.21% indicated that their position required a library and information 
science (LIS) degree, 13.68% said an LIS degree was not required and 11.11% of respondents 
indicated that an LIS degree was preferred. Only a small group of respondents indicated that 
a juris doctor or PhD was preferred or required for their position.

Of respondents, 96.15% were in a permanent position. In terms of how their positions 
are classified, 47.86% of respondents reported being faculty while 48.29% reported being 
classified as staff. Only 23.93% of respondents indicated that they are a member of a union.

FIGURE 1
Carnegie Classification of Your Current Library or Where You Were Most Recently 

Employed

Note: Numbers are rounded so the percentages may not add up to 100%.
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The question, “What unit within the library is your position considered a part of?” was 
intended to surface the wide range of possible organizational structures workers in these roles 
found themselves in. The respondents (282) to this question were allowed to make multiple 
choices but 97 respondents chose a single general category for type of unit. Forty were solely 
in a scholarly communication unit, 16 reported under reference and instruction, 15 to collec-
tions, 14 to a publishing/press unit, and 12 to research services (see Figure 2).

Most respondents’ choices conveyed that their position was situated in multiple reporting 
areas within the organizational chart, sometimes under as many as four categories with the 
most common denominator again being scholarly communication (92). Many respondents felt 
the need to elaborate and chose the “other (please specify)” free text field in addition to the 
categories presented. Respondents reporting under collections or research services combined 
were evenly split with reference and instruction at 50 and 47, respectively. Thirty respondents 
were also aligned with publishing/press units (see Figure 2).

Of the respondents, 82 chose “other” to indicate lack of a unit structure, or to enter the 
title of a unit that was not included in the survey drop-down choices. Units listed by respon-
dents included: “Digital” initiatives/library/scholarship/strategies, technical services, special 
collections/archives, systems and information technology, library administration, and access 
services/public services.

The survey asked how many times individuals had experienced changes in reporting 
structure. While 44.44% of respondents had not experienced any reporting structure changes, 
21.79% of respondents had experienced organizational change once and 31.62% reported 

FIGURE 2
What Unit Within the Library is Your Position Considered a Part of?
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experiencing changes between two to five times. A few individuals went through six to nine 
changes in their organization (see Figure 3).

The Person
The authors chose to combine the personal identity question in a free-form text field to be 
inclusive of how respondents express complex and multiform identities, lessen potentially 
triggering or offensive survey fields/drop downs, and avoid deanonymization (see Figure 4).

Hulbert and Kendrick (2023) examined several sources of data on ratios of race or family 
origin in libraries, all reporting the profession has been consistently over 80% White. While 
the numbers for BIPOC librarians have fluctuated over the years they remain well below 5 
or 10% depending on the demographic (2023). The profession has also been reported as over 
80% women for decades (Iglesias & Gard, 2023) with no gender-diverse data collection for 
comparison. This survey focuses on the scholarly communication worker who is usually the 
sole dedicated person in this position in their place of work thereby increasing the possibility 
of identification if the respondent was not a white cisgender woman. By asking the personal 
identity question, the authors could ask a follow-up question to understand if the respondent 
experienced barriers in their work related to their self-described identities.

The survey asked respondents in what year they were born. This data was then general-
ized by compressing individual years into decades. Most of the respondents were born in the 
1970s or 1980s. Under 20% of respondents were born in the 1950-1960s, and a small number 
are still working past the retirement age of 65.

Of respondents, 200 indicated how many years they had logged as a scholarly communi-
cation worker with the average being seven years. There was an overall range of six months 

FIGURE 3
Number of Times the Reporting Structure has Changed for Your Current Position

Note: Numbers are rounded so the percentages may not add up to 100%.
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to 27 years. Of respondents, 45.50% reported five years or fewer, 34.50% reported between 
six to 10 years, and 20.00% of respondents have been working in scholarly communication 
positions somewhere between 11 to 20 years (see Table 1).

FIGURE 4
Word Cloud of Responses to Tell Us About Your Identities (e.g., Dis/Abilities, Ethnicities, 

Gender Identity, Race, Sexual Orientation, etc.)

TABLE 1
Numbers of Years as a Scholarly Communication Worker

Respondents Years in a scholarly communication role
91 5 years or fewer
69 6-10 years
40 11-20 years
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Newness
Of respondents, 56.84% indicated that they are or were the first person to hold their position 
in their library. The “newness” of scholarly communication work was also evident when 
respondents were asked what unit they are/were a part of. As previously mentioned in the 
discussion of demographics, respondents detailed belonging to almost every single unit of 
the library, or, in some cases, no unit at all. Academic libraries have clearly not come to a 
consensus over where scholarly communication should “sit” within an organization.

Some respondents indicated that they applied specifically for their scholarly communica-
tion position, while others noted that scholarly communication work was “added” on to their 
original position within the organization. In some instances, scholarly communication work 
was added on in part because of the advocacy of the individual; however, in other instances 
respondents noted that staffing changes—such as reorganizations and staff departures—were 
responsible for the change. The establishment of an institutional repository was also noted 
as another reason why scholarly communication responsibilities were added to a person’s 
existing role.

Being the first person in a new position brings opportunity. One respondent explained 
that “the job description is generic and it will be up to me to shape my new role” while another 
noted, “when I began I was tasked with essentially building a SC program from scratch.” But 
it can also lead to overly high expectations from other staff as well as scope creep. As one 
respondent explained, “my area is a start-up with many projects, few policies and consider-
ation for managing expectations.” Another new scholarly communication worker explained, 
“I have been in my position [for] 18 months. I started to be overwhelmed by the demand for 
my services when I hit my first year anniversary.” Yet another agreed: “I have been in two 
scholarly communication focused positions that were new to the institution and both had 
heavy job creep…”

Scope of the Work
When asked to identify what areas of scholarly communication work the individual sup-
ported, responses indicated the breadth of scholarly communication work, with open access 
advocacy and copyright being two of the most frequently noted areas of work. Other areas 
noted included: collections, data management, digital scholarship/digital humanities, open 
educational resources, publishing, and research evaluation and impact metrics (see Figure 5).

When asked about whether their job description accurately reflects their work, 64.53% of 
respondents said it did. However, several respondents also indicated that their job descrip-
tions were vague and could therefore encompass lots of different types of work.

Other responses shed more light on this question of scope. One respondent who was hired 
as a liaison librarian but whose work has expanded into scholarly communication noted, “I 
am basically trying to do two jobs and am completely overwhelmed and frustrated.” Another 
explained, “The exact boundaries of my job were never clear, and asking for clarification got 
me nowhere.” Yet another respondent noted that scholarly communication work is “like 
pushing a large and ever-growing rock uphill in sand.”

Despite these sentiments, 58.53% of respondents said they were currently focused on 
growing their scholarly communication services. Indeed, only 2.30% of respondents indicated 
that they were cutting back their services. Several respondents noted that doing this work 
was a balancing act: “The role encompasses enough work for at least 3 people. I am focused 
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on better defining what I can reasonably support, which means deciding what to maintain, 
what to grow, and what to pare back.” Another noted, “In some ways, my services just keep 
growing. I see a greater need now than I did 10 years ago for OA conversations with faculty 
and students. In particular, I’ve ended up leading OER work on campus; OER has become a 
substantial part of my work (even though it’s not specifically referenced in my job description). 
On the other hand, I’m aware that I’m only one person and can’t possibly do ‘all the things’ 
without putting some things in maintenance mode or paring back in (hopefully) strategic 
(less urgent) areas.”

Importantly, survey results also indicated that scholarly communication workers are 
adaptive and dedicated to this work despite its challenges. As one respondent noted, “Even 
when it feels like a struggle, I absolutely love this work and wouldn’t want to give it up.” 
Another explained, “I think it’s an exciting place to be, and I’m grateful to be doing this work, 
despite the disappointments.” Yet another noted, “I love the work I do—I find it fulfilling and 
I believe in it on a fundamental level.”

Support and Resources
Several survey questions focused on support for scholarly communication in terms of staff time. 
Of respondents, 63.25% indicated that they do not supervise other staff members (excluding 
student employees) and 50.92% said they do not have an established team or unit for schol-
arly communication work. When asked how other library staff collaborate with them when 
it comes to scholarly communication work, responses varied. Several respondents mentioned 
referrals to their services by liaison librarians as the primary form of “collaboration.” Oth-
ers mentioned specific areas such as the institutional repository, transformative agreements, 
copyright, data management, and publishing. Still others noted they received no help from 
other library staff members. Of respondents, 78.90% indicated that there are other positions, 

FIGURE 5
What Areas of Scholarly Communication Work Do You Support?



962  College & Research Libraries	 November 2025

departments, and/or offices on campus with whom they collaborate, though the nature of the 
collaboration was unspecified in terms of workload sharing.

Of respondents, 73.71% indicated that they “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” that 
their supervisor understands their work. In addition, 81.22% of respondents “strongly agree” 
or “somewhat agree” that their supervisor advocates for their work. Responses to the questions 
about direct supervisor advocacy were one of the strongest in the survey, with only 8.92% of 
respondents choosing the ambivalent “neither agree or disagree.”

Of respondents, 51.17% of respondents “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” that their 
colleagues understand the work they do. In addition, 65.26% of respondents “strongly agree” 
or “somewhat agree” that they feel valued as a colleague/employee. When asked if colleagues 
appropriately refer patrons to the respondents as an expert in scholarly communication topics, 
most responses were positive with 35.68% responding that they “strongly agree” and 35.21% 
responding that they “somewhat agree.”

When asked about support for scholarly communication in terms of financial resources, 
about 74.79% said they did not manage a budget. In addition, 52.11% “strongly disagreed” 
or “somewhat disagreed” that scholarly communication work is appropriately resourced 
at their workplace. On the other hand, 54.93% of respondents either somewhat or strongly 
agreed with the statement, “I am compensated fairly for my work.”

To acquire additional resources or support, individuals often must advocate for them-
selves. When asked how often they were required to advocate, only 14.15% of respondents 
said “never,” while 45.28% said “sometimes.” 14.15% said “about half of the time,” 17.92% 
said “most of the time,” and 8.02% said “always.”

FIGURE 6
Answering From Your Perspective and Experience, How Often Are You: Required to 

Advocate for Your Position and Work?
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Adding to the individual’s workload is the emotional labor of advocating for the work 
and position itself. Only 14.15% felt they did not have to explain the work or why it should 
matter both internally to the library and externally to campus (see Figure 6).

Expertise Unvalued or Dismissed
While more respondents felt they were valued as colleagues—and that their supervisors 
understood and advocated for their work—their experiences with faculty and administra-
tion outside the library reflected a much different experience. As a respondent recounted, 
“I think I am valued in many ways, but I don’t think I or my work really is understood 
or valued broadly in the university. I mainly only feel the most valued by my immediate 
team.” In addition, respondents described feeling that their expertise was not valued and 
dismissed or disregarded for reasons that often intersected with identities and experiences 
of discriminatory behaviors. Expressions of demoralization and frustration surfaced in the 
qualitative data, often reflecting sexist stereotypes related to the value of women’s expertise 
and contributions: “I also frequently talk to upper administrators, who tend to see me (either 
due to my gender or librarian status, unclear) as being of a lower social class. I am often 
treated like a secretary or substitute teacher rather than a highly knowledgeable professional 
who is a published expert in her field.” Workers who self-identified as women and BIPOC 
reported that they experienced microaggressions and gaslighting directed at their identi-
ties further contributing to demoralization. Adding to the exhaustion, the work itself often 
requires advocating for culture change and examination of status quo unlike many other 
roles in the library. “I think library colleagues write me off as too passionate about open ac-
cess and justice in scholarly communication and often devalue my input as a result,” as one 
respondent related.

Indeed, some respondents noted that they had experienced barriers and/or discrimination 
as a scholarly communication worker related to their identities. Often these experiences were 
aligned with how the worker personally identified themselves. As a result of experiencing 
barriers and/or discriminatory behaviors due to identities 70.37% respondents felt less valued 
and 59.26% experienced low morale.

Impact of Upper Administration
Survey responses made clear the impact of upper administration on scholarly communication 
work. This impact could be either positive or negative. Several respondents mentioned reor-
ganizations that resulted in the creation of their position and/or a scholarly communication 
unit within their library. One respondent noted “I am fortunate to have a library director/
supervisor that really sees the value to what I bring and the connections of this work across 
campus.” Another explained, “For several years, I was the only SC professional in my insti-
tution, but I had 22 years of experience to underscore my knowledge and lend weight to my 
voice. Having advanced to the administrative level, I have been able to successfully grow 
our SC unit.” However, others noted that for those without the support of upper adminis-
trators, within the library and the broader institution, it was difficult to find success. As one 
respondent explained, “Our initiatives would likely get considerably farther on our campus 
if we had more support from upper administration and the policies guiding faculty behaviors 
(course text adoption, transparency about course materials costs, timely communication with 
the library about required texts for course reserve, contributions to the IR, etc.).”
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At a fundamental level, several respondents pointed toward understanding the work 
as key. Funding and advocacy were also brought up by respondents as part of the equation: 
“I believe schol comm needs significant administrative support and funding to be done ad-
equately. If an institution does not have the willingness, time, or funding to support schol 
comm, I would advise them to reduce the scope of their ambitions rather than hiring someone 
to ‘fix’ these problems without resources.” Another summed up the situation as: “You are 
typically not in a position of power, yet in order to make lasting change, you need to be able 
to influence policies and procedures at a very high level at the university, which is incredibly 
difficult when you can’t even be in the room with the people making the decisions.”

Burnout and Attrition
When asked about whether they had experienced feelings of “burnout” such as reduced ini-
tiative or low-morale, 44.34% of respondents strongly agreed and 30.66% somewhat agreed 
(see Figure 7). As one respondent explained, “I experienced severe burnout in fall 2021 last-
ing roughly a year that greatly impacted my work and personal life, a direct and measurable 
result of increasing workload over time with little to no support.” Another explained, “The 
amount of work is impossible. One person CANNOT do OA, OER, copyright, digital every-
thing, IR, ETDs, data management, etc, etc. I am BURNT out and do the bare minimum to 
keep my work going.”

The respondents who indicated that they strongly agreed that they had experienced 
feelings of burnout were more likely than overall survey respondents to indicate that their 
reporting structure had changed one or more times (61.70% compared to 55.55% of overall re-
spondents). They were also more likely to indicate that their job description does not accurately 

FIGURE 7
As a Scholarly Communication Worker: I Have Experienced Feelings of “Burnout,” Such as 

Reduced Initiative or Low Morale
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reflect their work (38.30% compared to 29.06% of overall respondents). They were less likely 
than the overall survey respondents to “strongly agree” that scholarly communication work 
is valued at their library (24.47% compared to 33.80% of overall respondents). Finally, only 
2.13% of those who noted having experienced strong feelings of burnout “strongly agreed” that 
the scope of their work is sustainable (compared to 8.45% of overall survey respondents), and 
15.96% “somewhat agreed” that the scope of their work is sustainable (compared to 28.64% 
of overall survey respondents).

When asked about whether they had often considered changing careers, either by apply-
ing for another position or leaving libraries altogether, 30.19% of respondents strongly agreed 
and 25.00% of respondents somewhat agreed. One respondent noted that they “are thinking 
of leaving the profession daily.” Another explained that because they were so burnt out, they 
“left for another academic librarian position that had no scholcomm aspect to it” (see Figure 8).

Discussion
The data from this survey presents a complicated picture of scholarly communication work. 
Most respondents expressed the desire to grow their services but also felt that the work, as it is, 
is not sustainable. Most respondents felt their work is valued and about half believed the work 
is understood in the library, but more so by supervisors. However, perceptions of value did not 
always extend to being well-resourced or being included in initiatives or decision-making related 
to the work. The organizational and reporting structure that should serve as a foundation and 
support for the work is fractured across the library and over half of workers experienced change 
in reporting, often multiple times. This could make it difficult to maintain any consistency as 

FIGURE 8
I Have Often Considered Changing Careers, Either by Applying for Another Position or 

Leaving Libraries Altogether
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the worker needs to adjust to different departmental or program focus and goal setting.
While positions across the library experience burnout, this study has shown that schol-

arly communication workers specifically experience burnout. People in these positions must 
consistently advocate for changes in the scholarly communication landscape, as well as for 
the importance of their work more generally. So, what would improve morale and retention? 
Would including scholarly communication workers in institution-wide scholarly communica-
tion initiatives and decision-making result in better scoped, defined, and sustainable work? 
Could an examination of both the job responsibilities and the reporting structure result in a 
more stable foundation and alignment with the organization’s needs allowing for focus and 
growth of services? Future research could delve into the gap between workers’ understanding 
of the value and needs of the work, library administrators’ perceptions, and organizational 
strategic directions to bring about better alignment and progress.

Conclusion
Recent research on scholarly communication in academic libraries has focused on the lack of 
official skills and training in scholarly communication work and how it is up to the individual 
worker to fix this. However, this study shows that some of the main issues facing scholarly 
communication workers are structural and related to appropriately scoping and resourcing 
the work. As a result, our recommendations for change are largely directed at upper admin-
istrators. Library administrators have a huge role to play in terms of making scholarly com-
munication work sustainable. First, administrators in collaboration with direct supervisors 
and the scholarly communication workers themselves should take the time to understand 
what the work involves and actively develop a plan as well as budget to support it. Before 
hiring for a new scholarly communication position, administrators should also think care-
fully about the focus of scholarly communication work in their specific library and institu-
tional environment, how it will be resourced and supported, and the role’s alignment in the 
organizational structure. Library administrators should work with scholarly communication 
workers to refine scope and services to align with capacity. If scholarly communication work 
is only “part” of a person’s job, administrators must decide what the person can stop doing 
so that they can properly prioritize scholarly communication work accordingly. Ultimately, 
if scholarly communication work is truly core to academic libraries, properly scoping and 
supporting this area of librarianship is key.
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Information Literacy and Social Media: Empowered Student 
Engagement with the ACRL Framework. Michele Santamaría 
and Nicole Pfannenstiel. Association of College and Research 
Libraries, 2024. 118 pp. Paperback, $50.00 (979-8-89255-545-6)

Michele Santamaría, learning design librarian at Millersville University, 
and Nicole Pfannenstiel, who teaches college composition, draw on their 
interdisciplinary collaboration, which began on X (formerly Twitter), to 
argue for a new approach to information literacy instruction. In Informa-
tion Literacy and Social Media: Empowered Student Engagement with the ACRL 
Framework, Santamaría and Pfannenstiel make a compelling case for why 
and how educators should move beyond traditional “walled gardens” of 
peer-reviewed scholarship (p. vii) to engage students with the complex, 
risky, and vital “rainforest” (p. x) of social media when teaching information 
literacy. The authors argue that traditional information literacy methods are 

inadequate for the current information landscape. Challenges such as misinformation and 
deepfakes, coupled with the neglect of these issues, can lead to serious implications for pub-
lic life and the information environment. The authors’ core argument posits that by teaching 
students to embrace their role as information creators within social media platforms—utiliz-
ing the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education and a metaliterate 
approach—they can become flexible, accurate evaluators and participants in communities of 
learning. Metaliteracy, in this context, incorporates perspectives from media literacy, digital 
literacy, news literacy, and critical thinking. The authors explicitly choose the term “creators” 
over “producers” to emphasize the empowered agency users have, even in seemingly passive 
actions, such as liking or sharing, which contribute to the algorithmic feedback loops that 
shape information landscapes (p. x).

The book is structured into four chapters, along with an introduction and appendices. The 
introduction situates the book’s methods in the context of social media’s “messiness” and the 
need for empowered learning (p. v). Chapter 1 broadly conceptualizes information literacy 
teaching with social media and includes a literature review. Chapter 2 addresses student 
pushback to using social media in academic settings and maps ACRL Framework concepts 
onto specific platforms, while also emphasizing instructor self-reflection. Chapter 3 provides 
concrete cross-disciplinary lesson plans. Chapter 4 considers creativity and ethics as key com-
ponents of metaliteracy and reflects on the future pedagogical mission.

A key strength of the book is its unwavering focus on “praxis and action” (p. xi). Rather 
than debating the theoretical boundaries between different literacies, the authors provide 
practical guidance for how educators can serve as “educator-guides” or facilitators to help 
students navigate social media environments critically and ethically (p. 6). They argue that 
social media spaces, with their inherent risks and complexities, are precisely where impactful, 
lifelong information literacy education can occur. The book explicitly acknowledges the volatil-
ity of social media platforms but maintains that the focus should be on developing enduring 
habits of mind and dispositions aligned with the ACRL Framework that can transfer to any 
information environment.

969
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Chapter 2 delves into the challenge of student resistance to using social media for aca-
demic purposes, a perspective often reinforced by schooling and acceptable use policies. The 
authors propose that by validating students’ existing digital practices and helping them in-
terrogate their real-world internet use, educators can foster a sense of belonging and support 
skill development. This chapter also emphasizes the crucial role of educator self-reflection 
regarding their own social media habits and dispositions as a foundation for inclusive teach-
ing and guiding of students.

The practical heart of the book lies in Chapter 3, which presents adaptable lesson plans 
designed to integrate social media into information literacy instruction. These plans empower 
students as creators and focus on the process and reflection necessary to develop informa-
tion literacy habits of mind. A comprehensive lesson plan template is included, structured 
around several key components: the teaching scenario, learning objectives aligned with the 
ACRL Framework, recommendations for social media or digital environments, the activity 
steps, guided post-activity reflection for students, and a space for instructor notes. Examples 
include using hashtags to understand keywords and authority; exploring authority through 
social media influencers; engaging with AI writing bots on platforms like X to discuss research 
ethics and iteration; annotating readings through public sharing; and using social media for 
sharing resources and scholarly conversation. The lessons are often designed with the reality 
of one-shot instructional sessions in mind, using formative assessment techniques like peer 
review and guided reflection.

A significant aspect of this work is its approach to concepts such as authority and citation 
within the social media context. The authors illustrate how social media practices—using likes, 
comments, tags, and hashtags, for example—can be used to discuss the construction of author-
ity and the importance of attribution, sometimes mirroring academic citation practices. The 
book also contains some interesting real-world references. The example of the Ticketmaster/
Taylor Swift incident illustrates the value of keeping an open mind and a critical stance. When 
Ticketmaster’s website crashed, both fans and the company used social media to navigate 
and communicate (p. 36). This highlights how users conduct research on social media for 
understanding, and how companies leverage these spaces for communication. Similarly, the 
Wikipedia “Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon” game, where the goal is to navigate from a starting 
Wikipedia page to a target Wikipedia page by clicking hyperlinks in fewer than six steps or 
“moves,” is presented as a way to practice strategic searching and understanding information 
pathways (p. 40).

The final chapter highlights creativity and ethics as fundamental to metaliteracy, with the 
authors arguing that these elements are essential when educators and students engage with 
social media. They suggest that even minimal interaction can be an act of ethical creation if 
approached with awareness. The book emphasizes that addressing the civic implications of 
information literacy requires moving beyond simple checklists and engaging students in the 
very social media spaces they frequent, as this is where they most often seek information.

Information Literacy and Social Media: Empowered Student Engagement with the ACRL Frame-
work is a timely and practical resource for librarians and non-librarian educators alike who are 
grappling with how to teach information literacy in a constantly evolving digital landscape. 
By providing a theoretical foundation (e.g., metaliteracy, ACRL Framework) alongside con-
crete, adaptable lesson plans, the authors offer a valuable roadmap for engaging students as 
active, critical, and ethical information creators within the environments they inhabit daily. 
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The book’s emphasis on self-reflection and collaboration further strengthens its utility for 
busy practitioners. This volume may be particularly useful for those seeking to update their 
information literacy pedagogy to address the challenges of misinformation and algorithmic 
influence by meeting students where they are. Its insights into student dispositions and the 
practical applications of the Framework make it an insightful addition to the literature on 
information literacy instruction. — Judy K. Davis, University of Southern California

Student Success Librarianship: Critical Perspectives on an Evolving Profession, Melody Lee 
Rood, and Olivia Patterson eds., Association of College and Research Libraries, 2025. 232 
pp. Softcover, $88.00 (979-8-89255-619-4)

Student Success Librarianship: Critical Perspectives on an Evolving Profession, 
edited by Melody Lee Rood and Olivia Patterson, explores the role of 
student success librarians within academic libraries. As a newly hired 
student success librarian, I found it validating that many contributors 
grapple with defining and measuring student success. The question, 
“What does it mean to be a student success librarian?” would likely 
resonate with anyone in this or in a related role. The authors also high-
light that there is a messiness in defining and articulating the work, 
which can lead to burnout from the ever-evolving nature of the role, 
along with the potential for performativity (Lai, 2025).Throughout this 
edited collection, the authors seek to validate the experience of student 
success librarians, acknowledging that it is “challenging to try and be 

the face of the library and to be everywhere and do everything” (vi). No two librarians in 
this role will share the same experience, and the editors’ effort to center both the frustrations 
and triumphs at the start of the collection is a welcome start to the conversation. The volume 
is divided into three parts: theory, praxis, and research; readers will appreciate the roadmap 
included at the beginning of the volume, which provides an overview of the collection and a 
breakdown of each chapter.

Part I: Theory sets out to address the previously mentioned messiness that comes with 
the role and challenges definitions of success that can be too closely tied to metrics such as 
retention and graduation rates. Paul Lai discusses the quick fix mentality of the position that 
is sometimes used to try and reach all student populations, and how the position does not 
always look like traditional librarian work. Nate Floyd and Laura Birkenhauer also touch 
on how a lack of a clear definition of responsibilities makes it challenging for student suc-
cess librarians to have their positions and objectives negotiated and evaluated. Despite these 
difficulties, student success librarianship has the potential to recognize the diverse needs of 
students with unique lived experiences. Within this section, contributors also explore the 
concept of boundary work to advocate for student success librarians exploring flexible limits 
to ensure that new participants, practices, and knowledge are valued and used to foster a 
sense of belonging. Authors in this section discuss the application of student success frame-
works from “meeting the specific needs and goals of different student populations at a given 
institution” (32) to areas such as archives and special collections, where many students have 
previously not seen themselves represented. Finally, the authors advocate for sustainable 
and adaptive engagement practices that are grounded in self-care to foster relationships and 
belonging.
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Part II: Praxis consists of case studies and reflections, offering real-world examples that 
readers will find useful and adaptable. As success can manifest differently at various institu-
tions, this section showcases a diverse range of initiatives that focus on the whole student and 
address mental, physical, emotional, and social needs. Linking student success to “Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs” (68), readers learn from María Evelia Emerson about various practical 
initiatives, such as a student food pantry, that aim to address the range of students’ needs. 
This section also outlines the importance of cross-campus collaboration for creating a variety 
of initiatives allowing all students to succeed. Building those relationships ensures that the 
library can draw on a wide range of expertise so that all students feel represented, supported, 
and are moving toward a shared vision of success.

Part III: Research presents studies that focus on the complexities of student success 
librarianship and examine how student success is understood and supported in academic 
libraries. Challenges faced when doing this type of work speak to the personal and unique 
perceptions that all students have of their own success. The authors in this section point out 
the gaps in LIS education when preparing to work with under-represented populations and 
offer insights into a more holistic approach to defining accomplishment. They again tackle 
the problem with creating a single, prescriptive definition of student success. Clear roles and 
support from administration are outlined as being crucial for these positions to ensure that 
they are valued, and the authors also highlight the strong importance of maintaining collab-
orative relationships across campus. A mixture of surveys, job-ad analyses, focus groups, and 
case studies offer feedback to understand both this position and its role in academic libraries.

The collection of articles in Student Success Librarianship emphasize the significant chal-
lenges student success librarians face, and the authors do a solid job of highlighting the many 
ups and downs that practitioners may face. The authors don’t shy away from mentioning 
that the role can be deemed as performative. There can be a high risk of burnout, leaving 
practitioners without sustained support from the institution, which can lead to projects being 
placed on the back burner or potential job cuts. However, authors do point out they feel there 
is a meaningful impact and take great pride in helping empower students to achieve both 
academic and personal success. They also acknowledge that the role is still being defined and 
will take ongoing efforts to align with various institutional goals while prioritizing the diverse 
and complex needs of students. This collection will be of interest to librarians at academic 
institutions working in student success positions and any librarian interested in outreach and 
engagement with students. — Kathleen James, Student Success Librarian, University of Calgary

Strengthening Library Ecosystems: Collaborate for Advocacy and Impact, Dorcas Hand, Sara 
Kelly Johns, Michelle Robertson, & Eryn Duffree, ALA Editions, 2024, 272p. Softcover, $54.99. 
9798892555722

Strengthening Library Ecosystems: Collaborate for Advocacy and Impact provides an important 
exploration of ecosystem framework in the context of library advocacy. It builds on a previ-
ous project stemming from ALA’s Ecosystem Task Force called One Voice: The Toolkit. This 
title explores the practical implementation of ecosystem strategies while also highlighting the 
resources developed by ALA and its affiliates that support library ecosystems. It is evident 
that the content presented was composed with an acute awareness of the current geopoliti-
cal landscape given the emphasis on the urgent need for advocacy efforts to protect the core 
values of libraries considering increasing attacks on intellectual freedom and civil liberties.



Book Reviews  973

Amid efforts to ban materials, defund programs, and criminal-
ize the work of librarians, this book offers a roadmap for advocacy by 
strengthening the connections between libraries of all types, library 
stakeholders, and policymakers. Even with the ongoing escalations in 
the political climate and the intensification of challenges to equitable 
access to information following the book’s publication—exemplified 
by the recent dismantling of the IMLS—the foundational concepts and 
resources remain increasingly critical. The theme that an attack on one 
library is an attack on all is an enduring chorus. The authors’ promo-
tion of ecosystem ideals is based on the assertion that strengthening the 
collective voice and speaking in unity is more important now than ever.

Hand, Johns, Robertson, and Duffee’s Strengthening Library Ecosys-
tems boasts a wealth of collective knowledge from wide-ranging professional backgrounds 
and represents the three largest library categories: public, K-12, and academic libraries. Several 
of the contributors have served as leaders in major library organizations, including a former 
ALA president, and many have experience on national advocacy and ecosystem committees. 
The scope of their expertise cements the book as a credible and constructive resource for 
advocacy fieldwork. The book showcases the value of ecosystem thinking in advocating for 
libraries largely through its structure. It is divided into five key parts with each part building 
on the argument for the necessity of a networked community framework in advocacy. Part I 
“The Ecosystem Foundation” introduces ecosystem theory and highlights how all libraries, 
despite their differences, share core values, goals, and interconnections. Part II “Elements of 
Ecosystem Thinking,” delves into the application of a continuum model which can be used to 
assess competencies like leadership, communication, collaboration, and sustainability. This 
model allows ecosystem groups to scale their progress from “Beginning” to “Evolving” to 
“Highly Effective.” In Part III, “Applying Ecosystem Ideas,” the connection between ecosystem 
thinking and advocacy is further investigated, beginning with a broad definition of advocacy 
then narrowing the focus to best practices for creating library legislative agendas and policies 
that protect information freedom.

Part IV “Many Kinds of Library Advocates,” explores the concept of “One Voice” in 
greater depth. These chapters outline the contributions of public, school, and academic 
libraries to their communities and show how different types of libraries connect back to 
overarching library core values. They examine each type of library’s distinct challenges 
from attacks in the state legislature to roadblocks from the municipal administration but 
also include advocacy tips to fight opposition. Here, the authors also broaden the library 
ecosystem beyond just libraries and identify potential allies such as professional associa-
tions, vendors, foundations, community groups, and other organizations that share similar 
values and can amplify advocacy efforts. Finally, Part V “Ecosystems in Action,” presents 
five case studies of ecosystem-driven advocacy. It presents practical insights into their suc-
cesses, challenges, and lessons learned. The book concludes by combating what is coined as 
the “myth of going it alone,” a common pitfall of advocates and a known cause of burnout. 
As library supporters, coalition building is the only sustainable path to robust activism. 
The appendix is also an important feature of the text as it offers templates, checklists, and 
suggestions for additional reading materials that can provide grounding for theoretical 
concepts with real-world applications.
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One strength of this book lies in its clear, practical resources. For example, Part II includes 
charts for assessing progress along a continuum. These tools help groups evaluate their de-
velopment across competencies referred to in the text as “pillars.” Examples under the “lead-
ership” pillar include continuum assessments for ecosystem perspective, change agent, core 
values, and relationships. Users of the continuum models will find value in the framework’s 
acknowledgment that building an ecosystem can be a slow and constantly evolving process. 
Ecosystem groups are given developmental benchmarks for ongoing reflection rather than 
fixed standards. The book also provides easily identifiable and clearly defined key terms, 
highlighted throughout the text, making it accessible for readers unfamiliar with ecosystem 
or advocacy topics. Another core strength of this title is its reliance on real-world examples 
of successful ecosystem advocacy. Cited throughout the book and featured as a focus in Part 
V, these tangible case studies can be applied to the reader’s own advocacy efforts. Strength-
ening Library Ecosystems is a valuable resource for libraries of all types and the people who 
support them. Its focus on fostering connections between libraries makes it a good fit for any 
collection. This book is also a beneficial acquisition for groups looking to build or strengthen 
ecosystem efforts due to its excellent compendium of existing tools and resources from ALA 
and its affiliates. Furthermore, this book is essential for anyone engaged in legislative action, 
public awareness campaigns, or broader coalition development, standing as both a call to 
collective action and a guide to building resilient, unified library ecosystems.— Madeline Mc-
Connell, University of New Mexico

Writing Science in Plain English, Second Edition. Anne E. Greene. University of Chicago 
Press, 2025. 131 pp. Paperback, $19.00. 978-0-226-82503-8

A bright student once told me that she had never been “any good at 
English composition” after I gave her feedback to improve the clarity 
of a science report. Certainly, as a professor or instructor, encountering 
those who do not realize that clear writing and science go hand in hand 
is not unfamiliar. Scientists must often express their ideas, reasoning, 
and process to a wide variety of readers. Spoiler: most of us are quite 
bad at it. We tend to write in a dry style, use complex words to describe 
simple concepts, use jargon to impress, and create acronyms that only 
a handful of experts in the field could appreciate or ever use again. 
Consequently, this limits impact, confuses readers, and induces naps 
for the intended audience. Obviously, there is much work to be done. 
Yet, writers are often expected to learn science writing by chance or 
simply by emulating writing, both good and bad examples. This model 

perpetuates commonly held [bad] conventions that decrease writing effectiveness. Students, 
like the one mentioned above, fail to recognize the utility of their English composition courses 
in science. Good science is not just completed, it must also be understood to be impactful. It 
is easy to identify clear scientific writing, it is harder to learn to write clearly and harder still 
to teach the skill to others. Greene’s Writing Science in Plain English makes a compelling case 
for why and how to compose clear and scientific writing. This second edition provides an 
updated, strong set of guiding principles for developing clear science writing and breaking 
the cycle. A biologist with experience in teaching writing for the sciences, Greene begins with 
a brief overview of what is at stake. She cites evidence that as discipline specific jargon and 
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use of acronyms increases, the number of citations decreases. She argues for a narrative style 
of storytelling which makes writing more readable and memorable. This approach increases 
impact. The chapters that follow are short and focused, offering specific techniques for im-
provement. For example, she shows how using concrete nouns as subjects followed closely by 
action verbs builds sentences that are easy to follow. Before accusing the author of inducing 
naps herself, suggestions are followed by real examples of poor writing followed by suggested 
revisions to increase clarity. Other chapter topics include strategies for choosing words with 
care, omitting excess words, and organizing ideas at the sentence, paragraph, and document 
level to match readers’ expectations. True to the journalistic style professed in the work, the 
book’s strength is its succinctness. Each chapter is just a few pages, and the total length is 
very manageable. What is particularly compelling is the explicit connection between solid 
scientific writing and reader comprehension. The second edition adds additional sources to 
support her assertions, increasing her credibility. More than just a manual, the book includes 
examples of the practicality of the suggestions. The book also has exercises for the reader to 
develop mastery of the skills and check their comprehension with answers in the appendix. 
This active learning format makes reading and engaging with the material much like how a 
typical science textbook is organized, helping hold the reader’s attention. The only critique is 
that most of the examples and exercises come from biology, Greene’s field. While there are a 
few examples from other sciences sprinkled in, readers unfamiliar with biology might hesitate 
to revise the exercise texts, worried about changing their meaning. In the end, the edited pas-
sages did make more sense to a biology outsider which solidified the utility of the techniques.

As stated, many scientists never receive formal training in scientific writing. Greene’s 
book is a solid place to start. This book is a good addition to the collection of any scientific 
writer wanting to add clarity to their written word or to increase reviewer’s comprehension 
of their ideas. Additionally, the book is an excellent choice for anyone teaching a science writ-
ing course at the undergraduate or graduate level. Greene masters the context of clear and 
effective writing strategies for scientists, even as the advice is useful for any technical writing. 
The second edition also includes a teacher’s guide with resources including lecture materials, 
additional assignments, and in-class activities. This makes adoption in a course easy. Overall, 
Writing Science in Plain English offers a high-impact, easy-to-use guide for anyone who desires 
to make their scientific writing more approachable, concise, and effective.— Royce Dansby-
Sparks, University of North Georgia.
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