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Avoiding 
the “Axe” 

BY JENNIFER BAZELEY, CAROLYN HAYNES, 
CARLA S. MYERS, AND ERIC RESNIS

In 2015, Ohio’s governor unveiled a 
higher-education budget with a goal of 

making public universities and colleges in 
the state more affordable. In addition to 
imposing tuition caps, the bill called for the 
appointment of a task force to lower stu-
dent costs, with particular emphasis on di-
minishing the exorbitant cost of textbooks, 
which has soared by more than 1000% in 
the past four decades (Popken, 2015).

After discussing the bill with the presi-
dents of two- and four-year state-funded 
colleges and universities in his cabinet 
room, the governor reportedly commented 
to the press that “he would give high educa-
tion leaders ‘a chance to do this [lower stu-
dents’ cost of a college edu- cation] before 
we take an axe to them’” (Edwards, 2015). 
Persistent cuts to state subsidies, along 

with frequent messages about the high 
costs of higher education (Higher Education 
Compact, 2016; Clark, 2016), had librarians, 
faculty and administrators alike under-
standably concerned. Were our jobs on the 
line? we mused only half-jokingly.

Since that time, our university, guided 
by a committee chaired by three of the 
authors (two librarians, Jennifer Bazeley 
and Carla Myers, and the associate provost, 
Carolyn Haynes), has taken concerted steps 
to reduce college textbook costs for our 
students. The goals these three leaders 
identified for the committee are
• to create and implement programs and 

other incentives for affordable and open 
educational resource use;

• to provide support to faculty and 
students to enhance the effectiveness 
of open and affordable educational 
resources; and

• to assess the effectiveness of the use of 
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free and low cost educational resources in 
the classroom.

Our work may have been insti-
gated by the state legislature, 
but it continues to be fueled by 
factual evidence. The College 
Board Trade Group (2017) esti-
mates that students spend $1250 
annually on books and supplies for 
their courses. Costs for math and 
science-intensive books are even 
more extravagant.

In this article, we first provide a descrip-
tion of the institutional context and the 
challenges we faced. Then, we chronicle 
the steps that we have taken to address the 
challenge of rising costs of course materials, 
including creating
• a task force and white paper to define the 

issue and lay out an initial plan;
• a university-wide committee to guide the 

plan;
• communication strategies to educate 

faculty;
• multiple support structures and pro-

grams to promote affordable and open 
educational resources (AOER);

• assessment measures to gauge the ef-
fectiveness of these resources; and

• recognition for outstanding faculty 
achievement.

LITERATURE REVIEW
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(2016), the cost of textbooks has increased 
by over 88% in the past decade. To address 
this challenge, some universities have done 
as we did and launched one or more strate-
gies to advance the use of affordable and 
open educational resources. Andrade et al. 
(2011) articulated five barriers that institu-
tions must overcome to achieve success: 
(1) lack of institutional support, (2) lack of 
technological tools for sharing and adapt-
ing resources, (3) lack of skills and time of 
users, (4) lack of quality of OER, and (5) per- 
sonal issues such as lack of trust and time 
(p. 159). In addition to these impediments, 
McK- erlich, Ives, and McGreal (2013) have 
found that faculty sometimes have dif-
ficulty identifying high-quality alternatives 
to traditional, commercial texts; and Mishra 
(2017) asserts that even more important 
than identifying high-quality AOER is un-
derstanding and addressing the attitudes, 
motivations, and perceptions of faculty. 
Although a few models for promoting and 
sustaining open and alternative resources 

at the postsecondary level are available 
(Downes, 2007; Friesen, 2009; Lashley et al., 
2017; Wiley, Williams, Demarte, and Hilton, 
2016), ad- ditional models and practical 
guidance will be needed as universities and 
colleges of all shapes and sizes continue to 
move in this direction. This article describes 
the way that we have at- tempted to ad-
dress the barriers that have been raised in 
the professional literature.

DESCRIPTION
Context and Guiding Principles
Miami University (Ohio) is a public univer-
sity with a primary focus on undergradu-
ate educa- tion that enrolls approximately 
24,000 students each year. It has a main 
residential campus that serves traditionally 
aged undergraduate students and two ad-
ditional commuter campuses, both within 
60 miles of the main campus.

Academic Affairs encompasses six 
academic divisions, spanning arts and sci-
ence, engineering, business, education, and 
creative arts. The university’s curriculum is 
robust, with 12 associate degree programs, 
over 120 bachelor’s degree programs, 60 
master’s programs, and 14 doctoral pro-
grams, which are taught by over 1,500 fac-
ulty members. The university libraries have a 
physical presence on all three campuses and 
employ 42 librarians and 47 support staff.

Given the size and complexity of the 
university, the prospect of transforming the 
culture of course materials was formidable. 
To guide our work, we as the leaders of the 

effort developed and abided by the follow-
ing principles:

• Ensure that there is clear commit-
ment to lowering or eliminating 
textbook costs from leadership, 

including the president, vice presi-
dents, provost, and deans.

• View faculty and librarians on the commit-
tee as equal partners in creating and 

implementing strategies and plans.
• Take time to understand the chal-
lenges facing students and faculty in 

selecting and using course texts, and, when 
possible, eliminate paperwork and bureau-
cratic processes for students and faculty.

• Use data and the end goals to guide 
decision-making and to assess success 
and progress.

• Build on the existing academic and stu-
dent support resources on campus, and 
incorporate the promotion of OER and 
affordable texts into existing structures 
when possible.

• Innovate and be willing to make mistakes.
• Motivate change via incentives and re-

wards, rather than directives or mandates.
• Communicate on initiatives and progress 

to faculty as often as possible.

These principles were initially shaped 
by the experiences of and collaborations 
among those of us overseeing the effort, 
and then honed over time by the oversight 
committee via additional experience and 
research into the professional literature.

INFRASTRUCTURE
As noted earlier, transforming the culture 
of course materials at a university can be a 
daunting process. Through experimentation 
with different outreach methods over the past 
decade, we discovered that facilitating Faculty 
Learning Communities (FLCs) on topics such 
as informa- tion literacy and scholarly com-
munication is an effective way to create fac-
ulty awareness of these integral issues across 
disciplines (Bazeley, Waller, & Resnis 2014).

At Miami, we define an FLC as “a cross-
disciplinary faculty and staff group of six to 
fifteen members (eight to twelve members 
is the recommended size) who engage in 
an active, col- laborative, yearlong program 
with a curriculum about enhancing teach-
ing and learning and with frequent semi-
nars and activities that provide learning, 
development, the scholarship of teaching, 
and community building” (Cox, 2004, p. 8). 
FLCs at Miami are an ingrained part of the 
faculty culture. Each year, faculty or staff 
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may propose to lead an FLC on a particular 
topic through Miami’s Center for Teaching 
Excellence (the university’s faculty develop-
ment center). The center director selects 
approximately a dozen topics to sup-
port each year and pro- vides funding for 
refreshments and supplies; faculty apply 
to participate in an FLC on a topic that inter-
ests them, and those selected for each FLC 
receive a modest amount of professional 
development funds for successful comple-
tion of the FLC.

In each of the two FLCs on scholarly 
communication (2012–13 and 2013–14), li-
brarian facilitators who proposed and led the 
FLC included a unit on OER. This unit yielded 
keen interest among both cohorts of FLC 
participants, leading the librarian facilitators 
to launch  a yearlong FLC dedicated solely 
to OER in 2014–15. In the first semester, 
participants dis- cussed scholarly communi-
cation issues such as open access, copyright, 
licensing, and the Cre- ative Commons. That 
semester culminated with an introduction to 
OER, while the second semester built on that 
work through discussion of OER models and 
an exploration of OER projects and efforts 
already underway across the country. For the 
group’s final project, the FLC participants 
chose to author a white paper that included 
the following sections:
• OER definitions, best practices, and ben-

efits;
• OER as a strategy to meet specific goals 

within Miami University’s strategic plan;
• Implementing open culture at Miami 

University; and
• Preliminary plan for implementing OER at 

Miami University

The final white paper (Waller et al., 
2015) was disseminated to the dean of 
university libraries and the provost, and 
its findings were presented at a variety of 
venues across campus, includ- ing a dean’s 
retreat, a University Senate meeting, and 
a staff meeting for all librarians. Though 
it may sound like a cliché, the white paper 
was produced in the right place at the right 
time. State-level discussions as well as the 
national climate relating to cost in higher 
education had already put OER on the radar 
of the central administration and library 
staff. Moreover, because it included faculty 
as coauthors, its position was viewed as 
more credible among the faculty.

As a result of the paper and the outreach 
and response surrounding it, the provost and 
the dean of libraries decided to join forces 

to advance affordable and open educational 
resources that would leverage the expertise 
of both units. The libraries could provide 
knowledge in scholarly communication and 
OER, while the Provost’s office could promote 
faculty buy-in and understanding.

The first three steps in OER implementation 
included (1) creating an Affordable and Open 
Educational Resources Committee (AOERC); 
(2) joining the Open Textbook Network;and (3) 
revising the library’s scholarly communication 
librarian position to focus more pointedly on 
open educational resources.1

At the request of the dean of the libraries 
and provost, the first iteration of the AOERC 
was initially chaired by the two librarians 
who facilitated the OER FLC. For membership, 
the provost and dean selected two faculty 
members who had been part of the OER FLC 
as well as a representative from the univer-
sity bookstore and a student representative. 
The inclusion of a bookstore representative 
was made purposefully to ensure that the 
book- store leadership fully understood the 
critical need for OER adoption in the higher 
educa- tion landscape and would serve as 
an advocate for our efforts in the future. The 
charge of this group was twofold:
1. Develop a strategy to implement AOER 

in appropriate courses with high enroll-
ments;

2. Work with bookstore staff to determine 
ways to lower the cost of traditional 
textbooks and supplies until a greater 
shift toward open educational resources 
was enacted.

To fulfill the first goal of the commit-
tee’s charge, the group deliberated regularly 
through- out the academic year on critical 
AOER-related issues such as: the needed 
investment of faculty time; the potential 
role of the library/librarians; the necessary 

resources for AOER adoption including main-
tenance and update of materials; realistic 
target outcomes; a timetable for imple-
mentation of AOER in a single course; and 
possible assessment meth- ods. The group 

ultimately concluded that in order to develop 
strategies to address these issues as well as 
to partner with other campus stakeholders 
(e.g., information technology, e-learning, and 
accessibility services), a larger committee 
with broader  representation from across 
academic divisions was required.

To meet the second goal, committee 
members actively participated in a request 
for pro- posals (RFP) initiative that had 
already been initiated by the university’s 
Division of Busi- ness and Finance Services 
to transition from a traditional brick-and-
mortar bookstore approach toward a digital 
approach. Committee members participat-
ed in open meetings with potential vendors, 
with the goal of ensuring that textbook 
affordability (including the use of AOER 
by faculty) was prioritized in the selection 
process. The committee ulti- mately issued 
a recommendation to the vice president of 
finance and business services of  a preferred 
e-bookstore vendor, which was fortunately 
the same vendor selected.

The second implementation step was for 
the Libraries to join the Open Textbook Net- 
work (OTN), an international organization 
designed to promote the growth and bene-
fits of OER. Membership in the OTN allowed 
our library staff to gain access to a network 
of pooled knowledge and best practices and 
thus deepen our librarians’ expertise.

The third implementation step was to 
revise the duties of an unfilled librarian 
position so that the person hired would 
oversee all aspects of scholarly communica-
tion, with a new emphasis on AOER initia-
tives. The person would also be responsible 
for training and collaborating with all 
subject librarians across all campuses of our 
university so that they could also assist in 
promoting AOER to their constituents. The 
hiring of the new coordinator of scholarly 
com- munication in January 2017 coincided 
with the creation of a broader University 
Committee for AOER (as recommended by 
the original smaller committee and com-
missioned by the pro- vost and dean of 
university libraries), as well as a directive by 
our state’s department of higher education 
to include OER adoption as part of the uni-
versity’s state-level efficiency reporting.

This committee is co-chaired by the 
associate provost, coordinator of scholarly 
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communication (libraries), and coordinator 
of collection access and acquisitions (librar-
ies). The group meets regularly through-
out the academic year to support 
the affordability and OER pro-
grams and services described 
later in this article. The group’s 
cross-disciplinary representation 
allows for a balanced discussion 
of initiatives (including an honest 
appraisal of the benefits and challenges of 
OER adoption) and a fair review of faculty 
applications to those initiatives. Commit-
tee members were nominated by their 
academic deans. The faculty representation 
on the committee from each of Miami’s 
academic divisions enables more efficient 
communication, outreach, and collaboration 
to academic departments. Each academic 
year begins with the members reviewing 
and enhancing the committee’s charge, 
guiding principles, and annual goals. An an-
nual budget is prepared by the committee 
cochairs and presented to the provost and 
dean of libraries for approval.

COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES
Throughout the implementation process, 
the provost’s office, libraries, and committee 
members have relied on a variety of com-
munication strategies to strengthen aware-
ness and involvement across all Miami 
campuses. As a starting point, two websites 
have been created:

an AOER LibGuide,2 which is housed on 
the libraries’ website and used as a clearing- 
house for general AOER information, con-
tacts within the libraries, and discipline-spe-
cific AOER resources; and (2) a summary of 
AOER initiatives that resides on the provost’s 
web- site.3 These websites are reviewed and 
updated each academic semester or term.

Public presentations at a wide variety of 
forums such as University Senate meetings, 
pro- vosts’ and deans’ retreats, academic ad-
ministrators’ breakfasts, and faculty and stu-
dent li- brary advisory group meetings have 
been immensely helpful, especially in the 
initial stages of planning. The annual celebra-
tion of Open Access Week sponsored by the 
libraries has also been an excellent means 
of OER outreach. In 2017, OA Week activities 
included a panel discussion by several of the 
faculty who applied for and received awards 
to implement AOER in some form in their 
classrooms. The resulting discussion was not 
only inspiring, but provided the beginning 
stages of feedback on best practices in using 
AOER in the classroom.

With the creation of the larger AOERC 
has come a proactive and targeted effort to 
reach faculty. The Associate Provost contacts 
each department chair annually to request 
a short (5–10 minute) slot at a department 
meeting during the academic year. One or 
two com- mittee representatives attend 
the faculty meeting, review a short list of 
talking points cre- ated by the AOERC, and 
disseminate a one-page informational 
handout. Knowing that faculty often have 
concerns about the availability of qual-
ity OER in their field, which can impede 
adoption (Allen and Seaman, 2014; Belikov 
and Bodily, 2016), the libraries have also 
acquired and cataloged print copies of all 
of the OpenStax textbooks4 currently avail- 
able, and committee representatives often 
share an example of an OER in the depart-
ment’s discipline at these faculty meetings. 
Seeing an OER in tangible form seems to 
assure even the most skeptical faculty 
that OER can provide quality textbooks 
and course materials for their discipline. 
Additionally, because the associate provost 
reviews all curricular proposals, she reaches 
out to faculty proposers, inviting them to 
consider AOER as they are designing a new 
program or course.

SUPPORT PROGRAMS AND SERVICES
With the full support of the provost and 
dean of libraries, the AOERC has developed 
and implemented the following programs 
and services related to AOER.

OER Initiatives
OER Explore. Based on a model developed by 
the Open Textbook Network, the OER Ex- plore 
workshop is intended to help faculty better 
understand textbook affordability issues and 
possible solutions for addressing them. During 
this two-hour workshop, faculty learn about 
how the cost of textbooks can negatively im-
pact student learning, are introduced  to the 
concept of OER, and participate in hands-on 
activities using OER textbooks. The work-

shop concludes with an overview of Miami 
University’s OER and Affordable Learning grant 

programs. After faculty write and publish 
a review of an OER textbook in their field, 
they receive a modest stipend.

OER Adopt. This selective grant pro-
gram supports faculty in replacing their 

commercial textbook with an OER. Faculty 
submit an application; those selected must 
complete a three-phase program and re-
ceive professional development funds when 
each phase is suc- cessfully completed.

Phase one
• The faculty member teaches the course 

using a commercial textbook and re-
quired learning materials.

• Assessment is performed to gauge the 
impact of the traditional textbooks and 
other required materials on student 
learning and course outcomes.

• In collaboration with their subject librar-
ian and the coordinator of scholarly com-
munication, the faculty member selects 
and prepares OER materials to be used in 
teaching future sections of the course.

Phase two
• The faculty member teaches the course 

using the selected OER materials.
• Assessment is performed to gauge the 

impact of the OER textbook and other 
newly selected learning materials on stu-
dent learning and course outcomes.

Phase three
• The faculty member makes necessary 

revisions to the OER text and learning ma-
terials based on previous assessment.

• The faculty member uploads any OER 
created or modified in the course to the 
OER Collection in Miami’s institutional 
repository, the Scholarly Commons.

• The faculty member writes a report evalu-
ating the impact of the OER on the course 
outcomes and student learning, and on 
student and faculty satisfaction as well as 
plans for future use.

• The final report is shared with the AOERC 
as well as colleagues within their depart-
ment and peers in the profession.

OER Create. Launching in the fall of 2019, 
this grant program supports faculty who wish 
to write and publish their own OER textbook 
and learning materials. As an incentive to do 
so, Miami University provides faculty signifi-
cant professional development funds (e.g., 
$2,000–$5000, depending on the level of 
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need) as well guidance and support for pub-
lish- ing the OER (e.g., editorial services, layout, 
and electronic publishing). To accomplish this, 
the university agreed to be an inaugural part-
ner (with nine other higher-education institu- 
tions) in the OTN Publishing Cooperative.5 OER 
developed as part of this grant program will 
be published to the OER Collection in Miami’s 
institutional repository and in the Open Text-
book Library (OTL).

AFFORDABLE TEXT RESOURCES
Realizing that OER are not a solution for every 
course (some fields lack high-quality OER, and 
at this point, some faculty are not comfortable 
with technology), the committee gener- ated 
two other grant initiatives designed to address 
student costs in higher education.

Course Pack Consultation Service (CPCS). 
Similar to the one used at the University 
of To- ronto (Cancilla, Glushko, Orfano, & 
Slaght, 2016), this service allows faculty to 
reduce or eliminate the costs associated 
with commercially produced course packs. 
To be eligible for this program, faculty must 
currently be using a readings-based course 
pack (e.g., one that contains articles and 
book chapters) that students are required to 
purchase and must agree to use the univer-
sity’s learning management system (LMS) 
to make readings accessible to students 
in subsequent semesters. Applications are 
considered on a rolling basis during the 
academic year, and processing priority is 
based on the number of students in the 
course, the cost of the course pack, and how 
frequently the course is taught.

In the consultation, the coordinator of 
scholarly communication reviews the list of 
materi- als included in the course pack to de-
termine which readings can be made freely 
available to students through the library’s 
purchased electronic collections (eBooks and 
electronic articles) or through other freely 
and legally accessible online outlets (e.g., 
linking to archival materials on state histori-
cal society websites). Links to these works 
are posted to a page in the instructor’s LMS 
course site for students to access.

For those readings that are not available 
digitally, a fair use assessment is performed 
by the scholarly communication coordina-
tor (as part of the service) to determine 
whether a copy of the work can be made 
available to students utilizing exceptions 
found in US copyright law (e.g., the fair use 
exception, found in Section 107 of Title 17, 
United States Code). If it is determined that 
providing a copy of the reading falls within 

the scope of one of the excep- tions, a copy 
of the work is posted to the instructor’s 
LMS course site. For those readings that fall 
outside the scope of the exceptions, permis-
sion is sought from the rightsholder to 
reuse the work as part of course instruction, 
or the library liaison works with the faculty 
member to find a comparable resource in 
the library’s electronic collections that can 
be used. Faculty participat- ing in the CPCS 
are awarded modest professional develop-
ment funds after the consultation.

Alternate Textbook Service. The Alternate 
Textbook Service, or ATS, involves a col-
laboration between the course instructor, 
subject library liaison, and the coordinator 
of scholarly commu- nication to replace the 
instructor’s commercial textbook with an 
“alternate” textbook composed of resources 
pulled from the library’s electronic collec-
tions, online legal resources, and read- ing 
selections made available in compliance 
with US copyright law. Not only is this 
alternate textbook made freely available to 
students, but this collaboration between li-
brarian and faculty also promotes the use of 
library resources and draws attention to the 
diversity of the libraries’ collections. Faculty 

apply for this grant program with a simple 
online form, and those selected are provided 
with modest professional development 
funds. Table 1 summarizes the initiatives 
and implementation timeline:

One of the major benefits of featuring 
multiple AOER programs is that it offers 
oppor- tunities for a wider range of fac-
ulty, who have varying needs and levels of 
experience and comfort with AOER. However, 
managing so many programs can also be 
daunting. With five separate initiatives being 
implemented over the course of two years, 
the AOERC worried about the difficulty of 
keeping track of the participants as well as 
other important data (OER usage, cost sav-
ings, number of faculty involved). To address 
this concern, the com- mittee designed and 
developed a “project site” within our LMS.

As faculty are awarded grants or agree 
to participate in various programs, they are 
added to the project site. There they can find 
additional information and resources on OER, 
submit information about their use of tradi-
tional textbooks and OER or other affordable 
options, track their progress through various 
phases of the grants and programs, and 
submit final reports and reflections.

Table 1. Grant Program 
Implementation Timeline

Initiative Description Cost Implementation

OER
Explore

Two-hour introductory workshop for 
faculty followed by review of an OER in the 
faculty member’s field

$200 upon comple-
tion of the review

Year 1

OER Adopt A three-part grant program where a 
faculty uses and assesses a traditional, 
commercial text; identifies and adopts an 
OER and assesses it; and presents find-
ings to colleagues on the OER adop- tion 
experience

$1,000 in profes-
sional develop-
ment funds for 
completion of each 
part

Year 2

OER Create Professional development funds, services, 
and support offered to a faculty to develop 
a new OER

$5,000 in profes-
sional develop-
ment funds

Year 4

Course Pack 
Consultation 
Service

Service for faculty to identify options 
for making readings in a commercially 
produced course pack that is freely avail-
able via linking to resources the library has 
licensed or that are made freely and legally 
available online, by utilizing exceptions 
found in US copyright law, by seeking 
permis- sion to use the work, or by finding 
a comparable licensed work in the library’s 
online collections.

$200 Year 2

Alt Textbook One-time amount for working with librar-
ians to identify educational resources that 
students can be accessed for free (through 
the library) and can serve as a substitute 
for a textbook.

$500–750 in 
professional de-
velopment funds; 
amount depends 
on the level of com-
plexity of the text

Year 3
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ASSESSMENT
To ensure that OER use is effective and to 
convince skeptical faculty of their value, 
the AO- ERC decided to require 
recipients of the OER Adopt 
program to assess whether the 
OER impacts student learn-
ing and their experience in 
the course, either positively or 
negatively. For this assessment 
requirement, faculty are encouraged 
to compare student performance on the 
same test or assignment when they teach 
the course using a traditional text and when 
using the adopted OER. Additionally, they are 
required to complete a Small Group Instruc-
tional Diagnosis (SGID) when they teach the 
course using the traditional text and again 
when teaching it with the OER and to include 
a reflection on their experience teach- ing 
with the OER in their final report.

The Small Group Instructional Diagno-
sis (SGID) is a common student perception 
assess- ment tool developed by Clark and 
Redmond (1982). SGIDs are utilized often in 
higher education to help faculty understand 
student learning perceptions and prefer-
ences so they can enact immediate change 
based upon the results.

The SGID was chosen to assess OER qual-
ity because, similar to a focus group, it allows 
for follow-up questions so that the facilitator 
better understands the advantages and chal-
lenges of OER utilized in the classroom. The 
‘return rate’ is also considerably higher than 
other tools such as surveys, as the technique 
is usually completed in the classroom during 
class time. As a low-stakes method, faculty 
buy-in is high. Finally, since SGID is a com-
monly used technique on Miami’s campus al-
ready, most faculty and students understand 
its value. To advance our goals, we modified 
the standard SGID protocol slightly to include 
a specific question related to course texts 
and materials (see question 3 in the discus-
sion that follows).

After being accepted into the OER Adopt 
program, the faculty member arranges for 
the SGID to be conducted in the course 
where a traditional textbook is utilized. In 
a later se- mester or term when the OER 
is first adopted by the faculty member 
teaching the same course, another SGID 
is conducted. The SGID occurs around the 
midterm of the semester so that students 
have had enough time to develop informed 
opinions on the quality of the course text 
and the quality of teaching in the class-
room. Before the SGID occurs, the facili- 

tator meets with the instructor to discuss 
the method and the prompts to be asked 
during the session.

For in-person courses, 25 minutes of the 
class is typically allotted for the SGID. The 
in- structor is not present during the SGID. 
Students are divided into groups of two to 
three, and presented with a worksheet of 
prompts that focus on the quality of teach-
ing and the quality of the course text:
1. What does your group see as the two or 

three most important concepts for you to 
learn in this course?

2. Please list any strengths/suggestions for 
improvement regarding the professor’s 
teaching style or course design that have 
helped you effectively learn. Consider 
these elements of the class:
• Course Content
• Course Materials/Readings
• Organization of the Course
• Methods of Instruction
• Evaluation of Student Learning
• Style of Instruction

3. Please list the ways in which the textbook 
has or has not been helpful to your learn-
ing: you may wish to consider content, 
organization, clarity, ease of use, quality, 
availability, and cost.

4. What are you doing or what could you 
be doing to improve your learning in this 
course? List two or three items.

Groups discuss each prompt for ap-
proximately three to four minutes, and then 
report to the facilitator. The facilitator asks 
clarification and follow-up questions, if 
necessary. The fa- cilitator also attempts to 
determine priorities (i.e., what is the great-
est strength of the OER) and (if possible) the 
consensus view of the group. Each prompt 
is discussed individually, and the facilitator 
ensures that the feedback of the group is re-
corded appropriately. Work-sheets (one per 
group) are also collected to confirm the find-
ings of the conversation, and to determine 

whether any trends are evident that were 
not discussed in person.

The SGID for an online course is di-
vided into two sections, each occurring 
asynchronous of class. For step one, 
students are individually presented 
with all four prompts, and provided a 

week to enter feedback. After the week 
is complete, the facilitator examines 

the data for overall trends. Major trends 
are formed into statements, and students 
are provided a Likert scale to indicate their 
agreement with each trend statement. Stu-
dents are provided a week to complete this 
second step of the SGID.

For both types of SGIDs, the facilitator 
drafts a report that provides a summary of 
the con- versation and the overall trends 
of the conversation. To protect anonym-
ity of the students, individual results are 
not shared with the instructor. After the 
report is drafted, the facili- tator and course 
instructor discuss the results and any next 
steps that might be needed to address re-
port suggestions. Results for each academic 
year are compiled and shared with the AO-
ERC. In this report, suggestions are included 
on how they can improve OER program 
structure and/or training to address SGID 
results throughout the year.

OTHER EFFORTS TO ADVANCE AFFORDABLE 
AND OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
The members of the AOERC have expressed 
the concern that the committee should not 
be viewed as the sole promoter of OER and 
affordable resources. To address this issue, 
committee members have partnered with 
other Miami leaders to embed the promotion  
of AOER into existing university programs 
and initiatives. Examples of engagements 
with other leaders include the following:
• Working with the Center for Teaching 

Excellence to incorporate information on 
AOER support programs at new faculty 
orientation and other on-campus teach-
ing-related conferences and symposiums;

• Encouraging the instructional design 
team in our e-learning office to facilitate 
discussions on these issues as part of 
Miami’s e-Learning faculty workshops;

• Partnering with Miami’s IT services de-
partment to promote the use of student 
technology fee funds to help support the 
creation of unconventional OER (e.g., a 
module-based learning tool) and supple-
mentary materials that enhance the way 
in which students learn and engage with 
OER;
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• Working with Miami’s 
student disability services 
to help ensure that the 
AOER being used on 
campus are fully accessible 
for students who have visual or 
hearing impairments or other dis-
abilities;

• Reaching out to the university regis-
trar’s office to include a question relating 
to affordable course texts and materials 
in all curricular proposal forms.

RECOGNITION
Researchers have noted that motivating 
faculty to adopt AOER can be a significant 
chal- lenge (Taylor & Taylor, 2018; Allen and 
Seaman, 2016). To address this challenge 
and advance our committee’s guiding prin-
ciple of preferring incentives over directives, 
we have also worked to institute a number 
of inducements and forms of recognition to 
promote af- fordability in course texts.

For example, the university’s textbook 
policy was revised to include a paragraph 
that explic- itly encourages faculty to con-
sider textbook affordability when selecting 
a textbook:

The selection and adoption of text-
books and/or course materials are an 
academic departmental responsibility. 
Academic departments are encouraged to 
adopt the most appropriate and highest 
quality textbook for presenting course 
content and accomplishing course objec-
tives. However, to maintain our goal of 
higher education access and affordability 
for our students and to comply with the 
Ohio Department of Higher Education 
statutory requirements, academic depart-
ments are also encouraged to take into 
consideration the cost and expense of 
the textbook and other materials for the 
student taking the course when making 
adoption decisions.

Additionally, the university’s policy that 
requires multiple levels of approval for 
faculty wishing to teach courses that use a 
textbook they have authored was altered to 
eliminate any approvals for faculty teaching 
an OER which they authored.

Second, to ensure that department 
chairs, deans, and personnel committees 
recognize the efforts of faculty to incorpo-
rate affordable texts into their courses, the 
AOERC created a proposal for revising the 
annual report and dossier format to include 

a specific mention of open and affordable 
educational resources under the category 
relating to innovative teach- ing materi-
als. The language was revised to include 
adoption or creation of OER as evidence of 
teaching effectiveness.

Third, Miami University’s AOERC part-
nered with the leadership of our student 
govern- ment to develop an annual award 
(modeled after a similar award at Texas 
A&M University) to be given to a continu-
ing faculty member on any campus who 
demonstrates compelling and significant 
impact in areas related to affordable and 
open educational resources. Win- ners of 
the award demonstrate one or more of the 
following practices:
• adopting or adapting free course texts;
• providing free electronic notes or text-

book alternatives;
• using or incorporating free educational 

resources or materials in classes;
• creating open educational resources;
• publicly sharing research, works, projects, 

or other educational resources on Miami 
University’s institutional repository, 
Scholarly Commons, or other scholarly 
repository; or

• championing the goal of making use of 
free and affordable educational resources 
beyond the faculty member’s own 
classroom (e.g., through presentations, 
publications, or coordinating use of an 
OER across multiple courses or sections of 
courses).

Student government leaders recognize 
the winner at a major faculty awards ban-
quet held in the spring semester. In spring 
2018, Andrew Paluch, assistant professor of 
chemical, paper, and biomedical engineer-
ing, was named Miami’s first Affordable 
Education Leader Award winner. Dr. Paluch 
created an open textbook for his course on 
chemical and bioengineering computation 
and statistics. In the SGID for the course, 
students expressed appreciation for the 

dynamic nature of the book, which could be 
revised by the instructor often during the 
semester based on students’ questions and 

performance on tests. They noted that 
example problems actually applied to 

homework and projects, and they ap-
plauded the free cost, ease of access, 
consistent layout, and clear organiza-

tion, as well as the ability to use the 
textbook as a future resource.

NEXT STEPS
Because most of these initiatives are less 
than two years old, significant assessment 
find- ings are not yet possible. However, 
preliminary data is promising. To date, 72 
faculty have attended an OER Explore Work-
shop and completed a review of an OER in 
their field. Through the OER- Adopt Program, 
faculty are now testing OER in multiple 
courses in- cluding introduction to psychol-
ogy, general chemistry, art history, Spanish 
language, Latin American studies, chemi-
cal engineering, social psychology, world 
History, English as a Sec- ond Language, and 
introductory science education. Although 
only a few have completed the SGID assess-
ment when teaching the course with the 
OER, thus far, the students’ per- ception of 
the OER has generally been positive. Not 
only do students appreciate the af- fordabil-
ity of OER, they also appreciate the ease in 
availability. Similar to a traditional textbook, 
students have noted that OER work best 
when fully integrated with class content 
and activities. The other programs are still 
too new to have yielded any meaningful 
results.

When working with faculty, we have 
found the following benefits of OER and 
other afford- able text options. They can
• provide greater access to learning;
• be easily scaled (once developed) since 

they are of little or no cost;
• be altered and improved easily through 

direct editing by users or through solicita-
tion and incorporation of user feedback;

• be less costly for students;
• be quickly circulated and thus have the 

potential to be more relevant and timely; 
and

• showcase the expertise of faculty when 
they create their own materials.

Although there are many important 
benefits, we have also experienced some 
challenges that must be recognized and ad-
dressed in the future, such as
• quality control issues, since not all OERs 
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may be carefully reviewed and vetted;
• language or cultural barriers, particularly 

for non-native English language speakers;
• technology issues, particularly if students 

have slow or no internet connectivity, or 
the faculty member wants to create inter-
active open educational resources;

• changes in pedagogy, particularly if the 
faculty member adopting the OER typi-
cally does not allow computers and smart 
phones in the classroom; and

• intellectual property and copyright con-
cerns.

Fortunately, we believe these challenges 
are surmountable with careful and purpose-
ful plan- ning, trial and error, and creative 
problem-solving. Although we are fortunate 
to have se- cured funding from the dean of 
libraries and the provost to support our pro-
grams, most of our efforts need little to no 
funding. And many faculty are committed 
to this effort because of their belief in the 
value of affordable higher education.

Not only are college tuition rates con-
tinuing to climb, but students are also hav-
ing to pay unjustifiably high amounts for 
college textbooks. By eliminating or reduc-
ing the cost of textbooks, we help individual 
students attain college degrees and, by do-
ing so, we take a small but important step 
toward advancing the economic and social 
health of the country. As noted by Heller 
and Gaede (2006, p. 4), because they help to 
revitalize the public sphere of learning and 
advance greater access to higher education, 
open educational resource ma- terials serve 
a “vital public and social good.” n

Copyright © 2019 Jennifer Bazeley, 
Carolyn Haynes, Carla S. Myers, Eric Resnis.  
This open access article is distributed under 
a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License 
(https:// creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/). Originally published in Journal of 
Librarianship and Scholarly Communication, 
7(General Issue). https://jlsc-pub.org/ar-
ticles/abstract/10.7710/2162-3309.2259/

ABOUT THE  AUTHORS: Jennifer Baze-
ley is Coordinator of Collection Access & 
Acquisitions at Miami University. Carolyn 
Haynes is Associate Provost and Professor of 
English at Miami University, Carla S. Myers 
is Coordinator of Scholarly Communica-
tions at Miami University, and Eric Resnis is 
Organizational Effectiveness Coordinator at 
Miami University.

REFERENCES:
Allen, I., & Seaman, J. (2014). Opening the curricu-

lum: Open educational resources in U.S. Higher 
Education, 2014. Retrieved from https://www.
onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingth-
ecurriculum2014.pdf

Allen, I., & Seaman, J. (2016). Opening the 
textbook: Educational resources in U.S. higher 
education, 2015– 2016. Retrieved from https://
www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/open-
ingthetextbook2016.pdf

Andrade, A., Ehlers, U. D., Caine, A., Carneiro, R. 
Conole, G., Kairamo, A. K., . . . & Holmberg, 
C. (2011). Beyond OER: Shifting focus from 
resources to practices. Retrieved from https://
oerknowledgecloud.org/sites/oerknowledge-
cloud.org/files/OPAL2011.pdf

Bazeley, J. W., Waller, J., & Resnis, E. (2014). Engag-
ing faculty in scholarly communication change: 
A learning community approach. Journal of 
Librarianship and Scholarly Communication, 
2(3), p. eP1129. https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-
3309.1129

Belikov, O. M., & Bodily, R. (2016, July–Septem-
ber). Incentives and barriers to OER adoption: 
A qualitative analysis of faculty perceptions. 
Open Praxis, 8(3), 235–246. https://doi.
org/10.5944/openpraxis.8.3.308

Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016, August 30). Col-
lege tuition and fees increase 63 percent since 
January 2006 [Web blog]. Economics Daily. 
Retrieved from https://www.bls.gov/opub/
ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-
63-percent-since-january-2006.htm

Cancilla, N., Glushko, B. Orfano, S., & Slaght, G. 
(2016). Engaging faculty and reducing costs by 
leveraging collections: A pilot project to reduce 
course pack use. Journal of Librarianship and 
Scholarly Communication, 4, p.eP2137. https://
doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.2137

Clark, D. J., & Redmond, M. V. (1982). Small group 
instructional diagnosis: Final report. Received 
from: https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED217954

Clark, K. (2016, October 26). College prices hit 
new record highs in 2016. Time. Retrieved from 
http:// time.com/money/4543839/college-
costs-record-2016/

College Board Trade Group. (2017, October). 
Average estimated undergraduate budgets, 
2017–2018. Trends in College Pricing. Retrieved 
from: https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-
pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-
undergraduate-budgets-2017-18

Cox, M. D. (2004). Introduction to faculty learning 
communities. New Directions for Teaching and 
Learning, 97, 5–23.

Downes, S. (2007). Models for sustainable open 
educational resources. Interdisciplinary Journal 
of Knowledge and Learning Objects, 3, 29–44. 
Retrieved from http://www.ijklo.org/Volume3/
IJKLOv3p029-044Downes.pdf

Edwards, M. M. (2015, October 1). Colleges should 
save money, cut students’ costs, study says. 
Columbus Dispatch. Retrieved from http://
www.dispatch.com/content/stories/lo-
cal/2015/10/01/College_affordability_study.
html

Friesen, N. (2009). Open educational resources: 
New possibilities for change and sustainabil-
ity. International Review of Research in Open 
and Distributed Learning, 10(5). https://doi.

org/10.19173/irrodl.v10i5.664
Heller, M., & Gaede, F. Measuring altruistic 

impact: A model for understanding the social 
justice of open access. Journal of Librarian-
ship and Scholarly Communication. 4, eP2132. 
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.2132

Higher Education Compact. (2016, August). 
College affordability in Ohio. https://doi.
org/10.18411/d-2016-154

Lashley, J., Cummings-Sauls, R., Bennett, A. B., & 
Lindshield, B. L. (2017). Cultivating textbook 
alternatives from the ground up: One public 
university’s sustainable model for open and 
alternative educational resource prolifera-
tion. International Review of Research in Open 
and Distributed Learning, 18(4). https://doi.
org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i4.3010

McKerlich, R., Ives, C., & McGreal, R. (2013). Mea-
suring use and creation of open educational 
resources in higher education. International 
Review of Research in Open and Distance Learn-
ing, 14(1), 90–102. https:// doi.org/10.19173/
irrodl.v14i4.1573

Mishra, S. (2017). Promoting use and contribu-
tion of open educational resources. New Delhi: 
Commonwealth Educational Media Centre 
for Asia. Retrieved from http://oasis.col.org/
handle/11599/2659

Popken, B. (2015, August 6). College textbook 
prices have risen 1,041 percent since 1977. NBC 
News. https://doi.org/10.1787/888933911269

Taylor, C., & Taylor, M. W. (2018, Summer). I’m 
never doing this again!: Identifying and solv-
ing faculty challenges in adoption of open 
education resources. Online Journal of Distance 
Learning Administration, XXXI (2). Retrieved 
from https://www.westga.edu/~distance/
ojdla/summer212/taylor_taylor_212.html

Texas A&M University Libraries. (n.d.). Open 
educational materials awards. Retrieved from 
http://library.tamu.edu/services/scholarly_
communication/open_ed_awards.html

Waller, J. W., Bazeley, J, W., Abbitt, J., Bulanda, R., 
Cochrane, B., Dahlman, C., & Vamosi, B. (2015, 
September 9). Open educational resources 
and their implementation at Miami University. 
Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/2374.
MIA/5285

Wiley, D., Williams, L. Demarte, D. & Hilton, J. 
(2016). The tidewater z-degree and the INTRO 
model for sustaining OER adoption. Education 
Policy Analysis Archives, 23(41). https://doi.
org/10.14507/ epaa.24.1828

FOOTNOTES:
1   For more information on the Open Textbook 

Network, see https://research.cehd.umn.edu/
otn/.

2  The LibGuide can be found at http://libguides.
lib.miamioh.edu/OER.

3  The Provost’s web page can be accessed at 
https://miamioh.edu/academic-affairs/teach-
ing/open-educ-res/index.html.

4  For more information on OpenStax, see https://
openstax.org/subjects.

5  For more information about the OTN Publish-
ing Cooperative, see http://research.cehd.umn.
edu/otn/open-textbook-network-launches-
the-publishing-cooperative-to-support-open-
education-expansion/.

https://jlsc-pub.org/articles/abstract/10.7710/2162-3309.2259/
https://jlsc-pub.org/articles/abstract/10.7710/2162-3309.2259/
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthetextbook2016.pdf
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthetextbook2016.pdf
https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthetextbook2016.pdf
https://oerknowledgecloud.org/sites/oerknowledgecloud.org/files/OPAL2011.pdf
https://oerknowledgecloud.org/sites/oerknowledgecloud.org/files/OPAL2011.pdf
https://oerknowledgecloud.org/sites/oerknowledgecloud.org/files/OPAL2011.pdf
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.1129
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.1129
https://doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.8.3.308
https://doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.8.3.308
https://doi.org/10.5944/openpraxis.8.3.308
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-63-percent-since-january-2006.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-63-percent-since-january-2006.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-63-percent-since-january-2006.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/college-tuition-and-fees-increase-63-percent-since-january-2006.htm
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.2137
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.2137
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED217954
http://time.com/money/4543839/college-costs-record-2016/
http://time.com/money/4543839/college-costs-record-2016/
http://time.com/money/4543839/college-costs-record-2016/
https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2017-18
https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2017-18
https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2017-18
https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets-2017-18
http://www.ijklo.org/Volume3/IJKLOv3p029-044Downes.pdf
http://www.ijklo.org/Volume3/IJKLOv3p029-044Downes.pdf
http://www.ijklo.org/Volume3/IJKLOv3p029-044Downes.pdf
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2015/10/01/College_affordability_study.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2015/10/01/College_affordability_study.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2015/10/01/College_affordability_study.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2015/10/01/College_affordability_study.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2015/10/01/College_affordability_study.html
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v10i5.664
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v10i5.664
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v10i5.664
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.2132
https://doi.org/10.7710/2162-3309.2132
https://doi.org/10.18411/d-2016-154
https://doi.org/10.18411/d-2016-154
https://doi.org/10.18411/d-2016-154
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i4.3010
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i4.3010
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v14i4.1573
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v14i4.1573
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v14i4.1573
http://oasis.col.org/handle/11599/2659
http://oasis.col.org/handle/11599/2659
https://doi.org/10.1787/888933911269
https://www.westga.edu/%7Edistance/ojdla/summer212/taylor_taylor_212.html
https://www.westga.edu/%7Edistance/ojdla/summer212/taylor_taylor_212.html
http://library.tamu.edu/services/scholarly_communication/open_ed_awards.html
http://library.tamu.edu/services/scholarly_communication/open_ed_awards.html
http://library.tamu.edu/services/scholarly_communication/open_ed_awards.html
http://hdl.handle.net/2374.MIA/5285
http://hdl.handle.net/2374.MIA/5285
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.24.1828
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.24.1828
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.24.1828
https://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/
https://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/
http://libguides.lib.miamioh.edu/OER
http://libguides.lib.miamioh.edu/OER
https://miamioh.edu/academic-affairs/teaching/open-educ-res/index.html
https://miamioh.edu/academic-affairs/teaching/open-educ-res/index.html
https://openstax.org/subjects
https://openstax.org/subjects
http://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/open-textbook-network-launches-the-publishing-cooperative-to-support-open-education-expansion/
http://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/open-textbook-network-launches-the-publishing-cooperative-to-support-open-education-expansion/
http://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/open-textbook-network-launches-the-publishing-cooperative-to-support-open-education-expansion/
http://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/open-textbook-network-launches-the-publishing-cooperative-to-support-open-education-expansion/
http://research.cehd.umn.edu/otn/open-textbook-network-launches-the-publishing-cooperative-to-support-open-education-expansion/


Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019 <9> 

BY JAMIE LARUE

Back in 2008, a library patron challenged 
(urged a reconsideration of the owner-

ship or placement of) a book called “Uncle 
Bobby’s Wedding.” Honestly, I hadn’t even 
heard of it until that complaint. But I 
did read the book, and responded to the 
patron, who challenged the item through 
email and requested that I respond online 
(not via snail-mail) about her concerns.

So I offer my response, purging the 
patron’s name, for other librarians: 
 
June 27, 2008 
 
Dear Ms. Patron: 
 
 Thank you for working with my assistant 
to allow me to fit your concerns about “Uncle 
Bobby’s Wedding,” by Sarah S. Brannen, into 
our “reconsideration” process. I have been 
assured that you have received and viewed 
our relevant policies: the Library Bill of Rights, 
the Freedom to Read, Free Access to Libraries 
for Minors, the Freedom to View, and our 
Reconsideration Policy. 
 The intent of providing all that isn’t just 
to occupy your time. It’s to demonstrate that 
our lay Board of Trustees –- which has 
reviewed and adopted these policies on 
behalf of our library -- has spent time 
thinking about the context in which the 
library operates, and thoughtfully considered 
the occasional discomfort (with our culture 
or constituents) that might result. There’s a 
lot to consider. 
 Here’s what I understand to be your 
concern, based on your writings. First, you 
believe that “the book is specifically designed 
to normalize gay marriage and is targeted 
toward the 2-7 year old age group.” Your 
second key concern is that you “find it 
inappropriate that this type of literature is 
available to this age group.” You cite your 
discussion with your daughter, and com-
mented, “This was not the type of conversa-

tion I thought I would be having with my 
seven year old in the nightly bedtime 
routine.” 
 Finally, you state your strong belief, first, 
“in America and the beliefs of our founding 
fathers,” and second, that “marriage is a 
covenant between a man and a woman as 
stated in the Webster’s dictionary and also in 
the Bible.” 
 You directed me to the SarahBrannen.
com site, which I also reviewed. I got a copy of 
“Uncle Bobby’s Wedding” today, and read it. I 
even hauled out my favorite Webster’s (the 
college edition, copyright 1960). 
 First, I think you’re right that the purpose 
of the book is to show a central event, the 
wedding of two male characters, as no big 
thing. The emotional center of the story, of 
course, is Chloe’s fear that she’s losing a 
favorite uncle to another relationship. That 
fear, I think, is real enough to be an issue for a 
lot of young children. But yes, Sarah Brannen 
clearly was trying to portray gay marriage as 
normal, as not nearly so important as the 
changing relationship between a young 
person and her favorite uncle. 
 Your second issue is a little trickier. You say 
that the book is inappropriate, and I infer 
that your reason is the topic itself: gay 

marriage. I think a lot of adults imagine that 
what defines a children’s book is the subject. 
But that’s not the case. Children’s books deal 
with anything and everything. There are 
children’s books about death (even suicide), 
adult alcoholism, family violence, and more. 
Even the most common fairy tales have their 
grim side: the father and stepmother of 
Hansel and Gretel, facing hunger and 
poverty, take the children into the woods, and 
abandon them to die! Little Red Riding Hood 
(in the original version, anyhow) was eaten 
by the wolf along with granny. There’s a 
fascinating book about this, by the bye, called 
“The Uses of Enchantment: the Meaning and 
Importance of Fairy Tales,” by psychologist 
Bruno Bettelheim. His thesis is that both the 
purpose and power of children’s literature is 
to help young people begin to make sense of 
the world. There is a lot out there that is 
confusing, or faintly threatening, and even 
dangerous in the world. Stories help children 
name their fears, understand them, work out 
strategies for dealing with life. In Hansel and 
Gretel, children learn that cleverness and 
mutual support might help you to escape 
bad situations. In Little Red Riding Hood, they 
learn not to talk to big bad strangers. Of 
course, not all children’s books deal with 
“difficult issues,” maybe not even most of 
them. But it’s not unusual. 
 So what defines a children’s book is the 
treatment, not the topic. “Uncle Bobby’s Wed-
ding” is 27-28 pages long (if you count the 
dedication page). Generally, there are about 
30 words per page, and each page is 
illustrated. The main character, and the key 
perspective, is that of a young girl. The book 
is published by G. P. Putnam’s Sons, “a division 
of Penguin Young Readers Group.” The 
Cataloging in Publication information (on 
the back side of the title page) shows that 
the catalogers of the Library of Congress 
identified it as an “E” book – easy or begin-
ning reader. Bottom line: It’s hard for me to 
see it as anything but a children’s book. 
 You suggested that the book could be 

Uncle Bobby’s 
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“placed in an area designating the subject 
matter,” or “labeled for parental guidance” by 
stating that “some material may be inappropri-
ate for young children.” I have two responses. 
First, we tried the “parenting collection” 
approach a couple of times in my history here. 
And here’s what we found: nobody uses them. 
They constitute a barrier to discovery and use. 
The books there – and some very fine ones -- just 
got lost. In the second case, I believe that every 
book in the children’s area, particularly in the 
area where usually the parent is reading the 
book aloud, involves parental guidance. The 
labeling issue is tricky, too: is the topic just homo-
sexuality? Where babies come from? Authority 
figures that can’t be trusted? Stepmothers who 
abandon their children to die? 
 Ultimately, such labels make up a 
governmental determination of the moral 
value of the story. It seems to me – as a 
father who has done a lot of reading to his 
kids over the years – that that kind of 
decision is up to the parents, not the library. 
Because here’s the truth of the matter: not 
every parent has the same value system. 
 You feel that a book about gay marriage is 
inappropriate for young children. But another 
book in our collection, “Daddy’s Roommate,” 
was requested by a mother whose husband left 
her, and their young son, for another man. She 
was looking for a way to begin talking about 
this with son. Another book, “Alfie’s Home,” was 
purchased at the request of another mother 
looking for a way to talk about the suspected 
homosexuality of her young son from a 
Christian perspective. There are gay parents in 
Douglas County, right now, who also pay taxes, 
and also look for materials to support their 
views. We don’t have very many books on this 
topic, but we do have a handful. 
 In short, most of the books we have are 
designed not to interfere with parents’ 
notions of how to raise their children, but to 
support them. But not every parent is looking 
for the same thing. 
 Your third point, about the founders’ 
vision of America, is something that has been 
a matter of keen interest to me most of my 

adult life. In fact, I even wrote a book about 
it, where I went back and read the founders’ 
early writings about the Constitution and the 
Bill of Rights. What a fascinating time to be 
alive! What astonishing minds! Here’s what I 
learned: our whole system of government 
was based on the idea that the purpose of 
the state was to preserve individual liberties, 
not to dictate them. The founders uniformly 
despised many practices in England that 
compromised matters of individual con-
science by restricting freedom of speech. 
Freedom of speech – the right to talk, write, 
publish, discuss – was so important to the 
founders that it was the first amendment to 
the Constitution – and without it, the 
Constitution never would have been ratified. 
 How then, can we claim that the 
founders would support the restriction of 
access to a book that really is just about an 
idea, to be accepted or rejected as you 
choose? What harm has this book done to 
anyone? Your seven year old told you, “Boys 
are not supposed to marry.” In other words, 
you have taught her your values, and those 
values have taken hold. That’s what parents 
are supposed to do, and clearly, exposure to 
this book, or several, doesn’t just overthrow 
that parental influence. It does, of course, 
provide evidence that not everybody agrees 
with each other; but that’s true, isn’t it? 
 The second part of your third point was 
your belief that marriage was between a 
man and a woman. My Webster’s actually 
gives several definitions of marriage: “1. the 
state of being married; relation between 
husband and wife...; 2. the act of marrying, 
wedding; 3. the rite or form used in marry-
ing; 4. any close or intimate union.” Defini-
tions 2-4, even as far back as 1960, could be 
stretched to include a wedding between two 
men. Word definitions change; legal rights 
change. In some parts of America, at least 
today (2008), gay marriage is legal. If it’s 
legal, then how could writing a book about it 
be inappropriate? 
 Finally, then, I conclude that “Uncle Bobby’s 
Wedding” is a children’s book, appropriately 

categorized and shelved in our children’s picture 
book area. I fully appreciate that you, and some 
of your friends, strongly disagree with its 
viewpoint. But if the library is doing its job, 
there are lots of books in our collection that 
people won’t agree with; there are certainly 
many that I object to. Library collections don’t 
imply endorsement; they imply access to the 
many different ideas of our culture, which is 
precisely our purpose in public life. 
 As noted in our policies, you do have the 
right to appeal my decision to the Board of 
Trustees. If you’d like to do that, let me know, 
and I can schedule a meeting. Meanwhile, I’m 
more than happy to discuss this further with 
you. I do appreciate many things: your 
obvious value of reading, your frank and 
loving relationship with your child, your 
willingness to raise issues of importance to 
you in the public square, and more. Thank 
you, very much, for taking the time to raise 
your concerns with me. Although I suspect 
you may not agree with my decision, I hope 
it’s clear that I’ve given it a great deal of 
thought, and believe it is in accordance with 
both our guiding principles, and those, 
incidentally, of the founders of our nation. 
 
Best wishes to you and your family,

James LaRue

Copyright © 2019 James LaRue
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JESSICA STRONG AND QUINN GALBRAITH

One of the pressing concerns for aca-
demic and research librarians is collec-

tion development, or choosing and purchas-
ing new books for the library. Librarians 
spend countless hours scanning through 
system-recommended book titles, trying to 
determine which ones the students will use 
and benefit from as academic resources. 
Do students look at book covers more than 
at content, for instance? Do they choose 
books based on five-star Amazon reviews? 
Do they prefer books with interesting titles 
or interesting descriptions? Every year we do 
our best to decide what will be most useful 
for students and their research needs.

Unfortunately, the statistics are not in our 
favor. According to a study done in our library 
in 2018,1 of the approximately 2.5 million 
books in our collection, only 52.2% have been 
used since 1998. This is not only the percent-
age of books that have been checked out, 
but includes how many times a student has 
taken a book off the shelf for in-house usage. 
In other words, since 1998, about 48 percent 
of books have never left the shelf.

These numbers don’t mean that our 
library isn’t taking steps to increase usage. 
In our university, a large percentage of books 
are filtered and bought through an approval 
plan, in which books are automatically 
purchased according to preselected criteria. 

Furthermore, patron driven acquisition 
(PDA) allows books to be purchased accord-
ing to patron demand. An often-used form 
of PDA consists of loading unowned e-book 
titles into the library catalog. When patrons 
click on an unowned e-book, they have full 
access to it, and the library is charged a fee. 
Typically, a few uses of a book triggers an 
automatic purchase. There are many varia-
tions of these models, and the good thing 
about them is that patron input makes it 
less likely that the book will sit unused. One 
study done in our library found that “patron-
driven acquisition models, when compared 
to traditional acquisition methods, lead the 
way in both use and cost-effectiveness.”2

While PDA models are generally benefi-
cial for e-book usage, they do not as clearly 
solve the problem for print books. In the 
end, a large percentage of all books are still 
being purchased based on the decision of a 
single librarian. The study referenced above 
suggests that librarians “do more   to solicit 
patron feedback and suggestions regarding 
how collections are built.”3

Because of such low book-usage, our 
goal was to solicit more patron feedback in 
order to increase the efficacy of our collec-
tions. After the automatic purchase list and 
PDA books are bought, a subject librar-
ian manually filters through hundreds of 
system-recommended titles and purchases 
the ones that he or she thinks would be 

most useful. These were the purchases we 
were worried about, the ones that weren’t 
getting any patron feedback at all, and the 
ones that we figured were contributing the 
most to such a low book usage rate.

CROWD THEORY
In order to better refine our purchases, we 
turned to crowd theory. Crowd theory is for-
mally discussed by James Surowiecki in his 
book The Wisdom of Crowds, which argues 
that a crowd of cognitively diverse people 
will consistently make better decisions 
than one or two experts.4 We figured that a 
crowd likewise could be beneficial in making 
book purchasing suggestions, especially a 
crowd of potential book users.

Surowiecki qualifies, “In many ... cases, 
there will be a few people who do better 
than the group. . . . But they will not be 
the same [people] each time. Over [many] 
experiments, the group’s performance will 
almost certainly be the best possible.”5 
Considering that each book purchase is a 
separate decision, and a single librarian po-
tentially makes hundreds of these decisions 
each year, we figured that crowd feedback 
could be implemented in developing the 
“best possible” library collection.

RECEIVING PATRON INPUT
To implement crowd theory, we decided to 
try something new. We started by creat-

Letting the readers 
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development
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ing a PowerPoint that included potential 
book purchases. Each slide had a picture 
of the cover of a book, the title, and a short 
description. We then invited students from 
each of three departments (Family Science, 
Sociology, and Social Work, respectively) to a 
meeting with pizza, where they could “help 
the library and choose books.”

The departments were divided into 
three rooms with a PowerPoint particular to 
the subject area. The students were given 
about 15 seconds to view each slide, as we 
thought this would parallel a student scan-
ning through books on a shelf or searching 
for them online.

We instructed the students to judge the 
books based on what they thought would be 
most useful for student needs and re- search 
in each department. Participants then rated 
the books on a scale of one to four based on 
if they thought we should buy the book.

The subject librarian also viewed the 
PowerPoint presentation and rated the 
books on the same scale. In this way we 
could compare what the students thought 
would be most beneficial with what the 
subject librarian thought would be best. 
Throughout the process we predicted that 
student opinion would differ from that of 
the librarian, and that the input of a crowd 
of patrons would help the librarian to 
choose books that would be better utilized. 

We continued the process twice more 
throughout the year, each time with new 
books for students to rate. The students 
themselves had no expertise in purchasing 
books for library collections, though many 
had used academic books for research in 
their respective fields. College students were 
gathered from all grade levels, including a 
few from different majors. Each was given a 
separate vote according to what books they 
felt would best sup- port the curriculum. 
According to crowd theory, multiple view-
points and cognitive abilities are preferable. 
And conveniently, many students seemed 
excited about the prospect of having a say 
in the library collection (if only because of 
the pizza). As we prepared to make final 
purchasing decisions, we averaged together 
student responses. The averages of the 
combined student ratings were then com- 
pared to the individual scores given by the 

librarian, allowing us to compare what the 
librarian would have bought versus what 
the students rated as important.

RESULTS
Although an individual librarian made the 
final purchasing decisions, student opin-
ion was weighted heavily. As Surowiecki 
explains, crowd theory “doesn’t mean that 
well-informed, sophisticated analysts are 
of no use in making good decisions. It does 
mean that however-well-informed and 
sophisticated an expert is, his advice and 
predictions should be pooled with those of 
others to get the most out of him.”6 Basical-
ly, subject librarians would most likely make 
good purchasing decisions on their own, but 
student input could help them make even 
better decisions. We were, in effect, trying to 
get “the most out of” our subject librarian.

As predicted, student input altered the 
librarian’s final decisions. We ended up buy-
ing a few books, according to very favorable 
student response, that the librarian had 
rated as “do not purchase.” We also ended 
up not buying certain books, based on nega-
tive student response, that the librarian had 
been inclined to buy.

Along these lines, another finding 
showed that the librarian rated books with 
interesting covers (here defined as having 
pictures of human faces) with a much great-
er preference than the students. This is likely 
because the librarian was trying to choose 
the books that he thought the students 
would be most interested in. We expected 
more students to choose books based on 
covers and were surprised to find that most 
were more interested in content. Clearly a 
librarian’s understanding of student prefer-
ences isn’t perfect, and student input can 
help a librarian to better under- stand their 
needs. What students want and what librar-
ians think students want turned out to be 
quite different matters altogether.

FINAL THOUGHTS
This student input-process was far from 
perfect. It should be noted that a librarian 
does not base his or her decisions solely on 
student usage, for instance. The subject 
librarian must also consider what resources 
would be beneficial to faculty members, a 

fact which most likely creates a gap between 
student and librarian preference. And while 
the student input seemed valuable, a future 
study would be necessary to determine if 
this input actually managed to increase the 
number of books used by students.

Despite all this, our process pointed out 
some important considerations for purchas-
ing books. As predicted, the opinion of the 
crowd differed from that of the subject 
librarian, and this input hopefully allowed 
him to make better purchasing decisions. 
While we still grant that a single librarian 
choosing books based on his or her opin-
ion is a valid method, we recommend that 
librarians consider implementing crowd 
theory principles to assist in book purchas-
ing decisions. In this manner a librarian 
could potentially purchase the books that 
are most wanted by the readers themselves, 
leading to more books being used. While li-
brarians are considered experts in their field, 
we believe that letting a crowd of potential 
readers have a say will lead to happier pa-
trons and a more usable collection. n
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BY ABIGAIL PHILLIPS, PH.D.

INTRODUCTION
Librarians are becoming more aware of the 
affective shift that influences a patron-
librarian interaction.1 During an interaction, 
librarians may employ empathy, kindness, 
and sympathy to fully understand and meet 
the needs of patrons.2 Empathy as a compe-
tency of librarianship is infrequently studied 
in the library and information science (LIS) 
literature. When researchers do discuss 
empathy, it often is interpreted as customer 
service, a by-product of the librarian-patron 
exchange.3 However, librarians are increas-
ingly promoting social services, including 
connecting patrons with mental health 
services, providing assistance services for 
homeless patrons, and hiring social workers 
as employees of the library.4

The social and community-driven role 
of librarians is becoming more apparent as 
librarians push the boundaries of librarian-
ship, providing services that previously have 
been ignored in scholarly literature. Working 
as a connector between patrons and needed 
services, librarians rely upon softer skills 
that they rarely are prepared for in master’s 
degree programs in Library and Information 
Studies.5 These softer skills include “curios-
ity, initiative, understanding, communica-
tion, [a] sense of professional responsibility, 
and the ability to overcome and deal with 
mistakes”—skills that are often discounted 
in a profession that instead tends to con-
centrate on information alone.6

This study focuses on rural school and 
public libraries and the support they cur-
rently provide and would like to provide for 
rural teens. Like urban and suburban librar-
ies, rural libraries are supportive, nurturing, 
and welcoming environments for young 
adults.7 In small rural communities, the pub-
lic library is one of the only safe places for 
young adults to hang out after school, on 
weekends, and during school breaks.8 This is 
equally true for school libraries.9 Although 
rural communities may appear safer than 
urban and suburban communities, rural 

young adults are not immune to problems 
like crime, drug use, and violence.10 Rural li-
braries function as a nurturing environment 
for young adults, a place where program-
ming, materials, and services are available 
that encourage healthy behaviors and com-
munity participation.11

Empathy can be seen as a core attribute 
of librarianship alongside an understand-
ing of information literacy, information 
behavior, and information access. Within 
the librarian-patron relationship, there is an 
emotional center that Kuhlthau’s Informa-
tion Search Process expresses and Mel-
lon’s discussions of library anxiety among 
college students highlights.12 In an everyday 
librarian reference encounter, there is an 
emotional undercurrent to the experience.13 
During this interaction, the patron appeals 
to the librarian in a moment of need. To 
help, a librarian employs not only back-
ground knowledge of information science 
but also “invisible” empathetic services.

In this article, I propose the term empa-
thetic services to refer to those “structured 
activities carried out one-on-one or in 
groups and everyday unstructured interac-
tions in which the role of the librarian is to 
provide social, emotional, and psychological 
support.”14 Akin to pastoral care in which 
educators provide individualized social and 
emotional support for students, empathetic 
services encompass those unseen, and often 

unacknowledged, services that a librarian 
provides patrons.15 While the concept of 
empathy within the setting of libraries is 
not novel, the explicit labeling of this service 
is new.16 By developing a consistent term 
for these services, more targeted research 
can be conducted into the applications of 
empathy in the library and a framework 
can be created to prepare pre-professional 
librarians for future interactions with young 
library patrons.17 As an integral part of the 
community, rural libraries offer teen patrons 
much more than traditional library services, 
often providing connections to local support 
services for teens in need or who are dealing 
with social and emotional stresses. This 
research is one attempt to draw attention to 
the need for additional study into empathy 
in the library, particularly in rural libraries.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This exploratory research proposed two 
research questions:

RQ1: What types of empathy and sup-
port do rural librarians provide rural 
teens?
RQ2: What empathy and support do 
rural librarians want to provide rural 
teens, beyond what they are currently 
providing?

LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review provides a broad 

Understanding 
Empathetic Services

» The Role of Empathy in Everyday Library Work
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overview of the major points of interest for 
this study. The research questions highlight 
an emphasis on rural librarians and rural 
youth. The introduction above lays the 
groundwork for empathy as a component 
of librarianship within all types of libraries. 
The following literature goes more in-depth 
regarding rural communities and libraries, 
social services and libraries, and empathy as 
a concept. By providing more detail about 
the areas, the research questions will be 
better understood and supported.

Rural Communities and Libraries
The U.S. Census Bureau defines rural as 
“places with fewer than 2,500 people.”18 
(Ratcliffe et al. 2006). For the Census Bureau, 
this includes “all population, housing, and 
territory not included within an urban area” 
along with rural subcategories such as rural 
adjacent, rural distant, and frontier.19 Anoth-
er definition comes from the Center for the 
Study of Rural Libraries, which defines rural 
“as a place with less than 25,000 people 
and is outside a metropolitan area.”20 The 
U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs’ Office of 
Rural Health provides one more definition: 
rural areas are “any non-urban or non-highly 
rural area.”21

Each of these definitions is rather 
unclear, essentially describing what rural 
communities are not rather than what they 
are. These definitions do not convey the 
shared sense of community experienced 
by rural citizens or how “tightly knit” these 
communities can be.22 Additionally, these 
definitions are not reflective of the harsh re-
alities that rural areas experience, including 
poverty, “mobility disadvantages,” isolation, 
and limited access to human services.23

Rural libraries and communities have 
been neglected in LIS literature, leaving 
much of the research focused on urban 
libraries and the patrons that these librar-
ies serve. However, rural libraries serve as 
strong hubs for their communities, encour-
aging local entrepreneurship, information 
literacy, and technology access.24 For rural 
youth, libraries may be one of the few avail-
able locations in which they can find infor-
mation about community-based resources 
(e.g., mental health facilities, pregnancy 
clinics). Using skills gained through profes-
sional experience, librarians reach out to 
youth through ways that set them apart 
from parents, teachers, and other com-
munity members. Lacking the authoritative 
position of parents and teachers, librarians 
are perceived by youth as individuals whom 

they can reach out to without judgment 
or criticism.25 Empathy toward teens is of 
particular interest as this age group is at an 
emotionally and psychological vulnerable 
time during which additional empathy is 
needed.26 Supportive relationships between 
librarians and young adults demonstrate 
the library’s ability and desire to provide 
youth with resources and information of a 
more personal nature.27

Social Services and Libraries
Recently, there has been a wealth of news 
articles revealing the structures that librar-
ies have developed to assist in the provi-
sion of social services within their com-
munities.28 In many cases, libraries work in 
conjunction with local community agencies 
to offer these services, combining librarians’ 
knowledge of information retrieval and ac-
cess with social agencies’ expertise of emo-
tional, psychological, and physical support.29 
As one example, in 2009 the San Francisco 
Public Library became the first library in 
the United States to employ a full-time 
social worker to help provide resources for 
homeless patrons.30 Since then, other public 
libraries including the Denver Public Library 
and the Washington, DC, Public Library have 
followed suit, hiring social workers and 
nurses to assist their communities’ home-
less residents.31

The majority of these social services 
focus on an adult population, leaving open 
the question of how libraries provide similar 
services to teens. Teens are frequent library 
users, with the space existing as a “third 
place” away from school and home where 
they can find a scene for intellectual, profes-
sional, and socio-emotional development.32 
There are scarce anecdotal reports of librar-
ies offering social services to teens, which 
suggests that they are currently overlooked 
as a vulnerable and in-need population.33 

Likewise, there is little scholarly research 
into best practices in social services and 
libraries across age groups. As librarians 
continue to examine their communities and 
what is needed to serve them, the neces-
sary provision of social services to youth will 
become even more apparent. Youth are not 
a one-size-fits-all group. Different services 
require and demand staff who can support 
these services. This is especially true in rural 
areas, where teens may feel limited by the 
resources and opportunities available to 
them or may not know that these resources 
and opportunities exist.34

Although some may question whether 
this type of work is the place of libraries 
to provide, Moxley and Abbas note that 
“libraries are often at the threshold of 
social change as reflected in the dynamic 
change in substantive information and its 
sources.”35 Libraries are not oblivious to the 
changing, and sometime tumultuous, world 
around them. During recent social move-
ments and events such as the Baltimore 
riots and the Ferguson crisis, libraries played 
a role in supporting the community by 
remaining open when other community or-
ganizations and services closed their doors. 
The Ferguson Public Library (MO) and the 
Enoch Pratt Free Library (MD) demonstrated 
their empathy and compassion toward their 
communities by continuing to offer a place 
of solace and understanding, along with 
current and up-to-date information and 
resources.36 These libraries are not alone 
in their innovative work. Libraries have a 
history of taking on social justice issues and 
empowering citizens to become champions 
for justice in their communities.37

Empathy
Librarians have long provided social, psy-
chological, and emotional support to both 
adult and youth patrons.38 Different terms 
and phrases used within LIS, psychology, 
education, and sociology literature describe 
this type of support. In LIS practitioner and 
scholarly literature, there has not been a 
reliably used term or label. Empathy, invis-
ible care, pastoral care, general “support,” 
affective dimensions of service, develop-
mental support, and “library as a safe space” 
are a few of the many terms given to this 
everyday support.39

While not explicitly called “empathy,” 
the empathetic role of librarians for youth 
is highlighted in Areas II and III of “Young 
Adults Deserve the Best: YALSA’s Compe-
tencies in Action.”40 Area II: Knowledge of 
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Client Group identifies the competency of 
“become familiar with the development 
needs of teens in order to provide the most 
appropriate resources and services” as one 
that teen librarians should possess.41 Area 
III: Communication, Marketing & Outreach 
recognizes several empathy-related compe-
tencies including:

Be an advocate for young adults and 
effectively promote the role of the library in 
serving young adults, demonstrating that the 
provision of services to this group can help 
young adults build assets, achieve success, 
and in turn, create a stronger community.42

Advocacy itself is an empathetic act, 
requiring that an individual enmesh them-
selves in the emotional and psychological 
experiences of those for whom the librarian 
is advocating. Without a deep understand-
ing of the circumstances and experiences 
of a group or individual, advocacy becomes 
a challenging task. Libraries and library orga-
nizations often discuss advocating for librar-
ies and librarianship; however, advocacy for 
patrons is an essential component of library 
work.43 {AU: OK? Or “component”?}

Unlike American LIS researchers, inter-
national LIS researchers have explored the 
role of empathy in public librarianship and 
libraries.44 In a review of public librarianship, 
exclusion, and empathy, Birdi, Wilson, and 
Tso study professional empathy as one tool 
to help combat social exclusion, improve 
community librarianship, and connect with 
patrons.45 Social inclusion has become 
an important aspect of library service in 
the United Kingdom as public “policy has 
shifted toward the social responsibility of 
(particularly publicly funded) services and 
facilities.” Empathy, defined as “the ability 
to see another person’s world through their 
eyes,” plays a critical role in the delivery of 
“socially inclusive services.” Birdi, Wilson, 
and Tso acknowledge the newness of this 
concept in librarianship and the need for 
further research of the practical application 
of empathy to library work.46

Subsequent articles by Birdi, Wilson, and 
Tso, Birdi and Wilson, Wilson and Birdi, and 
Miller and Wallis delve deeper into empathy 
in librarianship and possibilities for train-
ing library staff on empathy.47 Findings of a 
study by Birdi, Wilson, and Tso suggest that 
although training staff about empathy is 
difficult to accomplish due to “personality, 
belief systems and other individual char-
acteristics,” the development of empathic 

skills among staff can be fostered through 
the sharing of appropriate knowledge 
and information.48 Miller and Wallis apply 
relational agency theory as a framework for 
evaluating “empathetic social interaction” 
between librarians and patrons. The authors 
assert that empathy is an important char-
acteristic for information professionals to 
have, and they provide examples for when 
empathy is necessary, including while col-
laborating with other staff and patrons, pro-
viding quality customer services, developing 
trust, and during “information counseling 
or coaching.”49 As demonstrated through 
the research discussed above, although 
empathy is an unfamiliar concept within LIS, 
it supports much of the work that librarians 
already do on a daily basis.

RESEARCH DESIGN
Participants
One single-county school district and three 
public library systems in three separate 
counties of southwest Georgia served as 
sites for recruiting librarians. The partici-
pants (n = 7; three school librarians and four 
public librarians) were all above the age of 
eighteen, possessed or were in the process 
of obtaining an MLIS degree, worked full-
time in a library setting, and lived within the 
southwest Georgia area. While the school 
librarians worked with youth on a daily 
basis, the public librarians ranged in their 
engagement with youth. Two of the public 
librarians were children and youth librar-
ians, another was an assistant to a children 
and youth librarian, and the fourth was an 
assistant director who additionally served 
as her library system’s children and youth 
librarian until the position could be filled. 

Consent forms were distributed to the par-
ticipants, and a brief introductory session 
was held to introduce the process of the 
study, what participation would entail, and 
briefly explain the study’s goals. Once the 
consent forms were signed, the librarians’ 
participation began. Figure 1 provides the 
pseudonym, gender, librarian status, and 
age for each participant:

Figure 1. 
Librarian 
Participants

Margaret Female, High School Librarian, 48

Elizabeth Female, High School Librarian, 43

Kevin Male, Public Librarian, 25

Molly Female, Public Librarian, 36

Lisa Female, Public Librarian, 40

Jessica Female, Middle School Librar-

ian, 51

Ashley Female, Public Librarian, 37

METHOD
Two qualitative methods were used in this 
study: semi-structured interviews and 
structured autoethnography. The interview 
method is one of the most frequently used 
methods for data collection.50 In this study, 
the rural librarian participants took part in 
individually scheduled interviews during the 
summer of 2015. Librarian interviews lasted 
approximately sixty minutes. Each interview 
took place prior to the participant record-
ing and submitting his/her video autoeth-
nography. Prior to scheduling the librarian 
interviews, the researcher developed an 
interview script, allowing room for expand-
ing upon the questions.

Structured autoethnography falls under 
the umbrella of ethnographic research, 
but it is distinct from the more classical 
approaches such as participant and unob-
trusive observation.51 Autoethnography is 
often used by researchers to reflect upon 
their experiences during data collection and 
analysis.52 However, it can also be applied as 
a research method with participants beyond 
a researcher.53 For this study, autoethnogra-
phy served a dual purpose. In contrast to a 
formal interview, it allowed participants the 
opportunity to take time to carefully con-
sider the questions and answer without the 
presence of the interviewer. Additionally, the 
privacy of the autoethnography approach 
provided the librarians with a chance to 
candidly share their thoughts, feelings, and 
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concerns regarding the prompt questions.
In this study, structured autoethnogra-

phy took the form of video entries recorded 
by the seven rural librarian participants. 
Each librarian spent approximately nine 
minutes recording his/her video. These 
videos were recorded using the participants’ 
personal laptops or smartphones using 
basic video recording software such as 
QuickTime or iMovie. The method of record-
ing was selected by the participants based 
on their comfort with the application.

Participants were given pre-written 
prompts to help guide the video responses 
they recorded. The participants were pro-
vided with the video prompts following the 
interview. On average, the response time 
between distribution of the prompt and 
submission of the autoethnography was 
one month and sometimes slightly longer 
with the school librarians. This allowed 
ample time for the librarians to reflect upon 
the questions and hone their responses 
prior to recording the video. The researcher 
checked in regularly to ensure than the 
participants understood the prompt and 
inquired if they needed additional informa-
tion. These prompts included hypothetical 
scenarios (“What if?”), allowing participants 
to reflect on their own experiences with 
rural teen support, librarianship, and empa-
thetic services.

DATA ANALYSIS
For the purposes of this study, the re-
searcher selected Charmaz’s approach to 
grounded theory as the most appropriate 
data analysis tool.54 Following the grounded 
theory tradition, data collection and data 
analysis occurred simultaneously.55 Each of 
the two sections of data (interviews with 
rural librarians and video entries with rural 

librarians) underwent collection and analy-
sis simultaneously. The researcher became 
familiar with the data by carefully transcrib-
ing each interview and video entry, and in 
addition to multiple listenings of interview 
audio recordings and multiple viewings of 
participant videos. After transcription, initial 
coding began, followed by multiple visits 
back to the coded data. A codebook was de-
veloped to assist in the iterative process of 
data analysis. The emergence of categories 
and themes from the data itself was needed 
to help develop a clearer understanding of 
the research questions. Although grounded 
theory is commonly used for theory con-
struction, this study used grounded theory 
to assist in discovering key categories that 
will eventually be used to help in the use of 
empathetic services for future application in 
LIS research.56

FINDINGS
Based on the analysis of the librarian inter-
view transcripts and videos, several key cat-
egories emerged: librarian roles, empathetic 
support, relationships, and rural libraries. In 
respect to empathetic support, both school 
and public librarians discussed the balance 
that they feel is necessary between their 
professional and emotional roles. While 
avoiding crossing professional boundaries, 
the participating librarians still expressed 
a need to receive more training on how to 
provide social, emotional, and psychologi-
cal support. Relationships are central to the 
school librarian experiences, particularly 
regarding relationships with students, 
teachers, parents, and administrators. A 
more detailed breakdown of categories and 
codes can be found in Appendix A (librarian 
interviews) and Appendix B (librarian video 
autoethnographies).

Analysis of Rural Librarian Interview 
Transcripts
One category that emerged from the 
analysis is “librarian roles.” For the partici-
pants, the major codes in this category are 
balancing professional and emotional roles 
as librarians, developing library leadership, 
supporting both teachers and parents, identi-
fying what librarians “should” do, focusing on 
“traditional” librarian work, and understand-
ing changing needs. The interview prompt 
can be found in Appendix C. The interview 
questions focused on librarians’ general 
support of troubled youth and librarians’ 
support of cyberbullied young adults.

The balancing professional and emotion-
al roles code developed largely in response 
to my questions about support for teen 
patrons and librarianship. There appeared 
to be a thin line between supporting teen 
patrons and becoming overly involved in 
the personal lives of patrons. Particularly 
true with the school librarian participants, 
discussions of certain topics (e.g., cyber-
bullying, abuse, parental neglect) during 
the interviews would bring up mentions 
of school counselors and administrators. 
Yet the librarians frequently expressed 
desire for more training on providing social, 
emotional, and psychological support for 
young patrons. The code of developing 
library leadership was strongly demon-
strated particularly among school librarians.
This code referred to taking on additional 
roles in the school or community, support-
ing the school, community, and/or library 
through activities, and overtly seeking more 
responsibilities. Both school and public 
librarian participants discussed supporting 
both teachers and parents. However, school 
librarians more often highlighted how they 
support teachers and administrators in 

» Participants were given pre-written prompts to 
help guide the video responses they recorded. The 
participants were provided with the video prompts 
following the interview. On average, the response time 
between distribution of the prompt and submission of 
the autoethnography was one month and sometimes 
slightly longer with the school librarians. This allowed 
ample time for the librarians to reflect upon the 
questions and hone their responses prior to recording 
the video.
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their day-to-day work while public librarians 
discussed the ways in which they support 
the parents of youth patrons and the overall 
rural community.

Rural librarian participants frequently 
commented on identifying what librarians 
“should” do. Included in this code are com-
ments about wanting to do more as librar-
ians, personal expectations of how librar-
ians should respond in different situations, 
and expectations of the profession as a 
whole. One of the richer codes is focusing on 
“traditional” librarian work, which involves 
discussion about the importance of the 
following: building and maintaining a teen 
collection, having readers’ advisory (RA), en-
couraging reading, and having physical and 
online resources in the library about sensi-
tive topics such as cyberbullying, bullying, 
and homosexuality. Both school and public 
librarians spent a significant amount of 
time during the interviews talking about the 
key role of a library’s collection in supporting 
students intellectually, developmentally, and 
emotionally.

The code of understanding chang-
ing needs reflects participating librarians’ 
understanding of the changes occurring 
locally and nationwide in the need for librar-
ian support of teens. The school librarians 
revealed a desire for more training and more 
collaboration with teachers to help better 
meet these changing patron needs. While 
participating librarians did not explicitly 
refer to themselves as advocates for teens, 
they did discuss interactions with parents, 
teachers, police officers, and other adults 
when advocacy played a prominent role.

Another main category that appeared in 
interviews with rural librarians is “empa-
thetic support.” The major codes that fell 
within the category include understanding 

teens, relating to teens, helping teens, listen-
ing to teens, talking with teens, respecting 
teens, library space, and mentoring teens. 
Both rural school and public librarians 
believed they understand (perhaps not 
fully at times) their teen patrons, which 
they feel improves the quality of their work. 
This understanding and relating to teens 
included knowledge of teen behaviors, at-
titudes, tendencies, inclinations, habits, and 
emotional-psychological maturity. Helping, 
listening to, talking with, and respecting 
teens are all related activities in which the 
librarians described engaging in during their 
day-to-day work with teens.

Rural school librarians, in particular, 
viewed themselves as wanting to be more 
helpful to students and teachers as well as 
improving how they demonstrate respect 
for students and teachers. Library space was 
by far one of the more enthusiastic discus-
sion points for both rural public and school 
librarians. Again it was the school librarians 
who spoke repeatedly about making the 
library a warm, welcoming, and safe place 
for students. But librarians also commented 
on individual approaches to how they en-
gage with teen patrons and their customer 
service philosophies. Mentoring occurs as 
librarians work with teen volunteers as part 
of more formal, regular volunteering and oc-
casional informal volunteering. Rural school 
librarians commonly had students with 
scheduled weekly volunteering who help 
out with shelving, programming, inventory, 
and so on. Rural public librarians encoun-
tered more as-needed volunteering from 
teens, which included those teens partici-
pating as part of a youth service group or 
organization or to satisfy required volunteer 
hours for school.

“Relationships,” a third category, also 

appeared frequently in the interview 
transcripts. These relationships were with 
teens, teachers, school administration, 
and parents. Largely, the rural librarians 
discussed how they play a supportive role 
in these relationships. Librarians described 
the meaningful relationships they have 
with teen patrons. In each of the interviews 
with school librarians, comments were 
made about the differences between the 
teen/teacher relationship and the teen/
librarian relationship. The public librarians 
commented on the contrast between the 
teen/librarian relationship and teen/teacher 
relationship and also on differences from 
the teen/parent relationship. Librarians as-
cribed positive, negative, and neutral labels 
on their general relationships with teens. 
Overwhelmingly, the relationships between 
the librarians and teens were identified 
as positive with only occasional negative 
interactions with young patrons (e.g., when 
a librarian needed to quiet down a rowdy 
group of teens).

Only one librarian, a public librarian, 
described her relationship with teen pa-
trons as neutral. This label stemmed from 
her perceived inability to connect with 
her area’s teens and her confusion over 
the changing nature of teen services in 
the general library world. School librarians 
saw their relationships with teachers and 
parents as supportive. They provided sup-
port for teachers through technology and 
information and support for parents by 
sharing information via social media and 
e-mails. The relationship between librar-
ians and school administration was more 
nuanced, with school librarians supporting 
school administration through their work, 
but also receiving support, referrals, and 
demands from administration.

» Rural school librarians, in particular, viewed themselves 
as wanting to be more helpful to students and teachers 
as well as improving how they demonstrate respect for 
students and teachers. Library space was by far one of 
the more enthusiastic discussion points for both rural 
public and school librarians. Again it was the school 
librarians who spoke repeatedly about making the 
library a warm, welcoming, and safe place for students
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One final yet surprisingly smaller cat-
egory, “rural libraries,” arose from analysis. 
School librarians rarely mentioned the rural 
location of their school libraries and school 
system, yet public librarians recognized the 
role that rurality plays in the work they do 
with young adults.

Rural school librarians referred to stu-
dents, teachers, administration, parents, and 
the school environment, but rarely to the 
rural community they live and work in. Rural 
public librarians commented on the impact 
that transportation, funding, poverty, and 
staffing have on the ability of youth patrons 
to visit the library, something the school 
librarians never mentioned. Perhaps this is 
a result of youth being a more captive audi-
ence for school libraries during the school 
day while youth access to the public library 
depends on multiple factors.

Analysis of Librarian Video 
Autoethnography Transcripts
One category, “librarian roles,” relates closely 
to the same category from the librarian 
interviews. Codes from this category include 
balancing professional and emotional roles, 
referring teens to other adults, mandatory 
reporting, developing library leadership, 
changing needs, collection development, 
formal instruction/programming, what 
librarians “should” do, “traditional” librar-
ian work, collaboration, and advocating for 
teens. Similar to the interviews, the auto-
ethnography prompt questions focused 
on librarians’ general support of troubled 
youth and librarians’ support of cyberbullied 
young adults. These questions can be found 
in Appendix D.

Librarians articulated the challenges of 
balancing their professional and emotional 
roles in the library. Each librarian expressed 
discomfort with overstepping professional 
boundaries and becoming too involved in a 
young patron’s life. To help with this discom-
fort, librarians stated that they would refer 
teens to other adults, such as counselors, 
principals, or parents, when encountering 
instances of suspected cyberbullying, bully-
ing, or abuse. Examples of developing library 
leadership arose from the additional roles 
that librarians took on to assist and support 
teens, planning for more sensitive topic-re-
lated staff training, and an expressed desire 
by school librarians for more collaboration 
with counselors and teachers to improve 
how they support teens.

During the videos, both rural school and 
public librarians spoke about the impor-

tance of collection development in support-
ing teens. Librarians discussed the need for 
having print and online resources on sensi-
tive topics available in their library collec-
tions, the desire to add more sensitive topic 
resources to their collections, and wanting 
to share these resources and materials with 
teachers and counselors. Similar to col-
lection development, the librarians talked 
at length about developing and providing 
formal instruction and programming both 
in the library and as part of planned class 
visits. School librarians in particular identi-
fied collaborative programming that could 
be developed in part with school counselors, 
teachers, and the local police department.

Akin to the librarian interviews, there 
was significant conversation about what a 
librarian “should” do service-wise in general, 
as well as in specific situations. Librarians 
also focused on the “traditional” librarian 
work they do for both adult and teen pa-
trons. This traditional work includes working 
reference, collection development, read-
ers’ advisory (RA), and technology support. 
While these activities seem to form the core 
of the work that participating librarians see 
themselves as engaging in daily, librarians 
also expressed a desire to do more and take 
on additional roles. Rural school librarians 
expressed a desire for more collabora-
tion with counselors, teachers, and school 
administration in developing programming 
and selecting materials that target sensitive 
issues. The code of advocating for teens re-
flects the concern that librarians felt about 
overstepping professional boundaries yet 
wanting to promote the safety and well-be-
ing of their young adult patrons. Librarians 
advocate for teens by understanding teens’ 
emotional and psychological development, 
selecting resources and materials that teens 
may need, and appealing to other like-mind-
ed adults for help.

A second category, “empathetic support,” 
was also reflected in interviews with rural 
school and public librarians. Many of the 
same codes from analysis of the interviews 
were found in the videos. However, some 
codes were more present in the videos than 
in the interviews. These codes included 
impact on teens, diminishing empathetic 
support, and offering encouragement and 
reassurances. Throughout the videos, librar-
ians continued to comment upon how they 
are able to understand teens, relate to teens, 
provide customer service, and help, listen to, 
talk with, and respect teens.

Additionally, rural librarians highlighted 

how much they worried about teen patrons 
and how often they offered encouragement 
and reassurances. Librarians’ discussions of 
the encouragements and reassurances they 
offered were followed by acknowledgments 
that they would also refer the teen to an 
outside resource (e.g., counselor, admin-
istrator, police department). At times the 
librarians played down the empathetic sup-
port they provide young patrons. Instead, 
the librarians stressed with pride their teen 
collection, print and online resources, and 
readers’ advisory. The more supportive, 
encouraging, and mentoring role that librar-
ians played for teens usually appeared in the 
video entries as an afterthought. For “rural 
libraries,” the final category in my librarian 
video analysis, public librarian videos were 
more inclined to recognize the rurality of 
their library than school librarians.

DISCUSSION
RQ1: What types of empathy and support 
do rural librarians provide rural teens?

In the interviews and videos, the librar-
ians discussed three major themes regard-
ing the currently provided empathy and 
support. These themes include librarians 
as an information resource, librarians as 
an instructional resource, and librarians as 
a source of social/emotional/psychologi-
cal support.

Librarians as an Information Resource
One of the core tasks for a school or youth 
services librarian is to assist young patrons 
with their information needs. Indeed, the 
reference interview is one of the standards 
of any MLIS student’s education.57 Whether 
it is face-to-face at the reference desk or vir-
tually through “Ask a Librarian” or text mes-
saging, librarians help young patrons satisfy 
their information needs through available 
print and digital resources.58 Librarians have 
learned to adjust the delivery of information 
in this new digital world by incorporating 
social media, texting, and Makerspaces into 
their libraries’ services.59

Participating librarians in this study 
talked at length about the services they pro-
vide teens and how they help young patrons 
with any type of information need through 
a range of tools.

These librarians often talked about being 
there for teens when they needed a book or 
help with a school assignment and while 
providing readers’ advisory. Elizabeth, a high 
school librarian, illustrates this support:
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We [she and coworker] let students 
know that there are lots of places to get 
information besides websites and di-
rect them where they need to go to get 
the information. [Name of coworker] 
will let students go back to her office 
before the books are cataloged to pick 
out what they want. I help and support 
students in whatever they need to 
know.

Additionally, the librarians see the 
development of a strong teen collection as 
an important component of their value as a 
librarian and the value of their library. Librar-
ians are also aware of the increased need 
of having physical and online resources on 
sensitive topics available for teens in these 
collections (e.g., books on bullying, cyberbul-
lying, homosexuality, rape). While at one 
time these materials were hidden behind 
the circulation desk of at least one partici-
pating library, they are now integrated into 
the regular collection, showing a respect for 
the private nature of these materials and a 
respect for the teens themselves.

During the interviews and videos of 
participants, a noticeable hyperawareness 
that these librarians have of their support-
ive information role emerged. The librarians 
focused largely on the more traditional 
librarian tasks of readers’ advisory, resource 
gathering, and collection development—
tasks that are evolving as teens become 
increasingly engaged online. However, a 
few librarians ventured into their personal 
perceptions or feelings about the changing 
role of the library in the lives of teens. The 
role and importance of libraries has seen 
a shift, as demonstrated by a recent Pew 
Research Center report.60 Libraries are in a 
state of transition, with a change in how the 
library is used by patrons, including youth, 
in the United States.61 This shift, while in 
the early stages in the rural areas of south 
Georgia, could be seen in the participating 
librarians’ use of social media, attention 
toward teens, developing collections and 
programming that are reflective of the cur-
rent teen culture, and inquiries into digital 
citizenship and the possibilities of adding it 
to the librarians’ instruction schedule.

Librarians as an Instructional Resource
Librarians support teen patrons through 
instruction in the form of formal in-house 
programming, in-class visits, informal one-
on-one guidance, and through librarian-
designed bookmarks, flyers, and handouts.62 

The librarians in this study discussed their 
instructional role as equally as important 
as their informational role through phrases 
such as “formal instruction and program-
ming,” “supporting parents,” “supporting 
teachers,” and “library leadership.” Both 
school and public librarians frequently em-
phasized instances of one-on-one instruc-
tion with teens in the library. A quote from 
Margaret, a high school librarian, highlights 
this role:

My main role is helping with technol-
ogy use and helping when they have 
questions— what to read, read-a-likes, 
series. It may be a simple question 
about creating headers on Word. But 
to them that matters. I’ll sit down and 
help individual students. It’s important 
so I’ll will try to do that.

The rural middle and high school librar-
ians offer less in-library programming but 
more in-class instruction as requested by 
the teachers. However, for these librarians, 
this instruction carries over beyond teens 
and includes teachers, school administra-
tors, and parents. The school librarians, in 
particular, reported a growth over the past 
decade in their instructional support of 
teachers. The rural public librarians dis-
cussed the educational component with 
less intensity than the school librarians but 
are more open about the leadership role in 
education that they have taken up in their 
communities. Public librarians appeared 
more engaged in educating the entire com-
munity, focusing less on specific age groups 
or populations and more on supporting the 
educational and instructional needs of the 
community as a whole, including teens.

Clearly, the informational and educa-

Appendix A
Interview Transcript: Librarian 
Categories and Codes

Interview Transcript Librarian 
Categories and Codes

Category Code

Librarian Roles Balancing professional and emotional roles 
Referring teens to other adults
Library leadership
Changes in needs for librarian support 
Supporting teachers
Supporting parents 
Collection development
Formal instruction/development 
What librarians “should” do “Traditional” librarian work 
Advocating for teens

Empathetic support

Relationships

Rural Libraries

Understanding teens 
Relating to teens 
Customer service 
Impact on teens
Impact of working with teens on librarians 
Informal instruction (one-on-one w/ teens) 
Helping
Listening 
Talking 
Respecting
Worrying about teens
Offering encouragement and reassurance 
Library space
Mentoring
Learning from parenting

Teens 
Teachers 
Parents
School administration Church/religion

Importance of community
What rural libraries provide communities 
Challenges
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tional support of teen patrons is greatly val-
ued by the participating librarians. In most 
cases, the librarians expressed a need to do 
more for their teen patrons either by taking 
part in more professional development on 
different issues, offering more in-library 
programming, or collaborating more with 
teachers and other members of the com-
munity to improve services. The participat-
ing librarians focused on more traditional 
programming and instruction topics rather 
than socially conscious and sensitive is-
sues like homelessness, cyberbullying, and 
mental health. Yet, as exhibited through 
practitioner literature, librarians have begun 
to take on more socially responsible roles 
in their communities and schools to the 
benefit of young patrons in crisis.63

Librarians as a Source for Social/Emotional/
Psychological Support
For librarians, providing social, emotional, 
and psychological support typically goes 

along with other provided services such 
as readers’ advisory, one-on-one tutorials, 
library design, and informal conversations 
during programming.64 While this support 
is rarely highlighted in LIS literature, it can 
be seen in various articles regarding dealing 
with sensitive topics, supporting troubled 
teens, and in the construction of a teen 
collection.65 The topic of librarians as an 
empathetic and compassionate figure in the 
library has an extensive and complicated 
history, dating back to Maxfield’s (1954) 
recommendation for “Counselor Librarians” 
in academic libraries.66 At times borrowing 
from the fields of business, psychology, and 
communication, some LIS researchers have 
sought ways to improve the social, emotion-
al, and psychological support that librarians 
provide patrons.67

The category of empathetic support 
emerged naturally during interviews and 
video entries of the librarians. Most of 
the librarians did not appear aware of the 

social, emotional, and psychological support 
(or empathetic services) that they often 
provided to their young patrons. However, 
they spoke frequently about attempting to 
understand teens, working on relating to 
teens, providing equal customer service, and 
discussing the impact their work had on 
young adult library users. The words “help-
ing,” “listening,” “talking,” and “respecting” 
arose during conversations in regards to the 
everyday work of librarians. Jessica, a middle 
school librarian, described this support as 
follows: “As a media specialist, I feel that we 
need to be open to all kids.”

Additionally, almost all of the librarians 
discussed a need to build the school library 
or teen space in the public library into a 
comfortable, safe, and welcome environ-
ment. The librarians mentioned the design 
of the library and their attempts through 
changes in furniture, color schemes, and 
book displays to welcome young adults into 
the library. As indicated by the literature, the 
library as space is a critical companion to of-
fered library services and programming.68

While few of the librarians overtly spoke 
about their social, emotional, and psycho-
logical support of teens, it appeared casually 
through conversations regarding the more 
traditional librarian tasks and roles. This 
supportive role did not appear as present in 
the participant librarians’ minds as the in-
formational and instructional support they 
provide. Often, when the interview would 
approach the idea of social, emotional, and 
psychological support, mentions of school 
counselors, parents, and mandatory report-
ing laws would enter the librarians’ conver-
sation. This project highlights the lack of 
awareness of this support role by librarians 
and the tendency of librarians to diminish 
the importance of this role in their work as 
librarians. A broader study including librar-
ians from urban and suburban libraries and 
communities would be helpful to further 
reveal the importance and influence of this 
empathetic support.

RQ2: What empathy and support do 
rural librarians want to provide rural young 
adults?

The second research question asks what 
types of empathy and support rural school 
and public librarians would like to provide 
teens during interactions in the library.

Information Resource
Although participating librarians stated 
that they believe they already provide 
high-quality library services to teen pa-

Appendix B
Video Autoethnography Transcript: 
Librarian Categories and Codes

Video Autoethnography Tran-
script Librarian Categories and 
Codes

Category Code

Experiencing/witnessing cyber-
bullying

Dealing/coping with cyberbullying/drama 
Drama among adults
Understanding adult online aggressive behaviors
Not understanding adult online aggressive behaviors

Librarian roles Balancing professional and emotional roles 
Referring teens to other adults
Mandatory reporting 
Library leadership 
“Changing needs” 
Collection development
Formal instruction/programming 
What librarians “should” do 
“Traditional” librarian work 
Collaboration
Advocating for teens

Empathetic support

Rural libraries

Understanding teens 
Relating to teens 
Customer service 
Impact on teens 
Helping
Listening 
Talking 
Respecting
Worrying about teens 
Diminishing empathetic support
Offering encouragement and reassurance Library space

Importance of community
What rural libraries provide communities 
Challenges
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trons, they see areas for improvement. As 
demonstrated through codes relating to 
more training, more collaboration between 
teachers and librarians, changing needs, and 
simply wanting to do more within the library 
setting, librarians spoke to the professional 
and personal expectations that they have 
for their informational role in the library. 
During discussions, librarians were eager to 
consider ways in which they could add to 
or improve the services they are currently 
providing teens. Librarians want to provide 
more and different types of information to 
teens by supplementing the print and digi-
tal resources that they already had.

Many of the librarians recognize that the 
information needs of teens are changing 
and that librarians must be aware of these 
evolving needs. While librarians largely 
focused on the more traditional provision of 
information such as collection development, 
readers’ advisory, and technology support, 
they are also keenly aware of the impact 
that technology has on the provision of 
information and the more digitally focused 
information needs of teens. This attempt 
at staying current and wanting to know 
more about what information teens need 
from actual teens is expressed by Ashley, a 
public librarian, in the following quote from 
an interview: “If I’m missing the boat and 
something’s out-of-date, you [the teens] 
have to tell me. I don’t know because I’m 
old. If I’m really off base with something and 
we’re not doing the type of programming 
you want, you need to tell me.”

Part of the interviews and videos high-
lighted the increased awareness that librar-
ians had of the changing information de-
mands of teens. Partially this informational 
role speaks to another code of balancing 
professional and emotional roles. In some of 
the examples provided by the participating 
librarians, the information requested was of 
a more personal and less school- oriented 
direction. This project is one small step 
toward beginning discussions about the 
interconnectedness of information sharing 
and positive relationship building between 
librarians and teens.

Instructional Resource
Librarians support teen patrons through 
instruction in the form of formal in-house 
programming, in-class visits, informal one-on-
one guidance, and through librarian-designed 
bookmarks, flyers, and handouts.69 Often this 
instructional role is focused on teen patrons, 
but librarians do and should provide resources 

for the support system of teens, which in-
cludes teachers, families, and communities.70

Similar to serving as an information 
resource, participating librarians also want 
to improve the quality and quantity of 
their instructional and educational roles. 
This awareness seemed to be the clearest 
when speaking with school librarians. The 
codes supporting teachers, library leadership, 
and advocating for teens demonstrate this 
increased need to support young adults 
through education that is tailored to their 
needs. School librarians spoke frequently 
about wanting to take up more of a teacher 
role whether in the classroom or teaching 
within the library. Public librarians focused 
more on improvements that could be made 
to in-house programming, particularly 
education about life skills, college readiness, 
and career support. This type of desired 
programming appeared in conversations 
with librarians who want to assist teens 
in their lives post–young adulthood. They 
realize that this education is not being satis-
fied in schools or through other community 
organizations and believe that it is up to the 
public library to assist in some way. As Lisa, 
a public librarian, noted, “We would like to 
see more movement toward getting them 
prepared for life after high school or even in 
high school. Like, how to do a job interview, 
how to dress for an interview, how to do a 
résumé. These are the types of programs 
that we tend to have teens turn out for.”

Throughout librarian interviews and 
video entries, the participants demonstrate 
an intense awareness of the need to un-
derstand teen behavior, inclinations, habits, 
and emotional- psychological maturity. 

This awareness suggests that a compas-
sionate and empathetic relationship exists 
between librarians and their teen patrons. 
Using these relationships, librarians hope to 
design and conduct instructional program-
ming that best meets the needs of their 
young patrons. This is not a suggestion 
that librarians design and conduct a formal 
scan of the information and instructional 
requests of local teens. Instead, librarians 
hope to design and provide programming 
and instructional services based upon per-
sonal interactions and exchanges with their 
teen patrons.
Social/Emotional/Psychological/Empathetic
As discussed in interviews and videos 
with participating librarians, empathetic 
services—those structured activities carried 
out one-on-one or in groups and everyday 
unstructured interactions in which the role 
of the librarian is to provide social, emotion-
al, and psychological support—are regularly 
provided to teens. Both school and public 
librarians discussed the one-on-one support 
they provide students through technology 
tutorials, readers’ advisory, casual interac-
tions in the library, and during program-
ming. Librarians also discussed their use of 
library space to provide a comfortable, safe, 
and welcoming environment for their teen 
patrons. Participating libraries recognize 
that the relationship they have with teens 
is different than the relationship teens have 
with teachers, parents, and school adminis-
tration. As Jessica, a middle school librarian, 
noted: “I have a good relationship with the 
students. It’s different from students’ rela-
tionships with teachers. They can talk to me 
or [another librarian in the school library] 

Appendix C
Questions for Librarian Participants 
(~45-Minute Interview)
1. What do you believe is the librarian’s role in supporting teens? How do you provide general 

support for teens who use your library?
2. How would you describe your relationship with your teen patrons?
3. Do you think your relationships with teen patrons are mostly positive or negative? What are 

some examples of your interactions with teens?
4. Which areas do you believe librarians currently provide adequate support for teens?
5. Which areas do you believe librarians currently do not provide adequate support for teens?
6. Which areas do you believe librarians currently provide adequate support for cyberbullied 

teens?
7. Which areas do you believe librarians currently do not provide adequate support for cyber-

bullied teens?
8. What types of support do you think librarians should provide cyberbullied teens?
9. Do you believe this support should be expanded or improved?
10. If “yes” response, what are some ways you feel the support could be improved?
11. If “no” response, why do you think that current support is adequate or that librarians have no 

need to improve?
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about things they may not be able to with 
a teacher. I have a lot of students who come 
in [who] maybe don’t get the attention they 
need in the classroom. But they get it in the 
library.” However, librarians often dimin-
ished or overlooked this supportive role 
that they play in the lives of young adults. 
Instead, the librarians focused on the in-
formational and instructional support they 
offer students. The participating librarians 
appeared to struggle when articulating how 
they support students on a more personal, 
social-emotional level, even though they 
offered anecdotes about students sharing 
personal and sometimes private informa-
tion with them.

Even though the rural librarians could 
not clearly identify the social/emotional/
psychological or more empathetic support 
they provide young patrons, this type of sup-
port emerged in the librarians’ interviews 
and videos as necessary to have when work-
ing with teens. This is particularly true when 
the librarians highlighted the types of sup-
port they would like to offer teen patrons 
in their library. The librarians are uniquely 
aware of the social, emotional, and psycho-
logical development of the teens they serve. 
While the librarians may not have been able 
to label this support, they appear to be con-
scious of the impact of the work that they 

do with teen patrons, and they see their 
work as having some role in the happiness 
and well- being of these patrons. In short, 
their professional work matters and the 
health and happiness of their young patrons 
matter to the librarians.

CONCLUSION
As illustrated in the findings and discussion, 
the participating librarians see themselves 
primarily as serving youth patrons through 
the provision of information and in one-on-
one and in-class instruction. Perhaps most 
understood in LIS literature are the roles of 
librarians as both an information resource 
and instructional resource.71 Both of these 
roles have undergone significant changes, 
as society becomes more online savvy and 
mobile. While these two roles remain criti-
cal, there emerges a third role within librari-
anship, that of the empathetic librarian.

The librarians in this study demonstrat-
ed a lack of awareness regarding their em-
pathetic support of students. Although they 
did not acknowledge this support explicitly, 
the librarians’ comments about understand-
ing teens, respecting teens, listening to 
teens, and making the library a comfortable 
and safe space for teens reveals how these 
librarians have embraced their empathetic 
role in the library.

LIS educators and library management 
must make it a priority to highlight the im-
portance of empathetic services in librarian-
ship, encouraging pre-service and practicing 
librarians to embrace this critical service 
that libraries have been delivering patrons.

Additionally, this is an opportunity to 
clearly articulate how librarians can offer 
empathetic services while also maintain-
ing professional boundaries, ensuring that 
librarians know when patrons are reach-
ing out for help with minor and major 
situations. This paper discusses the role of 
empathy in the everyday work of librarians 
and introduces the concept of empathetic 
services as a critical component of librarian-
ship. n
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Feeding Kids 
for Free
BY ELIZABETH KOENIG

Amber Williams and the Deer Park 
location of the Spokane County Library 

District (SCLD) have been feeding kids 
healthy snacks after school and during the 
summer for two and a half years. The library 
has been reimbursed for all of that food 
through two federal programs – the Child 
and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) and 
the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP).

I attended Amber’s session, “Feeding 
Kids for Free” at the WLA Conference in 
Yakima, which was chock full of informa-
tion and details on how to replicate their 
success. It was easy to see how passionate 
Amber is about this program, and after 
hearing her speak I hope more libraries in 
areas experiencing poverty can also begin 
to feed kids for free.

I asked Amber these questions a few 
weeks after the conference.

Q. WHAT HAPPENED TO INSPIRE YOU GET 
INVOLVED WITH FEEDING KIDS AT THE 
LIBRARY?
A. I heard about food scarcity issues in the 
area when we held community conversa-
tions about aspirations and concerns, which 
is what started the inquiry. What really gal-
vanized me to make it happen was watch-
ing local elementary schools kids argue over 
a bruised apple at an afterschool program 
at the library.

Q. WHAT DID YOU NEED TO DO TO 
CONVINCE YOUR LIBRARY DIRECTOR THAT 
THIS WAS A WORTHWHILE ENDEAVOR THAT 
FIT INTO THE MISSION OF THE LIBRARY?
A. I wrote a three-page proposal addressing 
the process, which included detailed work 
plans and research. In Deer Park there was 
no other organization well-suited to take 
on feeding kids. I made the case that the 
library was the best option and then ex-
plained how it could work. I addressed who 

» A Q&A with Spokane County 
Library District’s Amber Williams
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