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 Increasing complexity of information 
environment—in academia, in the 
workplace, in everyday life

 Information is pervasive, and increasingly 
unfiltered (especially the on the web)

 IL forms the basis for lifelong learning
 IL is central to the real digital divide
 IL is critical in economic & community 

development
 IL is central to active & effective citizenship
 IL allows access to government information 

& consumer health information

Why does Information Literacy 
(IL) matter?
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• The Center for Media Research recently released a 
report, commissioned by Outsell, quantifying the 
impact of IL deficiencies.
– professionals average 11 hours per week 

gathering information
– these professionals spend 53% of their time 

seeking out information
– the time spent gathering and identifying 

appropriate information translates to an 
estimated 5.4 billion lost hours per year for 
U.S. corporations

– one of the major contributors to lost time is 
the inefficiencies of free Web search engines 
that produce inaccurate and irrelevant results

IL Deficiencies
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Examples of IL deficiencies in the 
workplace
• Unable to determine the nature and extent of 

information needed
• Unable to search and retrieve information 

effectively from information systems and not 
aware of the full range of resources available

• Unable to evaluate and filter information
• Information and e-mail overload and inability to 

exploit technology to manage information
• Unable to relate information creation to broader 

context, unable to evaluate the cost and benefit 
of information management

• Unethical use of information by taking 
information developed by others and 
incorporating it into reports without 
acknowledgement
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Costs for organizations

• Inability to define the scope of research can result 
in increased costs including fees for database 
access and researchers’ time spent in conducting 
the research.

• Inability to utilize valuable information collected 
in the organization’s information systems results 
in time wasted by looking for information in 
inappropriate sources.

• Inability to evaluate and filter information may 
result in providing wrong or inappropriate 
solutions to clients, internal and external.
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More costs for organizations

• Valuable time and resources are wasted to 
accomplish tasks that could be undertaken by 
information technology, thereby reducing 
employees’ time to work on other value-added 
tasks.

• Employees within the same organization may not 
know what information already exists and 
reinvent the wheel to perform similar tasks, thus 
wasting resources of time and money; resources 
are wasted on building data sets without long 
term benefits.

• Unethical use of internal information discourages 
information sharing and, in turn, reduces 
employee morale and discourages innovation.
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Outcomes of IL instruction

• Better informed citizenry
• In academia, better grades & program completion 

rates
• More sophisticated learning (understanding & 

interpretation, not just reproduction)
• Increased confidence about accessing and using 

information
• Increased confidence in ability and willingness of 

library staff to help
• Retrieval of superior information for workplace & 

personal decision-making
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• IL competence is becoming recognized as an 
economic imperative for the 21st century

• Information literacy now exists alongside other 
important literacies in today's society, such as 
media literacy, computer literacy and visual 
literacy.

• Information literacy skills are important—for daily 
life, for workplace decision-making

• Information literacy skills are not developed 
through experience alone

• Effective and efficient information-finding skills 
take time and effort to learn—information is 
organized in complex ways, and can be difficult to 
evaluate

Bottom line
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• No. People are generally confident, 
but do not have sophisticated skills
– especially effective information finding 

skills
• throwing a keyword into Google often is 

not sufficient

– especially evaluation skills
• people do not understand the context of 

information—how it is produced, why, the 
purposes for which different types of 
information are made available, so 
evaluation is difficult

Are people generally information 
literate?
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• Students entering post-secondary education are 
“surf savvy” but not “search savvy”

• They are unable to identify concepts in a thesis 
statement

• They are poor evaluators of information
• They don’t know how to navigate long lists of 

search results
• They have unsophisticated mental maps of the 

internet, so believe Google “is” the internet
• They make little use of advanced search features
• They may not understand (or respect) ethical 

boundaries on using others’ ideas and writing 
(i.e., “cut and paste”)

What the research shows about 
young people
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Librarians are needed to help 
people develop IL skills
• Librarians understand information
• Librarians should understand 

people’s information behavior
• Librarians should be trained to help 

people learn IL skills
• Academic librarians are well placed 

to provide that training to students 
and teaching faculty
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Issues in the Academic Context that 
Challenge Librarians’ IL Work

• Campus politics
– Status comes with PhD
– Curriculum is increasingly compressed, 

leading to competition for students’ time
– Increasing emphasis on measuring 

outcomes – librarians must demonstrate 
the value of information literacy 
instruction
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Librarian-faculty Relationships

• Librarians’ relationships with faculty are 
important to student learning

• The relationship is complex and 
asymmetrical

• Variables relevant to this theme
– Gender
– Traditional campus hierarchies and cultures
– Campus roles (scholars/service providers)

• This challenge may be especially relevant in 
Japan with use of contract librarians and 
level of library training
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Trends in the Literature

• Common themes include:
– “two solitudes” – separation between 

faculty members & librarians’ experiences 
on campus

– “collaboration” – need for faculty-
librarian relationships to foster 
information literacy initiatives

– “librarians as advocates” – success falls on 
their shoulders to build effective 
relationships
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Research on librarians’ 
experience of the teaching role
• Interviewed 56 librarians across 

Canada
• Used diary method to capture 

experiences over time
• Conducted national survey (Canada)
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Dependence theme

• Some participants expressed their 
relationship with faculty as one of 
dependence
– Subservient role played by librarian
– Unequal power relationship, power ceded 

to teaching faculty
– Expressed time to teach information 

literacy skills as a “gift” provided by 
faculty member

– “Deference discourse” woven throughout 
comments related to this relationship
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Goffman’s ceremonial rules & 
deference behavior
• Ceremonial rule

– “a conventionalized means of 
communication by which the individual 
expresses his character or conveys his 
appreciation of the other participants in 
the situation” (Goffman, Interaction 
Ritual, 1967, p. 54)

– Ceremonial messages can be conveyed 
via linguistic acts, such as a “statement of 
praise or depreciation regarding self or 
other, and does so in a particular 
language or intonation” (p. 55)

– Such statements were common
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Examples

• Fran recalled “a real high when somebody 
had…trust in me to really sort of, not co-
teach, but it is a collaboration.”
– The qualifying language reveals her 

insecurity in the collaboration
– Other research shows that qualifying talk 

is more common among females than 
males

• Craig qualified his “collaboration” with 
“pretty much”, and spoke of his efforts to get 
the faculty to “buy in”

• “Its really sort of like, sort of a partner, 
partnership with a faculty member…I’m 
actually kind of part of the…not part of the 
class, but an element of it....” (Marianne)
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Deference Behavior

• “tends to be honorific and politely toned, 
conveying appreciation of the recipient…” 
(Goffman, p. 60)
– “It’s just a matter of finding out what the 

instructor expects.” (Carole)

– “I didn’t want to step on her toes…” (Fran)

– “A great deal depends on them [teaching 
faculty] and what they want.” (Martin)

– “She even sent me a thank you card 
afterwards!...they may be thankful but they 
[usually] don’t bother.” (Martin)

20

Difficult Relationships

• Elements of disrespect and exploitation
• Supported by institutional culture
• Also supported by librarians’ self-positioning 

(defeated, passive, dependent)
– “Faculty will use you for anything…” (Roseanne)
– “We’re at the mercy of the faculty member…will 

they or won’t they allow us that precious 50 
minutes…” (Claire)

– “You work very hard to earn that time they’ve 
given you.” (Richard)

– “She was more comfortable allowing me to do 
the whole thing.” (Colleen)

– Marianne said, “I’m not sure that faculty credit 
librarians a lot.”

• Marianne reported an incident where she 
prepared a presentation and was introduced 
as “the librarian, she’s going to tell you how 
to do your assignment…don’t stress about it, 
it’s really easy, it’s only worth five percent, so 
don’t even worry about this assignment, it’s 
totally easy….”
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Role uncertainty…

• “I think a central problem in the university 
setting, we go round and round this all the time, 
is that we don’t have the status of, we don’t have 
the right to be teachers…. We’re not thought of as 
teachers, although in this university we’re part of 
the faculty association…I don’t think they 
[teaching faculty] see us as having the right to 
teach…all your efforts about teaching are kind of 
done in a funny kind of vacuum and you’re always 
wondering if it’s valid what you’re doing.....” 
(Martin)

• Sharon said, “I’m not great at going to the 
department and saying “you need me!” when I’m 
not sure they do.”
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Exceptions…

• Craig spoke of faculty as “friends…peers…equals.”
• Lorne:

– “Now we’re more and more engaging in a 
conversation with the faculty  member to talk 
about learning outcomes…how it fits in the 
program of his or her course…where it fits in 
the curriculum…. We’ve been using a [new 
faculty orientation day] to initiate relationship 
building with faculty.”

– Lorne spoke of a “change in librarianship 
generally, from the servant to the 
colleague…to more of an integral partner in 
the education process…we certainly aren’t 
there yet, but I think that we’re farther along 
the road….”

Another exception

• “I had really good luck with…Computer 
Science because the professor…used to be 
married to a librarian and she thinks 
librarians are wonderful…so I don’t know if 
it’s a gender thing or whatever, because I 
had great luck with the Mathematics 
Department and the [professor] there has 
been a woman as well…and my library rep in 
Geography is a female…maybe it’s a gender 
thing, but I do have more difficulty with the 
male getting…I don’t know....” (Amy)
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Conclusions

• The faculty/librarian relationship is 
so critical that sometimes 
instructional “success” was defined 
as successful faculty relations, rather 
than in terms of learning outcomes 
for students

• This relationship remains fraught
– Negotiating the challenges associated 

with this relationship are fundamental to 
improving information literacy outcomes



Suggestions for librarians—based 
on mutual respect
• don’t presume arrogance, bad intentions, or 

disrespect on the part of faculty
• don’t presume that faculty are not committed to IL or 

willing to open their classrooms to librarians—
remember they have time constraints or worries 
about competing institutional agendas

• try to gain faculty members’ trust, by expressing an 
understanding of their busy lives; offer to help with 
their research or service work, as one way to gain 
access to their classrooms

• recognize that many faculty have not had IL training 
– so be patient and proactive (show them the value of 
improved IL skills – time saved, better information 
found)

• treat faculty as clients of the library – offer to hold 
instruction sessions for their research assistants, or 
offer to set up monthly journal alerts
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Working with Faculty
• Meet with teaching faculty
• Cultivate existing relationships
• Communicate professionally and often –

let faculty know what the library can do 
for them

• Get involved in campus to enhance 
library’s profile

• Be proactive in learning what support 
and resources faculty need
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Prepare Librarians for the 
Teaching Role
• Understand information organization, 

management, access
• Understand information behavior (what is 

normal? What is the role of emotion?)
• Understand pedagogy

– Matching methods to content and learners
– Value of active learning
– Taking motivation, affect (emotional aspects 

of learning) into account
– Understanding learning theories
– Focusing on transferable skills

• Evaluating and assessing, with a focus on 
outcomes as well as outputs

• How to work with teaching faculty
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Conclusions

• Information literacy is important
• This skill set is not well developed
• Librarians can and should play a 

major role in developing information 
literacy skills

• Librarians need to be prepared to 
fulfill this role professionally
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Thank You!

• Questions?

• Contact

Heidi Julien
School of Library & Information Studies, The 
University of Alabama
hjulien@slis.ua.edu
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