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Preface

Carrie Forbes

Higher education institutions in the United States and across the 
globe are realizing the importance of enabling internal and external 

collaborative work (e.g., interdisciplinary research and community partner-
ships). In recent years, researchers have documented the benefits of organi-
zational collaboration for research, including greater efficiency, effectiveness, 
and enhanced research reputation. In addition, accreditors, foundations, 
business and industry, and government agencies have been espousing the 
importance and value of collaboration for knowledge creation and research 
and improved organizational functioning. As a result of both the external 
pressures and the known benefits, many forms of both internal and external 
research collaborations have begun to emerge in higher education.

At the heart of this change, academic libraries, which have long been 
models for collaborative work, are increasingly participating in the research 
process by providing a widening range of research support services beyond 
traditional reference services. New and innovative library services, in areas 
such as bibliometric analysis, research data management, and data reposito-
ries, are evolving in response to changes in education funding and policies. 
These funding and policy changes have also coincided with technological 
developments to create opportunities for academic librarians to find new 
roles within their institutions and the research community. There is a grow-
ing body of literature examining these changing academic library roles, but 
few volumes have concentrated on how the nature of collaborative work in 
libraries is helping to reshape institutional research practices.
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This edited volume provides academic librarians and administrators with 
case studies and theoretical essays on how academic libraries are establishing 
their place in the new collaborative research arena by adapting existing library 
services and practices as well as adding new support services. The volume will 
also be useful to higher education administrators and institutional research 
officers looking for additional information on how to partner with libraries 
to increase the effectiveness of collaborative research.

In order to understand the nature of collaborative research practices in 
higher education and the changing nature of research support services, this 
volume has four sections: emerging liaison roles, focus on data, the library as 
publisher, and professional development.

Emerging Liaison Roles: From Research Support to Research Partner

Powerful forces transforming higher education are prompting a fresh 
examination of liaison librarian roles in research libraries. These forces 
include new and rapidly changing technologies, an abundance of digital 
information in myriad formats, evolving research methods, and changing 
practices in how scholars communicate and disseminate their research and 
creative work. In the past, libraries focused largely on capturing the end 
products of scholarship, and the bibliographer model was designed to fulfill 
that goal. With increasing pressure on researchers to plan and manage their 
output, and a growing adoption of open access publishing, research librar-
ies are now compelled to understand and support all processes of scholar-
ship. While there is general agreement that liaison roles are changing, re-
search libraries are grappling with the scope of these new roles. Identifying 
emerging roles, determining what work to divest of, designing supportive 
institutional structures, establishing areas of primacy and leadership on 
campus, and ensuring that liaisons have needed skills and knowledge all 
present collective and urgent challenges.

Section 1 presents seven chapters on the variety of ways that academic 
libraries are adapting services or refining their organizational structures to 
better serve as collaborative partners. In chapter 1, Victoria Eastes, Michelle 
Shea, and Dawn Harris from Texas A&M University-Central Texas con-
sider how to adapt to new expectations for library liaisons, including knowl-
edge and implementation of copyright and accessibility standards, work as 
embedded librarians in courses, creation of displays and service-learning 
opportunities for outreach, interdepartmental cooperation across campus, 
and collection building for diverse content areas and instructional needs. 
Emily K. Chan, Daina Dickman, Nicole Lawson, and Suzanna Yaukey 
describe needed changes to academic libraries’ scholarly communication 
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services in chapter 2 based on results from librarian focus groups, inter-
views with campus grant administrators, and conversations at the virtual 
Scholarly Communication Assessment Forum. Across these focus groups, 
interviews, and conversations, there were notable discrepancies between 
scholarly communication offerings and the grant administrators’ awareness 
of these services, indicating that outreach and promotion of library services 
should be a focus for libraries as they modify service structures.

As higher education institutions increase their research productivity, 
libraries also need to respond by reframing and retooling specific research 
services. In chapter 3, Stephanie Crowe, Laura McBrayer, and Ashley Knox 
give an overview of the literature on how increased institutional research 
activities have impacted library organizations, and they present a case study 
on the University of North Carolina Wilmington’s shift to R2 classification 
and the resulting impacts on library staffing, services, and resources, with an 
emphasis on necessary changes in their liaison model.

Librarians must not only adapt to changes in institutions’ research prac-
tices but also to new teaching practices. In chapter 4, Paul Love, Michael 
Stöpel, and David Tresilian detail an innovative student-led, cross-institu-
tional teaching project between the American University of Paris (AUP) and 
Al-Akhawayn University in Ifrane (AUI) in Morocco. The chapter describes 
how the COVID-19 pandemic disruption led to creative insights in rethink-
ing the aims and methods used in the undergraduate classroom and the 
unique collaborative role of academic librarians.

Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the evolving role of librarians as embedded re-
search partners. Gregory Laynor and Stephanie Roth examine how librarians 
can facilitate the evidence synthesis process of researchers by using protocols 
as a tool for collaboration and project management. Further, through a case 
study of digital humanities projects at the University of Southern Califor-
nia, Danielle Mihram and Melissa L. Miller demonstrate how librarians are 
uniquely positioned to foster cutting-edge collaborations and partnerships 
essential to developing and institutionalizing experimental modes of schol-
arly research and communication. Finally, in chapter 7, Zachary G. Stein, 
David N. Khey, and Scott T. Jordan detail a project by the University of 
Louisiana Lafayette and the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola Museum 
to digitize photos depicting the history of prison life.

Focus on Data: Research Data Services

The growth of data-intensive science, coupled with funding mandates for 
data management plans (DMPs) and government open data, has led to a grow-
ing emphasis on data management across all academic disciplines. Academic 
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librarians are now often integrated as partners in all aspects of the research 
process, from data collection to publication and preservation of research out-
put. A suite of research data services (RDS) needed by academic communities 
is emerging in academic libraries in response to the growth of data-intensive 
research, changing roles of libraries, and the recognition of a need for research 
data management. Section 2 presents chapters focused on this emerging area 
of research partnerships. In chapter 8, Andrea Pritt presents best practices 
and reflections for developing research data services with limited staffing on a 
small regional campus. Similarly, Meg Eastwood, in chapter 9, details the ef-
fective and necessary collaborative partnerships needed to support researchers 
using REDCap, a secure, HIPAA-compliant, web-based data collection tool, 
within an environment where staffing levels are lagging behind large increases 
in the number of grant-funded research projects.

Library as Publisher: Open Access Services and Scholarly Publishing

Libraries are largely distancing themselves from the role of information 
warehouse and instead are devising new strategies to position themselves as 
active partners in the creation and dissemination of research. In response to 
profound shifts in technology, policy, scholarly practices, and the market-
place, libraries have increasingly adopted the role of publisher developing 
their own portfolios of journals, monographs, and conference proceedings 
as well as supporting faculty in understanding the purpose and value of open 
access publishing. Libraries, as information intermediaries, have a unique and 
advantageous position in this new environment as they have intimate knowl-
edge of the information needs and practices of scholars on their campuses as 
well as a deep understanding of scholarly publishing across disciplines.

Chapter 10 kicks off section 3 with an in-depth case study of how libraries 
might approach open access publishing as a consortium through a discussion 
of the functions of various Texas Digital Library user groups. Caitlin Har-
rington and Kenneth Haggerty, in chapter 11, present an alternative model 
of open access publishing for libraries by describing the use of a publications 
oversight board for open access journals at the University of Memphis.

Professional Development: Developing Skills for a Changing Profession

The nature of the academic library is undergoing a fundamental shift 
away from merely providing access to scholarly literature and toward as-
sisting in its creation. Researchers are arriving at institutions with the skills 
to gather information and create new knowledge but face an overwhelming 
choice of methods to manage and promote their outputs. This changing dy-
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namic offers academic librarians a chance to branch out into research sup-
port roles, but to do this successfully, they must develop skills in the areas 
of scholarly communications, data management, bibliometrics, and more. 
In chapter 12, Clarke Iakovakis, Megan Macken, and Matt Upson note how 
research information management (RIM) can serve as an important vehicle 
for libraries to expand their collaborative partnerships for research, but 
they also detail the organizational training and professional development 
required for librarians to be successful in this service arena. The section 
concludes by addressing how librarians can expand their skills to adapt to 
the changing information landscape. Jay A. Edwards discusses in chapter 
13 an often-overlooked area of professional development, “soft skills,” and 
denotes myriad ways that librarians can improve their communication and 
listening skills in order to be truly effective partners in research with their 
campus colleagues. In chapter 14, Susan E. Montgomery describes how 
librarians must improve their data literacy skills in order to be able to sup-
port student learning in a data-rich research environment.

Looking Forward

New roles in research services, digital humanities, teaching and learning, 
digital scholarship, user experience, copyright and scholarly communication, 
and more are being developed at universities and libraries across the globe. 
Academic librarians are now playing two new roles, that of advocate and of 
consultant, both with an emphasis on campus engagement. As advocates, they 
have become a library’s “sales force,” speaking on a wide range of topics and 
trends in higher education, influencing and persuading campus stakeholders 
on important issues, and serving as ambassadors of change. As consultants, 
librarians identify faculty and student needs and then make referrals to col-
leagues with more specialized areas of expertise, or when advanced help is not 
available, they make plans to develop new services themselves in partnership 
with other campus offices. In today’s complex research ecosystem, librarians 
must be knowledgeable, confident, proactive, and politically savvy. They 
can offer more than research support; they are partners and leaders, helping 
faculty and students navigate a rapidly changing landscape. My hope is that 
this volume provides a path forward for both academic librarians and campus 
administrators to realize the full potential that collaborative, interdisciplinary 
partnerships with librarians can have for transforming the nature of higher 
education research practices and policies.
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1

Changing the Liaison Role to  
Enhance Library Collaboration  

within the Academic Community

Victoria Eastes, Michelle Shea, and Dawn Harris

Texas A&M University-Central Texas (A&M-Central Texas) is an 
upper-division college located in the city of Killeen, Texas, which is home 

to Fort Hood, one of the largest US military installations in the world. The 
University Library serves a non-traditional student body of around 2,400 
students, who mostly attend part-time and are an average age of thirty-four.1 
Forty percent of those individuals are also tied to the military. Serving this 
unique demographic of students requires a great deal of planning and sup-
port work, leading the librarians at A&M-Central Texas to seek creative 
and innovative ways of adapting the liaison role. This work includes the 
following: becoming copyright specialists and digital accessibility advocates; 
promoting the use of non-textbook resources in courses and the importance 
of inclusivity in the online classroom; expanding the embedded librarian role 
as co-educator and content builder; promoting outreach through displays 
and programming by partnering with other service-providing departments; 
participating on university councils and committees in order to influence 
the governance of the university; and collaborating with faculty to build col-
lections tailored to fit their unique needs. The strengths and interests of the 
individual librarians and their ability to recognize and respond to needs as 
they arise have shaped the liaison role and have promoted the library as an 
equal learning partner on campus.

This chapter considers new expectations for library liaisons, which in-
cludes knowledge and implementation of copyright and accessibility stan-
dards, work as embedded librarians in courses, creation of displays and 
service-learning opportunities for outreach, interdepartmental cooperation 
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4 Victoria Eastes, Michelle Shea, and Dawn Harris

across campus, and collection building for diverse content areas and instruc-
tional needs. The role of liaisons has shifted to highlight librarians as educa-
tors and collaborators, not just information providers. Practical examples are 
incorporated to show how librarians can become more active participants in 
content management, classroom teaching, and curricular planning to impact 
campus outcomes within and beyond the library.

Literature Review

The literature on library liaison roles varies a great deal in terms of the ap-
proach subject liaisons fill and seek when conducting this work. A lot has 
changed in the more than forty years since Laurence Miller defined liaison 
work in 1977 as a “formal, structured activity in which professional library 
staff systematically meet with teaching faculty to discuss stratagems for 
directly supporting their instructional needs and those of their students.”2 
By 2001, when the American Library Association (ALA) produced the 
“Guidelines for Liaison Work in Managing Collections and Services,” they 
expanded the definition of liaison work to include multi-faceted areas, 
including working on collection development, assessing and weeding of 
existing collections, crafting clear library policies, and adapting roles to take 
on multiple responsibilities.3 In 2017, Barbara Tierney and Lois Kuyper-
Rushing found common elements among most liaison programs in terms 
of collection management, outreach and instruction, and online research 
guides and other educational aids.4

Recent scholarship has found additional similarities between libraries’ 
approaches to their liaison programs and the challenges they face. Darby 
Orcutt, Mira Waller, and Scott Warren pointed to changes in the liaison role, 
including the “the amalgamation of areas to which subject librarians liaise,” 
as a contributing factor in determining the focus of services and a potential 
cause for burnout from trying to do too much.5 Neil Nero and Anne Lang-
ley stressed the importance of frequent communication and anticipation of 
faculty needs to build mutually beneficial professional relationships.6 Isabel 
Silver and Barry Trott explored liaison outreach activities, such as market-
ing library resources and services to faculty, tying them to student success.7 
Further, José Díaz and Meris Mandernach examined librarians’ relationship-
building efforts, emphasizing the importance of “patience, expertise, follow-
through, responsiveness, and individuality” for librarians to make lasting 
connections with faculty.8

Seeking potential avenues outside the traditional liaison role, Janice 
Jaguszewski and Karen Williams noted that, in response to an increasing 
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demand for copyright knowledge, many libraries have been expanding 
the liaison role to include expertise in “fair use” and intellectual property.9 
Barbara Tierney and Michael Arthur suggested changing the librarian’s 
role from a reactive one to a proactive one—for example, reducing the 
amount of time spent by liaisons at the reference desk in favor of proactively 
reaching out to faculty and students to offer assistance before it is even 
requested.10 In addition, Inga Haugen, Kristen Mastel, and Jeanne Pfander 
explored the success of collaborative liaison efforts to meet faculty research-
ers’ basic needs for access to information regardless of physical location, 
whether while working remotely from home or a branch campus.11 Finally, 
Laura Banfield and Jo-Anne Petropoulos concluded that there is no right or 
wrong liaison model, but rather that each library should revise the role to 
adapt to their own institutional needs.12

Case Study: A&M-Central Texas

The library liaison program at A&M-Central Texas is crafted to address the 
individual needs of faculty, students, and staff while remaining flexible enough 
to incorporate multidisciplinary research and learning into the program’s 
strategic goals. Professional-track faculty librarians fulfill their liaison roles in 
multiple ways: providing a variety of scheduling options for students to suit 
both in-person and distance learners; making connections and expanding 
services to meet changing needs; and demonstrating a willingness to take on 
many and varied roles. In this case study, the experiences of the A&M-Central 
Texas librarians across technical services, archives, and public services are 
chronicled to show the diversity of roles that library staff can fill as liaisons.

The Liaison as Copyright Specialist

The demand for specialized expertise in the areas of copyright and intellec-
tual property rights has been growing as online programs continue to prolifer-
ate, particularly after the COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020, and as more course 
content becomes available beyond the physical university community.13 The 
Technology, Education, and Copyright Harmonization Act of 2002, commonly 
known as the TEACH Act, sought to redefine the terms and conditions govern-
ing the use of copyrighted materials by nonprofit educational institutions in 
virtual or distance learning and placed more responsibility on educators and 
their institutions to ensure compliance.14 The TEACH Act was meant to honor 
the rights of copyright holders and help educators by defining parameters for 
how and how much copyrighted materials could be used in the classroom. 
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6 Victoria Eastes, Michelle Shea, and Dawn Harris

The reality is that the rigidity of these parameters has often left educators with 
more questions but with less room for error to remain in compliance with the 
law. What a faculty member may deem fair use, the copyright holder may view 
as infringement. Publishers and rights holders have been increasing efforts 
to remove copyrighted or unlicensed materials found on university websites 
and virtual course platforms. Many leading universities have responded to the 
threat of fines—ranging in some cases from $750 to $30,000 per infraction—by 
seeking ways to educate faculty on what is and is not permissible.15 In response, 
some university libraries have chosen to hire librarians with an additional law 
degree or law experience to serve as a copyright liaison to help faculty navigate 
the complexities of the law for courses and professional research, which may 
help prevent future liability for the university.

If libraries are unable to hire someone who already has these qualifications, 
it may fall to an existing, interested librarian to learn more about copyright 
by taking advantage of professional development opportunities, building a 
resource list for reference, and utilizing peer-to-peer networks for advice and 
support. In response to requests to hire or designate a copyright specialist 
for A&M-Central Texas, the provost turned to the library as the best place 
to find a qualified person. The head of Technical Services was “voluntold” 
to assume the role of copyright specialist for the university and tasked with 
educating herself on all things copyright. Later, the university archivist stud-
ied to become another specialist, particularly in how copyright applies to 
primary source documents and the use of orphaned works. In these instances, 
the copyright liaison role became a part of each librarian’s assigned duties. 
When doing this work, any librarian who does not have a law license should 
always make clear that they are not offering legal counsel; rather, they are giv-
ing advice based on their personal understanding of the law. Any researcher 
wishing to truly pursue the use or publication of materials of unknown or 
questionable copyright should seek professional legal advice.

Professional development opportunities are an excellent resource to learn 
about copyright, particularly how it affects libraries and how other institu-
tions address similar issues. There are several free or low-cost resources avail-
able for any liaison who wants or needs to learn about copyright.

• Conferences: Two excellent conferences include Miami University Li-
braries Copyright Conference and the Kraemer Copyright Conference 
at the University of Colorado-Colorado Springs.16

• Courses and trainings: One excellent certificate-granting course is Copy-
right X, a free twelve-week networked course sponsored by Harvard 
Law School, the HarvardX distance-learning initiative, and the Berkman 
Klein Center for Internet and Society; and its affiliated course, Copyright 
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X: Libraries, created by MIT and focused on copyright as it affects cul-
tural institutions.17

• “How-to” guides and publications: A brief list may include resources 
such as the US Copyright Office’s “Resources and Education” website or 
the ALA’s “Copyright for Libraries: General Information.”18

• Networking groups: For example, in 2019, the Texas A&M University 
System (TAMUS) librarians serving as copyright specialists for their 
individual campuses created an email group to build relationships, seek 
advice, and share resources with their system peers.

Promoting Copyright on Campus

To promote copyright assistance for faculty at A&M-Central Texas, one of 
the library liaisons created an in-person course for faculty members on fair 
use in relation to teaching and academic publishing. The course is repeated as 
requested and was additionally put together as a LibGuide, titled “Copyright 
and Fair Use: Copyright in the Classroom,” for faculty to access as needed. 
Faculty are invited to contact the librarian with any questions or concerns 
regarding copyright, particularly the use of copyrighted materials in the virtual 
classroom and the use of services like electronic course reserves (e-reserves).19 
The library markets the e-reserves program as a platform for faculty members’ 
curated supplemental readings, or even textbook alternatives, leaving copyright 
compliance and accessibility to the expertise of the librarians. Each semester, 
faculty are invited to request that materials or resources be made available for 
students to easily access online as e-reserves. These range from book chapters 
and journal articles to websites or films. The e-reserves librarian works closely 
with the copyright specialist to determine if materials are available for use as 
open resources in the public domain or licensed through a library database and 
whether permissions from the copyright holder are required. In one instance, 
the copyright specialist reached out to the author of an out-of-print book and 
received written permission to digitize the library’s copy and make it available 
online to fulfill a faculty request. Covering the legalities of unique situations 
like these places the copyright specialist in the role of helping to protect the 
university from liability. The reality is that copyright touches all subjects, and 
gaining expertise in this area is an excellent way for any library liaison to offer 
their services to faculty and their academic community.

Online Accessibility

At A&M-Central Texas, addressing copyright concerns is tied in with 
advocating for accessibility of all online course materials and digital library 
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resources. As a public institution, the university makes every effort to ensure 
all university-related websites and digital materials conform to the Web Con-
tent Accessibility Guide (WCAG) 2.0 under Section 508 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973. In recent years, adherence to Americans with Disabilities Act of 
1990 (ADA) compliance has become an increasingly important and poten-
tially litigious area for universities. According to the Office of Civil Rights, 
as of 2020, there are 167 pending discrimination complaints against post-
secondary education institutions involving disability.20 The US Department 
of Justice lists the lack of alternative text for images, inaccessible document 
formats, and limited or missing accessible features for video and multimedia 
as among the most common issues for website accessibility.21

The library is amongst the strongest advocates for accessibility on cam-
pus and works closely with the Academic Technology Department to ensure 
all digital materials available through the library meet set standards. As the 
main person who works with unpublished materials, the university archi-
vist frequently collaborates with the e-reserves librarian to process scanned 
documents, such as book chapters, using optical character recognition 
(OCR) programs like ABBYY FineReader and Adobe Pro DC. This process 
converts scanned images into text that is then readable by assistive software, 
a process heavily used by the archives to make digitized primary documents 
available through the Digital Archives. Further collaborations with the 
University Writing Center (UWC) and the graduate Thesis Office provide 
opportunities for the archivist to liaise with faculty about specific criteria, 
such as the importance of labeling headings and subheadings, providing 
alternative text for images and tables, or explaining why assistive software 
programs work better with rich text format over PDF for font manipulation. 
Helping faculty to understand the complexities of accessibility and why it 
is necessary to create better understanding and certainly more appreciation 
for the work done by the librarians.

Building Relationships Through Collaboration and Outreach

Beyond issues of technology and legality, librarians must also be well 
versed in instruction, collaboration, and event planning to serve as effec-
tive liaisons. Librarians are active participants as teachers and professional 
colleagues, evidenced at A&M-Central Texas by the faculty status given to 
those who have completed a terminal degree in their field, such as the MLS 
or MLIS. Librarians have the power and inspiration to make change hap-
pen, whether that involves contributing to instructional design or library 
project management, particularly in the role of interdisciplinary interme-
diaries bridging the gap between subject areas and departments. No longer 
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simply the gatekeepers of information, academic librarians are increasingly 
“charged with the task of making themselves actively involved in the learn-
ing process, rather than being there when someone has a project due at the 
end of a course.”22 Collaborations with faculty, students, and community 
groups provide excellent avenues for A&M-Central Texas liaisons to ac-
tively engage with their constituents and build meaningful and mutually 
beneficial professional relationships.

Embedded Librarians

At A&M-Central Texas, professors may choose to have their library liaison 
serve as an embedded librarian in courses. The term “embedded” suggests a 
deeper course integration beyond one-shot instruction or general overviews 
of library services. In practice, the embedded librarian program is achieved 
through co-teaching in the classroom, professor-assigned follow-up meetings 
for students with their librarian, and equal-access instructor roles and posting 
privileges within online course management systems (CMS), such as Canvas. 
As embedded librarians, liaisons support students needing help with assign-
ments, research, and formative assessment. Within the embedded librarian 
spectrum, services range from in-depth involvement, including class instruc-
tion, assigned one-on-one interactions, and course-specific research guides to 
a more casual “here if you need us” approach, depending on the professor’s 
vision for their course. In one example, the business school liaison worked 
closely with the professor of a graduate-level course to decide what goals the 
professor had in mind for the class itself and to brainstorm ways to meet those 
goals through the library’s available resources. After meeting with the profes-
sor, the liaison created a research guide for that unique course, which was 
then posted in the CMS with course materials. A class visit gave the liaison 
the opportunity to introduce and demonstrate the guide and to encourage 
students to reach out for assistance as needed (which, in this case, several 
did). This presentation was recorded, along with instructions for scheduling 
individual appointments, and then it was made available through the CMS. 
By identifying both the professor’s goals and the students’ needs, the liaison 
successfully built a support framework for the course that provided access to 
both resources and services.

When opportunities for embedded librarianship arise, it is wise to jump 
on board and chart a path forward. These collaborations do not need to be 
complex. For example, for a senior writing history course, one professor 
asked a liaison to serve as embedded librarian and required each student to 
schedule an initial appointment to discuss their topic for a semester-long 
research project. This was particularly helpful in showing students how and 
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where to access primary sources and how to incorporate them into their 
research. Students were free to follow up for more assistance. The professor 
reported positive feedback from the students on the overall experience. These 
connections with faculty often result from months of interactions through 
other projects, committee service, and simple book order requests. Embedded 
librarians have “a wider reach, such as being incorporated into departments, 
programs, research centers, or administrative offices,” meaning they can cul-
tivate campus connections and take a more active role in making academic 
collaborations happen.23 Acting proactively, one liaison approached the 
university’s academic technology department about creating content specifi-
cally tailored to the CMS. The liaison then offered this content to professors 
teaching online courses as an additional resource, one requiring little to no 
effort for the professors.

A successful embedded librarianship program often relies on faculty 
buy-in and student participation. For those classes where the professor has 
worked closely with the liaison to build a framework of resources tailored to 
course topics, which become embedded into the course’s online module, stu-
dent participation has often remained high regardless of whether individual 
meetings with the librarian were required or merely encouraged. For future 
courses, it might be useful for the librarian to create additional handouts 
(such as blank mind maps) and to offer opportunities for students to reflect 
on individual research topics and to receive tips to test out different search 
strategies. Librarians can also collect student work products to document 
evidence of teaching efficacy, similar to teaching faculty, and to track under-
standing of learning outcomes or improve library instruction. These assess-
ment measures can enhance the overall instructional services suite created by 
embedded librarians to deepen the connections with professors and facilitate 
positive outcomes for students.

Displays and Collection Building

Liaisons can also expand their roles by utilizing the highly visible, well-
trafficked nature of the library building itself to explore collaborative projects 
with other departments. The liaisons at A&M-Central Texas create monthly 
displays throughout the library to promote specific collections or to highlight 
holidays or themes. Using this opportunity, several liaisons have collaborated 
directly with faculty to create displays to promote specific academic programs 
and courses using artifacts, books, and other resources. In 2019, librarians 
worked with anthropology faculty to create a display of featured objects 
recovered from a recently excavated homestead site, including photographs 
and common artifacts from the period, paired with books from the library’s 
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collection on cultural anthropology. Further, the university’s committee on 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) approached the librarians in 2021 to 
curate a display for a special presentation. Items placed on display included 
nonfiction books, featured digital films, and other materials addressing in-
clusivity in schools and businesses. The collaboration proved so successful 
that plans are in process for a permanent collection within the library related 
to DEI. These types of collaborations illustrate the liaison’s ability to look 
beyond traditional roles to find new ways to impact academia using creativ-
ity and attentiveness to existing needs.24 Additionally, a successful liaison 
program requires building relationships with both faculty and students. 
Working directly with students on curating books and other materials as 
part of service-learning projects is another example of a mutually beneficial 
relationship.25 Not only do students meet their program requirements, but 
librarians also gain insight into current student needs and how best to meet 
them. Low-pressure partnerships like these can build or initiate rapport that 
can lead to future partnerships, in the library or in the classroom.

Interdepartmental and Community Partnerships

Other partnerships at A&M-Central Texas extend beyond the typical inter-
actions with students in the classroom. Working in cooperation with the Uni-
versity Writing Program (UWC) to combine research assistance with quality 
writing instruction has proven to be one particularly successful partnership. 
Tutors from the UWC, prior to COVID-19 necessitating a move to fully 
virtual services, would station themselves in study areas near the library’s 
main reference desk during normal evening hours. Students could schedule 
an appointment or “drop in” to meet with a tutor for feedback on papers or 
projects. It was common for these students to stop by the reference desk after 
their writing session to seek help with locating resources, choosing databases 
or citation management software, and improving the overall quality of their 
research. For in-depth assistance, students were encouraged to contact their 
course liaison via email or in person. This partnership helped students ad-
dress any topical gaps in their writing while also building their confidence to 
perform independent research. The tutors focused on grammatical editing 
and revisions, and the librarians focused on the quality of research and re-
sources—both sides creating a generative and supportive process for students.

The librarians and writing program staff are involved in discussions on 
how to extend these services to include local community members (non-
students). One proposal under consideration involves connecting with area 
high schools through a civic essay writing contest, providing an open-ended 
question prompt and a small cash incentive to the winner. This contest 
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could connect the university with area high school teachers and, potentially, 
future university students. If successful, it could generate interest in the 
university through sponsored writing clubs, mentoring opportunities, and 
additional outreach programming.

Other ideas involve working with area public libraries to host résumé, 
cover letter, or college entrance essay writing workshops. This partnership 
would include University Library liaisons, the directors of the local public 
library branches, and would utilize existing services from the Texas Work-
force Commission. For event planning, the most logical method would be to 
communicate with departmental contacts regarding potential plans, includ-
ing needed materials, the target audience, physical or virtual meetings spaces 
available, and the level of needed commitment. A planning group would 
assign duties and establish a timeframe for completion. Library liaisons have 
much to contribute to service-learning experiences and community partner-
ships, particularly if they have a strong background in the target subject area. 
By gaining an awareness of college and department activities, librarians can 
increase their overall participation in campus events and provide customized 
services.26 An ongoing partnership is more likely when the projects receive 
dedicated support from all the parties involved. At A&M-Central Texas, the 
library liaisons assigned to these projects are experienced in outreach, event 
planning, and educational pedagogy, ensuring the best chance of successful 
partnerships through collaboration.

Committee Service and Professional Development

The librarians at A&M-Central Texas are faculty members on the pro-
fessional track, meaning they must meet certain expectations in areas of 
professional development and fulfill service obligations for promotion. 
Since tenure-track professors are held to similar expectations, fulfilling 
these obligations is yet another opportunity to build mutually beneficial re-
lationships between liaisons and faculty. Service on university councils and 
committees provides representation of the library, ensuring its equal foot-
ing with other departments in university decision making and leadership. 
At A&M-Central Texas, two of the more influential committees are Faculty 
Senate, responsible for advising the president’s office and for advocating for 
faculty needs on issues like promotion and tenure; and its subcommittee, 
the appropriately named Committee on Committees (ComCom), which 
assigns faculty and staff to the various committee positions available each 
academic year. Over the past few years, librarians have held leadership 
positions on both committees, first as Faculty Senate executive committee 
secretary and, later, as chair of ComCom. Leadership opportunities like 
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these add legitimacy to the librarians’ role as fellow faculty. Through com-
mittee work, connections are made, needs are determined, and solutions are 
reached that involve the library at each step.

Within committees, librarians can also originate projects and presen-
tations that meet information needs and count toward promotion. As a 
supportive project for the Faculty Center for Teaching and Learning, the 
librarian on the committee created a LibGuide to highlight recommended 
articles and embedded videos on model teaching practices and Quality Mat-
ters (QM) initiatives. QM is a program that focuses on increasing course 
rigor, promoting student engagement, and improving faculty teaching to 
create stronger instructional experiences for students, so it was important for 
the library to highlight this endeavor. For that same committee, a librarian 
gave a faculty presentation about open educational resources to address DEI 
needs and to enhance student engagement. Recommendations for faculty 
included the following ideas: using images with more diverse representation 
of cultures, racial groups, and religious customs; incorporating up-to-date 
news articles or journal issues; meeting accessibility standards through 
closed captioning and OCR; and assigning lower-cost or open-source text-
books. Framing this presentation as a discussion allowed for candid faculty 
feedback on these issues, generating useful information on how to best ad-
dress them with partnerships across the university.

Committee service is an opportunity for liaisons to promote the library. 
Regular but timely advocacy is essential to show how the library can help in 
actionable ways. The key is being a good listener, volunteering specific tips 
or assistance when appropriate, and staying informed on how the commit-
tee is working with the university to proactively anticipate future projects or 
avenues for collaboration.

Enhancing Campus Service Learning and Instruction

Popular collections of books and media, hands-on manipulatives, and 
technological and circulating devices are available through the library to en-
hance coursework in the classroom and off-site. These items are popular with 
professors in the College of Education and Human Development (CEHD), 
particularly for demonstrations aimed to connect with K-12 learners in the 
community. Librarian liaisons also contribute their expertise in service learn-
ing to plan, implement, and improve upon library-originated programs, such 
as themed summer camps for reading, STEM, or coding logic for children in 
the community. Service-learning courses have a practical component, where 
students must complete an active project or interact with community mem-
bers to demonstrate skills learned during a class. For these programs, faculty 
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are contacted to enlist help from graduate-student volunteers, who can run 
aspects of these camps as service projects. These volunteers provide guided 
reading groups for the younger grade levels, giving them the opportunity to 
hone their teaching skills and professors an opportunity to create assignments 
with reflective and product-based elements. Librarians, in turn, increase their 
visibility on campus and build professional partnerships with faculty and 
community members. As a library liaison, the goal is to balance expertise with 
resources and to adapt to the varying needs of multidisciplinary coursework.

An upcoming initiative is aimed at creating a more visible process to help 
liaisons connect with faculty in their subject areas. Successful liaisons have 
found that regular, informal chats create more familiarity with library ser-
vices and improve professional connections. These connections also enhance 
librarians’ job performance as it increases their ability to support community 
functions and to revise service outcomes and practices for campus.27 The 
long-term plan is to create a suite of liaison services, customized to the needs 
of different departments or colleges, and to market the services more strategi-
cally through library signage, social media, direct emails, and in-person visits. 
Initial efforts have involved contacting faculty to request titles for books or 
journals that should be added as part of collection development, a set of infor-
mation literacy tutorials aligned to the Association of College and Research 
Libraries’ (ACRL) Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Educa-
tion,28 subject-specific LibGuides, assistance with university and degree ac-
creditation documentation or tours, and embedded librarian collaborations. 
The hope is to better personalize these services and resources to encourage 
more faculty to contact their liaisons directly with their needs.

The Role of Collection Development

At every level, collaboration and partnerships are “critical to leveraging ex-
pertise and thereby developing and expanding new services, liaison roles, and 
library roles more generally.”29 The librarians at A&M-Central Texas special-
izing in collection development liaise with faculty, university administration, 
and institutional review staff to create stronger collections. They utilize their 
expertise and relationship-building opportunities on curriculum committees 
and participation in the institution’s academic program review to encourage 
active participation from faculty in collection-development practices.

Building a New Collection

Collaborating with faculty to develop new and unique collections is an 
excellent method for building relationships and strengthening the role of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Changing the Liaison Role to Enhance Library Collaboration 15

library services in the learning process. In 2015, faculty from the CEHD 
approached the education librarian/liaison about creating an education 
resource center (ERC) similar to one at another university. The collection 
would provide instructional materials in a variety of formats for faculty 
and students to use in the classroom to help elementary students learn and 
retain knowledge for a variety of learning styles, including visual, auditory, 
or kinesthetic. Educators enrolled in the CEHD would be encouraged to use 
various curriculum supplies during their studies and student teaching. The 
incorporation of these manipulatives into the curriculum would address the 
needs of multiple learning levels through a wide range of items for differ-
ent uses.30 These resources would also “allow for conscious or unconscious 
development of motor skills, social, self-help, cognitive, problem solving, 
leadership, [and] multi-skill building” opportunities.31

The CEHD already had a small number of items but housed them in a 
locked closet within CEHD, which limited usage and made tracking them dif-
ficult. By placing the collection in the library, not only was access expanded, 
but circulation also could be tracked via the library’s automation system. To 
augment the initial collection, a $20,000 grant was obtained from the Texas 
State Library and Archives Commission to provide funding for ten categories 
of materials, including manipulatives, teaching kits and games, guided read-
ing sets, flip charts, technology items, and puppets.32 Since the inception of 
the ERC, faculty outside of the CEHD have contacted the library about ex-
panding the collection. A psychology professor who routinely teaches classes 
on sand tray therapy asked the library to purchase sand trays with figures 
and miniatures. After discovering that the human skeleton replica in the 
ERC collection improved student learning, the forensic anthropology profes-
sor requested the addition of a human skull replica for student exploration. 
Five years after its inception, the ERC’s items account for approximately 10 
percent of the library’s total circulation. Faculty know they can bring their 
wishlists for items to add and the librarians will endeavor to locate and pur-
chase even the most unique and unorthodox materials to enhance faculty and 
student research and learning.

Serving on Curriculum Committees

Serving on a university-wide curriculum committee offers librarians the 
unique opportunity to learn about new and revised programs and courses 
long before they become a reality. For liaisons, this lead time is invaluable in 
terms of long-range planning for collection development. The program review 
process helps the liaison develop a supporting collection based on feedback 
from central faculty in the program, expected student enrollment, and the time 
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frame for implementation. Serving on a curriculum committee has been one 
of the most successful avenues for increasing the visibility of the library and 
demonstrating the value of library services and collections to the university.33

Since 2011, a library representative has served on the University Cur-
riculum Committee at A&M-Central Texas. While it was initially filled by 
the Dean of the Library, in 2018, it became clear that the Collection Devel-
opment and Acquisitions Librarian was a more meaningful fit. The goal of 
any collection-building process should be to have the necessary materials 
on hand when they are needed for teaching and research. The involvement 
of academic collection managers in the initial planning stages for academic 
programs has been instrumental to each new academic program’s overall suc-
cess, and committee work has helped make that possible.34 New programs are 
particularly challenging for academic libraries to support as current resources 
may be limited or superficial. It often requires several years and multiple bud-
get cycles to create a collection with enough breadth and depth to support a 
new curriculum. Library budgets are notoriously tight, and funding must be 
addressed before purchasing additional collections. Adding new subject areas 
to any purchasing budget requires finesse and compromise, and the sooner 
the collection development librarian learns about new programs, the easier it 
is to allocate additional funds.

Once the initial planning phases are complete, the collection development 
librarian can develop a plan for the scope of the collection. Corresponding with 
faculty about their expectations for the program allows the librarian to provide 
guidance on recommended databases and available resources. If faculty are not 
already strong proponents of the library, this process of cooperation can help 
cement the educational partnership. Participation in the planning stages of a 
new program also allows the librarian time to conduct a thorough analysis of 
existing materials, including any necessary weeding due to inadequacy or dat-
edness of materials, and to identify potential resources for purchase.

Participation in the Institution’s Program Review Process

Academic libraries play, or have the potential to play, a prominent role 
in the institutional program review process and enhancement of academic 
programs.35 At A&M-Central Texas, graduate and undergraduate programs 
are externally reviewed on a ten-year cycle. College deans, program faculty, 
and the Academic Program Review coordinator prepare a descriptive and 
evaluative self-study that includes program status, strengths and weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats, evaluations of learning outcomes, and recommen-
dations. In addition, the A&M-Central Texas University Library is an active 
partner in the review process with the goal of enhancing resources and ser-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Changing the Liaison Role to Enhance Library Collaboration 17

vices based on collaborative evaluation of support for individual programs.36 
The library’s program review segment provides an excellent opportunity to 
showcase supporting collections, including highlighting databases and jour-
nals as well as monograph holdings. Both the age and the granularity of the 
collection are analyzed and discussed to show a steady increase in the acquisi-
tion of core titles illustrative of a collection’s growth. For planning purposes, 
the library uses these figures to determine if the program in question warrants 
extra collection development funds in the next budget cycle. In addition to 
this evaluation of materials, the program review includes analyses of patron 
access, budget, services, and staffing to demonstrate the library’s role as an 
integral part of the university’s mission and student success.

Every year, the library designates funds within its materials budget to 
augment these targeted collections, including last-minute funds from “end-
of-year” money. The collection development librarian analyzes the subject 
collections for the four to six academic programs under review for depth and 
breadth. Core titles not in the collection are identified and purchased with 
most funds directed toward areas with the greatest need. Through collection 
development, the liaison actively advocates for library engagement in institu-
tional program planning and support.

Conclusion

Liaison roles, along with the role of academic libraries overall, are chang-
ing, and librarians must be proactive in their approach and functions if they 
wish to continue their presence as a valuable asset to the community. The 
librarians at A&M-Central Texas define the liaison role as part of a collab-
orative partnership with faculty and students. Acknowledging that not every 
academic library has the same opportunities, there are still numerous areas 
in which liaisons can expand their services and the library’s influence on uni-
versity governance and affairs.

1. Ask questions and brainstorm ideas. Take an analytical look at a given 
subject/area/department to understand its strengths and weaknesses, 
areas for growth, and discuss potential needs the library can address.

2. Take advantage of available resources. Build peer networks. Take advan-
tage of the numerous free opportunities for professional development to 
learn about new topics and trends.

3. Reach out and build relationships. Not all faculty will respond, and not 
all projects will succeed, but take lessons from the failures and build on 
the successes.
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4. Rethink and move beyond traditional roles. The liaison’s role is to support 
the research and teaching needs of their assigned department or subject 
area. Expanding this role to include areas of copyright and fair use, out-
reach and programming, committee service and institutional review, and 
collection development are only some ways to enhance these services.

While each library will experience different results, there are many op-
portunities to become a proactive liaison by supporting students, faculty, and 
staff more effectively, strategically, and holistically.
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Reconnecting the Dots

An Analysis of Campus Stakeholders’ Awareness 
of Library Scholarly Communication Services

Emily K. Chan, Daina Dickman, Nicole Lawson,  
and Suzanna Yaukey

Universities traditionally identified as teaching institutions are 
increasingly encouraging faculty to engage in grant-funded research, 

scholarship, and creative activities, often to highlight institutional impact and 
influence. Academic libraries, with growing investments in scholarly commu-
nication services, are in a unique position to support these efforts. Although 
campus administrators may not see libraries as natural partners for these new 
strategic initiatives, given their historical perceptions of libraries, there are 
significant collaboration and growth opportunities for administrators and 
faculty in aligning with library scholarly communication programs.

Reporting on an awarded Institute of Museum and Library Services 
(IMLS) National Forum grant (LG-35-19-0066-19) to assess scholarly com-
munication programs at Carnegie-classified Master’s Comprehensive (M1) 
public institutions, this chapter presents results from librarian focus groups, 
interviews with campus grant administrators, and conversations at the vir-
tual Scholarly Communication Assessment Forum in May 2020, where both 
librarians and campus stakeholders were in attendance. Across these focus 
groups, interviews, and conversations, there were notable discrepancies 
between scholarly communication offerings and the grant administrators’ 
awareness of these services.

Analysis includes response mapping between librarians and campus grant 
administrators at seven M1 public institutions. Interviews conducted with 
campus stakeholders and scholarly communication librarians demonstrate 
that these institutions face various challenges, including multiple, competing, 
and simultaneous strategic priorities. The intersection of external stakeholder 
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work and the libraries’ ability to support research support services is also 
investigated. Results demonstrate the gaps in outreach between liaison and 
scholarly communication librarians and their respective campus partners. 
Responses from campus stakeholders also reveal a growing need to provide 
comprehensive research impact services, something that few of the institu-
tions were offering at the time the study was conducted. The chapter con-
cludes with practical suggestions for closing the awareness gap and moving 
libraries from roles of research support to research partner.

Literature Review

For decades, academic libraries have been encouraged or required to dem-
onstrate their impact on various campus initiatives, whether related to 
student success, faculty productivity, or other pertinent strategic priorities. 
Alignment with campus strategic plans has emerged frequently as an as-
sessment element. Kathryn Crowe has indicated that developing strategic 
plans and assessments to support a university’s mission raises the library’s 
profile locally1 while Holt Zaugg has shown the positive effects of a library 
impact map (LIM) assessment mapping library priorities to university areas 
of focus.2 In a case of scholarly communication and institutional reposito-
ries specifically, just the mention of the institutional repository (IR) within 
a library’s strategic plan indicated the library’s commitment to supporting 
the campus’ research lifecycle.3

Creating a culture of assessment in libraries has been increasingly dis-
cussed in library assessment communities with practical recommendations 
for implementation,4 including publicizing the commitment5 and creating 
a program targeted to stakeholder needs.6 The topic of research impact as a 
library service has also been an area of growing scholarship. Lauren Di Monte 
discussed the particular suitability of research impact services to the job port-
folio of librarian and library assessment professionals,7 and Berenika Webster 
and Jackie Belanger explored potential partnerships and tools for measuring 
the role the library plays in supporting research impact and scholar produc-
tivity.8 Many libraries, however, have faced outreach challenges with faculty 
who may not recognize the role the library can play in supporting research 
analysis for faculty because they view students as the sole potential beneficia-
ries and users of library services.9

The grant project discussed in this chapter was initially undertaken to 
develop consensus on performance indicators for scholarly communication 
services. The literature has shown, however, that although researchers have 
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acknowledged and investigated performance indicators for institutional 
repositories, creating meaningful indicators requires time and careful atten-
tion to the development of relationships with faculty members. For example, 
Maria Cassella compared internal elements related to institutional reposito-
ries (e.g., user perspective, internal process perspective, financial perspective, 
learning and growth perspective) to external criteria (e.g., interoperability, se-
cured external funding for the IR, and national or international participation 
in projects) using a balanced scorecard approach in order to assess the overall 
value of IRs for researchers.10 Fatemeh Lagzian, A. Abrizah, and Mee-Chin 
Wee highlighted critical success factors for IR management, services, technol-
ogy, self-archiving practices, staffing, and resources through a survey of both 
IR managers as well as researchers in the same institutions.11 Further, Holly 
Mercer, Brian Rosenblum, and Ada Emmett documented faculty behaviors 
and interactions with their local IR over time.12 As researchers’ needs may 
vary widely by discipline beyond their needs for an IR, Diane Harley et al. 
found that tailored local solutions may be necessary in the delivery of schol-
arly communication services with infrastructure “built within the context of 
disciplinary conventions, reward systems, and the practice of peer review.”13

Metrics for IRs have not reached the same level of standardization as many 
other library tools, such as the COUNTER Code of Practice for normalizing 
the collection of electronic resources statistics, the Association of College 
and Research Libraries (ACRL) Metrics that collect data on library usage in 
academic libraries, or the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) surveys that provide general statistics on higher education and in-
clude sections for academic libraries. The challenges of standardized metrics 
for IRs should be understood in the context of local cultures, which have 
been mentioned in multiple studies. Both Gerard Van Westrienen and Clif-
ford Lynch, as well as Rowena Cullen and Brenda Chawner, found that IR 
success is determined by the community; in particular, Cullen and Chawner, 
along with Laura Waugh et al., drew attention to the disciplinary patterns that 
impact local success.14 Todd Bruns and Harrison Inefuku mapped metrics to 
audience types, indicating that metrics may need to be individualized to serve 
various audiences. For instance, university administrators, campus units, fac-
ulty, students, and the library or repository managers may each assess success 
using different metrics, though Bruns and Inefuku recognized that compar-
ing metrics across institutions does require more standardization.15 Other 
scholars, such as Patrick O’Brien et al. and Ross Macintyre and Hilary Jones, 
have concluded that current metrics for repositories are insufficient, leading 
to undercounting and, ultimately, inaccurate reporting.16 Projects such as 
Institutional Repository Usage Statistics UK (IRUS-UK)17 and Repository 
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Analytics & Metrics Portal (RAMP)18 have emerged to address these inaccu-
racies. Some institutions have instituted tools such as alternative metrics, or 
altmetrics, to track the additional reach of scholarship through social media 
engagement or coverage in the press to assist with proving value and impact. 
Stephanie Haustein et al. investigated the role of social media in measuring 
the impact of research and scholarship and concluded that a more nuanced 
approach is needed to appropriately report research productivity.19 Kim 
Holberg et al. reaffirmed the complexity of determining scholarly impact, 
suggesting that alternative metrics may be another viable vehicle while ac-
knowledging the need to address complexities around identifying the correct 
work, social media company restrictions, and the correlation between these 
metrics and ultimate impact.20

Project Background

California State University, Sacramento, and San José State University re-
ceived an Institute of Museum and Library Services National Leadership 
Grant in 2019 to organize a National Forum on the topic of scholarly com-
munication assessment. Both institutions had noted a gap between service 
planning and demonstrated assessment of success. This grant project aimed 
to bridge this gap by producing a white paper and a scholarly communication 
assessment rubric, informed by feedback from both scholarly communication 
practitioners and campus stakeholders. The project focused on public institu-
tions classified as Master’s Colleges and University-Large Programs, or M1s, 
as defined by Carnegie classifications. The focus on M1s was intentional; 
most public M1s are teaching-centered institutions with limited budgets for 
research-intensive activities, so determining which services best support their 
communities has been necessary to ensure maximum impact per dollar.

Investigators on this project included Emily K. Chan, Daina Dickman, 
Nicole Lawson, and Suzanna Yaukey. Lili Luo served as the evaluator for 
this project. Emily K. Chan is Associate Dean of Research and Scholarship 
for the University Library at San José State University. Chan’s background 
includes previous experience as a Scholarly Communications Librarian, 
and she leads conversations regarding best practices in scholarly commu-
nication within the grant team. Daina Dickman is Assistant Director of the 
Network of the National Library of Medicine (NNLM), Region 5; however, 
she was the Scholarly Communication Librarian throughout the collection 
of results for this chapter. She serves as an additional scholarly communi-
cation expert with firsthand knowledge of common campus stakeholder 
interactions. Nicole Lawson is Associate Dean for Academic Services at 
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California State University, Sacramento, where she is responsible for as-
sessment, among other duties. Lawson leads conversations regarding the 
incorporation of library assessment practices into scholarly communication 
practices. Lawson is the current Project Director. Suzanna Yaukey is Dean 
of University Libraries at Towson University. Yaukey was the past conve-
ner of the ACRL Digital Curation Interest Group. In this role, she led the 
group’s initial steps to become an ACRL Section, the Digital Scholarship 
Section—a move that expanded ACRL’s scope in the area of digital scholar-
ship as it pertains to scholarly communication. Yaukey began as the Project 
Director. Luo is a Professor at the School of Information at San José State 
University. As the evaluator for the grant, she served as the moderator for 
focus group sessions and campus stakeholder interviews and assisted the 
investigators throughout the process with research design.

Method

The project included three phases (see Table 2.1). First, in-person and 
virtual focus groups were conducted with scholarly communication practi-
tioners who were employed or formerly employed by M1 Carnegie-classified 
institutions. Twenty librarians across three focus groups participated. Second, 
interviews were conducted virtually with thirteen campus stakeholders who 
were employed at M1 public institutions and involved in grants processes, 
including supervising, managing, and assisting with grant budgets, writing, 
reporting, or other grant requirements. Finally, the National Forum was held 
on May 4 and 5, 2020, online with forty-three participants, including library 
scholarly communication practitioners or librarians, library assessment ex-
perts, scholarship recipients, campus stakeholders from grants offices, and 
faculty who had some experience working with the library and their scholarly 
communication services. The project went through IRB review, but because 
of the focus on program assessment, it was not deemed to be human subject 
research. Participants were still asked to complete basic consent forms.

TABLE 2.1 
Phases of the Project with Activities and Number of Participants per Phase

Phase Activity

1 Three in-person or virtual focus groups with scholarly communication 
librarians (n=20)

2 Individual interviews conducted via Zoom with external stakeholders (n=13)
3 Virtual Scholarly Communication Assessment Forum convening scholarly 

communication librarians, external stakeholders, assessment experts, 
teaching faculty, and scholarship recipients (n=43)
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Focus Groups with Librarians

The overarching purpose of conducting the focus groups with scholarly 
communication librarians was to determine best practices and needs in the 
assessment of scholarly communication services and programs at M1 public 
academic libraries. The focus group script was written with the intention 
of identifying institutions’ scholarly communication activities, assessing 
that work, and ascertaining scholarly communication components that 
were difficult to assess but were important to consider for development of 
future programs and services. To get discussion started, and to track all the 
scholarly communication services institutions offered, each librarian in the 
focus group was asked to complete a questionnaire on their services, which 
was based on the University of Central Florida’s (UCF) Research Lifecycle.21 
This lifecycle model was chosen because of its comprehensiveness in iden-
tifying various scholarly communication services and for the usefulness in 
organizing discussions to match corresponding lifecycle phases. For each 
step in the lifecycle, librarians indicated what services they offered, how 
developed the service was, and how the service was staffed (i.e., by a single 
person or a team). A moderator guided the librarians through the focus 
groups, following a predefined script.22 After the focus groups, the research-
ers solicited referrals for stakeholders in the librarians’ grant offices who 
could take part in individual interviews.

Campus Stakeholder Interviews

The campus stakeholder interviews similarly used the UCF Research 
Lifecycle as a basis for discussion. Stakeholders were shown a presentation 
breaking down the various phases in UCF’s diagram. In each section, they 
indicated whether they were aware of any library programs that supported the 
specific phase, or if they would welcome such a service. The stakeholders were 
also queried as to how they would suggest a step or activity might be assessed. 
The same moderator from the focus groups conducted the one-on-one inter-
views with campus stakeholders, guiding them through a script of questions 
and queries regarding each stage of the lifecycle.23 All discussions in the focus 
groups and campus stakeholder interviews were transcribed.

Scholarly Communication Assessment Forum

Data from the focus groups and the campus stakeholder interviews informed 
the agenda for the virtual Scholarly Communication Assessment Forum in 
May 2020. Many of the focus group participants were invited to speak about 
their services at the forum, and campus stakeholders and faculty were invited 
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to serve on panels discussing library scholarly communication services. Ad-
ditionally, participants in four breakout rooms discussed specific topics with 
questions and prompts to get conversation started, including scholarly com-
munication as part of the strategic planning process, feedback from campus 
stakeholders, creating stories from scholarly communication interactions and 
successes, and, lastly, elements of a rubric to assess services at M1 institutions. 
The forum and breakout rooms were also recorded and transcribed.

The entire project created a rich data set on scholarly communication 
practices from various perspectives. In the next section, the discrepancies 
between librarians and their campus stakeholders at the same institutions 
are discussed. Fourteen participants from the focus groups and campus 
stakeholders’ interviews were mapped to seven M1 institutions. Only seven 
institutions were included in the analysis for this chapter, as these were the 
only institutions where both a stakeholder and a librarian participated in the 
research. Services offered at their respective universities were coded as nodes 
in NVivo, a qualitative data analysis tool. The answers from the scholarly 
communication librarians (both from focus groups and from the forum) were 
then compared to the answers from the campus stakeholders.

Results

The seven institutions analyzed in these results had varying levels of schol-
arly communication services and staffing scenarios. A few librarians were the 
only ones working on scholarly communication within their library; some had 
scholarly communication tasks as one of many job duties; and a few worked 
within a team of professionals. All the seven institutions had an IR, but the 
content within the IR varied. All institutions also offered various scholarly 
communication services depending on local need, though all offered some 
form of either guidance on where to publish or receive consultation on author 
rights. Additional services that the librarians reported during focus groups 
included the following: open access initiatives such as mandates, policies, 
or funding programs; predatory publishing review or workshops; citation 
management assistance; citation metrics or alternative metrics guidance; dis-
covery support, including indexing in library databases and across the web; 
impact reporting; data management services; data analysis and visualization; 
writing assistance or support; and copyright guidance. These services were 
initially reported during the first activity using the UCF research lifecycle; 
others became apparent during focus group conversations and during the 
forum. The campus stakeholders viewed the same UCF research lifecycle to 
frame discussions during the interviews, which helped establish consistent 
terms across both groups.
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The overall results were grouped into three categories or institutional 
profiles: the library that is under-resourced and, therefore, has issues estab-
lishing effective partnerships; the library that has different priorities or target 
audiences than their grants office; and libraries where a budding relationship 
is more indicative of the library becoming a research partner. In the follow-
ing analyses, institutions are referred to by the letters A through G, with the 
librarian and stakeholder for each institution also identified with the corre-
sponding institution letter. No additional details on the institutions or par-
ticipants are provided in order to protect the confidentiality of participants.

Library is Under-Resourced, Making Partnership Difficult

Two libraries were included under the category of under-resourced to the 
point that partnering with any campus stakeholders might be difficult: In-
stitution A and Institution B. Stakeholder A was only aware of one scholarly 
communication service: the IR.24 Institution A library did, however, offer 
four other services that the stakeholder considered aspirational or helpful to 
their mission or role at the campus. These included where to publish work-
shops, predatory publishing guidance, citation management, and literature 
review assistance.

Per Librarian A’s statements, the library provided workshops on preda-
tory publishers with advice on where faculty might consider publishing.25 
Stakeholder A, despite not knowing that the service existed, stated it is help-
ful that “a librarian could potentially speak to a faculty member and say, 
‘maybe that’s not your best area, the best publication.’” In the case of cita-
tion management and literature reviews, the stakeholder was unaware of the 
citation workshops the library offered and also did not know that the library 
provided consultations on literature reviews. In fact, the stakeholder asserted 
that the librarians might not have “the bandwidth even over there . . . to help 
folks with the literature review.”

Stakeholder A mentioned two services that they thought would be aspira-
tional for the library to provide: data management, which their office was re-
sponsible for at the time; and research impact services. Librarian A was aware 
that the stakeholder’s office offered this service but not that the stakeholder 
thought it might be better situated in the library.

Both Librarian A and Stakeholder A agreed that the library having a role in 
reporting out research impact would be beneficial to all. The stakeholder was 
interested in having the library capture the dissemination results of funded 
grants as they could not count quantitative outputs from funded grants. The 
librarian saw the repository as a tool that could help with tracking those met-
rics, not just for grants but also across the university:
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And I think that was one of the big pushes for the institutional repository was so 
we could see what our colleagues were doing and having a better footprint for 
[Institution A]. Because that’s one thing we’ve been very, very poor at is being 
able to articulate what is the impact of the research that’s being done by faculty.

Stakeholder A did see the potential of the library having “the entire works 
that everyone has published or submitted or the results of everyone’s grants 
or research projects” in a repository but did not see the repository as the vehi-
cle to fuel or inform research impact. The stakeholder also expressed interest 
in seeing evidence of departmental cross-collaborations across the university.

Interestingly, Stakeholder A acknowledged that they did not know for sure 
what services the library offered to support the research lifecycle. They stated: 
“I, again, I cannot speak to whether the library does. I feel kind of sad now 
that we’re having this conversation—that I don’t know as much about my li-
brary.” The conversation also piqued the stakeholder’s interest in connecting 
more to their library, specifically: “It’s making me think that I need to meet 
with the newer librarians. So, now you’ve got me curious, I admit it.”

For the next institution in this category, Stakeholder B was aware of a few 
services the library offered, including the IR and fledgling data management 
services.26 The stakeholder knew specifics about items in the repository, stat-
ing, “I’ve seen a package of publications as part of the library collection that 
are the result of either scholarship, some grants, collaboration with students.” 
They were not aware of author rights services that the library offered, and the 
stakeholder’s understanding of the scope of the data management services of-
fered was limited. The stakeholder saw literature review and citation manage-
ment support as two areas where the library could offer additional support. 
Conversely, Librarian B frequently mentioned the loss of staffing for scholarly 
communication support that had subsequently not been replaced, making a 
comprehensive approach to the topic difficult, as “it’s a small portion of my 
overall umbrella.”27 The librarian also mentioned frequent partnerships on 
open educational research (OER) initiatives with their faculty center and in-
dicated that affordable learning was a strategic focus for the institution.

The gap in awareness of author rights services was likely due to Institution 
B’s self-submit model for the repository. The library provided resources on 
checking SHERPA/ROMEO and agreements to determine which article ver-
sion faculty should post, but they did not mediate the deposit; rather, they 
only provided consultation as needed. The model for data management at 
the library was in the fledgling stages, with an informal group that “consults 
on varying parts of the data management piece.” The librarian referred to it 
as “low visibility” with a “handful of faculty members” inquiring about new 
services of “research data management, using archivable databases that I’m 
working on and generating, text mining, data visualizations.” Despite not 
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knowing the extent of this project at the library, the stakeholder agreed that 
data management was an appropriate role for the library, stating, “I’m sure 
it’s something that they should be doing.”

Different Priorities and Target Audiences

Two institutions (C and D) were categorized as having different priorities 
and target audiences than their grants offices. The libraries seemed to have 
closer collaborations with other groups on campus that were not part of 
the interviewed stakeholder group. At Institution C, the librarian28 and 
stakeholder29 collaborated on a few key initiatives, specifically around data 
management planning for grants and citation metrics/impact reporting on 
specific journals funded for open access publication. Stakeholder C regarded 
the repository as a service for students though, not one that would support 
the work of the grants office. Disconnects between service offerings and 
awareness existed on the topics of the depth of data management services and 
author rights or where to publish services. Stakeholder C felt that the library 
might be able to play a role in collaboration tools, research impact, discovery 
support, and data visualization.

While Stakeholder C was aware that the library provided support for data 
management plan authoring in the context of grant writing, they were not 
in tune with the depth of the service the library was offering. Librarian C 
mentioned a slate of data management services that included the following: 
help with identifying data management plans or repositories as part of the 
grant writing process; access to the DMPTool, an online tool for author-
ing data management plans that accompany grant proposals; guidance and 
workshops on data ownership; and guidance on disciplinary data reposito-
ries. The stakeholder mentioned a “struggle with finding sort of boilerplate 
language about the campus’ resources,” and that they felt “the library could 
certainly have a role in . . . speaking to our institutional infrastructure and 
resources for data management.”

Librarian C offered where to publish assistance and author rights work-
shops; however, Stakeholder C did not seem to be aware of these offerings but 
felt that a library partnership with the campus faculty center would be valu-
able and appropriate. The librarian mentioned that they were invited to meet 
new faculty (likely in collaboration with the faculty center), and that they 
organized presentations on the topic of where to publish and author rights.

Stakeholder C mentioned the usage of Pivot, the grants database, multiple 
times, including that the library and their office co-fund the database. They 
saw a possibility for the library to take the lead on training faculty to do 
searches in Pivot. Specifically, “I don’t have an information science back-
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ground and our office could collaborate with the library and librarians in 
terms of maximizing those search options.” This co-funding relationship was 
not mentioned by Librarian C.

Similar to other campus stakeholder interviews, Stakeholder C mentioned 
the importance of research impact and the role the library could play in edu-
cating faculty, specifically, “I think the library would be a good partner for 
helping [faculty] understand the metrics, the downloads of use and making 
that connection to the significance of the article.” Interestingly, Librarian C 
mentioned partnering with the stakeholder’s office to provide data on impact 
factors and to review journal quality for specific articles published using open 
access campus funding.

Institution D’s situation had similarities to Institution C as the scholarly 
communication priorities for the librarian appeared to differ from those of 
the stakeholder. Stakeholder D was aware of multiple services offered by the 
library: an IR existed; the library had a role in long-term preservation; author 
rights workshops and consultations occurred; and librarians provided in-
struction on how to collect citations.30 The stakeholder was unaware of preda-
tory publishing services, stating the library could help educate faculty about 
these journals. The stakeholder was interested in more support for plagiarism 
investigations, data visualization, discovery support, and dissemination or 
storage of data. Librarian D, while they did frequently interact with the stake-
holder’s office, was much more focused on student research, topics of open 
access, and open educational resources.31 The librarian partnered much more 
closely with the campus faculty center. This librarian acknowledged some 
communication issues with the faculty center as a partner, stating “they seem 
to have a disconnect with what we actually do and what they think we do,” 
which might also apply to their relationship with the grants office stakeholder 
who was interviewed.

When discussing what the library should or could aspire to, Stakeholder D 
mentioned a role the library could play in discovering instances of plagiarism, 
specifically to protect the reputation of the institution by finding external 
instances of copied or plagiarized work from the institutions’ authors. The 
stakeholder additionally felt that the library could play a beneficial role with 
faculty in supporting their research needs for data visualization. Also, discov-
ery of research was a topic the stakeholder mentioned. They were aware of 
the readership maps in Digital Commons, the institution’s IR; however, they 
described the need for something akin to a faculty profile to help with faculty 
discovery as “we may be a really small institution, but we have some super 
amazing people here and, and some of them are very much one of a kind.” 
Lastly, the grants office at this institution handled data management planning 
and the preparation of data management plans (DMPs) for grant proposals. 
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Stakeholder D potentially saw a role for the library in the hosting of the pro-
duced data or related dissemination.

Budding Research Partner Relationship

Three institutions had close partnerships with the grants office that could 
be viewed as rising to the level of research partner. These institutions in-
cluded Institution E, Institution F, and Institution G. At Institution E, the 
stakeholder seemed very connected to the scholarly communication librarian 
and to the services offered under the library’s umbrella.32 They were aware of 
the repository, data management services, author rights workshops, open ac-
cess initiatives and policies, and copyright guidance. The only gaps between 
the stakeholder’s knowledge of and existence of services were in the areas 
of literature review, citation management, and data visualization. This gap 
speaks to the reality that at least the first two services, if not also the last one, 
are likely offered by someone other than the scholarly communication librar-
ian. In regard to literature reviews, Stakeholder E suggested that the library 
could “provide maybe some more workshops and assistance with doing the 
literature review. I know that’s something I constantly struggle with.” The 
stakeholder was unaware of workshops that the library provided for citation 
management, as well as assistance and workshops offered for data visualiza-
tion. In conversations with Librarian E, they emphasized the particularly 
positive working relationship between the library and the grants office, which 
they considered the “hugest stakeholder, in my opinion, for advancing open 
access and open data.”33

The library’s assistance in author rights was lauded, as Librarian E stated, 
“all of my journal articles are in the big publishing houses like Elsevier. And 
the more I talked to the librarians, the more disenchanted I am with publish-
ing there, but in my field, I don’t really have any other choices.” The stake-
holder was aware of library initiatives to support and mandate open access, 
along with education on Open Researcher and Contributor ID (ORCID) reg-
istration and digital object identifiers (DOIs) used to distinguish individual 
works of scholarship online.

Both Librarian E and Stakeholder E acknowledged the need for additional 
library support in the areas of research impact. The stakeholder would like 
“a more consistent [and] effective way of being able to collect the products 
of faculty and student research,” so that the campus can “build the research 
enterprise” and see “what the impact has been from the research we’ve been 
doing.” The librarian saw a need to create a more campus-wide research im-
pact service beyond the ad-hoc work they do on journal impact factors for in-
dividual faculty members, acknowledging that most faculty are not aware the 
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library can help: “it’s more [that] people know that I know about that stuff.” 
In later conversations, the librarian again revisited the challenges with ad-hoc 
assistance in research impact, hoping for their work to become “the role of 
the library to organize all those different statistics and types of metrics that 
we can pull together to provide a more comprehensive story about research 
output and impact.”

The stakeholder at Institution F, much like Stakeholder E, was aware of 
various scholarly communication services from the library, including the IR, 
citation management, literature review support, data management planning, 
collaboration tools, discovery support, education on open access, and general 
publishing support.34 The one service the stakeholder mentioned that the 
library could focus on for the future was analysis support. The librarian at 
this institution was part of a larger team, including support from a flagship 
campus, and mentioned many collaborations within their organization, such 
as partnering with the grants office, campus IT, an online learning center, and 
a Teaching and Learning Center.35

Stakeholder F knew details about the IR that were exceptional compared 
to other stakeholders interviewed for this project, including the platform 
name, ability to add or edit a bio, ability to search the repository, and 
that “it competes with other things like Google Scholar.” The stakeholder 
mentioned various collaborative benefits of the repository, including the 
outward-facing connections that could be made with other researchers and 
the broader community.

Stakeholder F was aware of initiatives to support open access that were 
library-led as well as publishing support workshops which were co-hosted 
by the library and the faculty center. They mentioned that a librarian had 
been hired to assist with data management planning, and the stakeholder 
was aware not only of an upcoming workshop but also of a learning manage-
ment system module on data management from the library. The only area 
the stakeholder saw as a growth opportunity for the library was to support 
analysis with workshops or awareness, “not necessarily data analysis support, 
but even just the opportunities to explore new applications, new techniques, 
right? I think that would be valuable for our campus.”

Even though many of the programs at Institution G, the last institution, 
appeared to be pilots or initial scholarly communication services, the stake-
holder was exceptionally informed on what was available.36 Stakeholder G 
had a broader role than many of the others that the researchers talked to, 
which included additional aspects of academic affairs. The stakeholder knew 
about the new IR, predatory publishing support, copyright services, support 
on citation metrics, and open access programs. The stakeholder suggested 
areas of growth with support on measuring research impact, including where 
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to publish. Both the stakeholder and the librarian37 mentioned the need for 
more research analysis support.

Librarian G mentioned a conference that the library hosted on the reposi-
tory. While the stakeholder did not mention this conference specifically, they 
were aware that the library could archive student research, faculty research, 
and potentially data. The stakeholder was aware of outreach to help faculty 
boost their publications through citation and alternative metrics, and the 
librarian indicated they had a LibGuide supporting this topic. Both the li-
brarian and the stakeholder mentioned an open access fund. The librarian 
stated: “I think faculty members are very intrigued by publishing open access, 
and it helps when we can pay their APCs [article processing charges].” The 
stakeholder stated that the open access funding helps “boost the impact” for 
scholarship going out through these channels and was also aware of a library 
review to “make sure they’re not predatory journals and those sorts of things 
first, so they want to help make sure you’re putting things in the right places.”

Both Stakeholder G and Librarian G mentioned interest in advancing 
support in analyzing data. The stakeholder talked specifically about a work-
shop, or a learning community, organized by the library featuring statistical 
software. The stakeholder saw these interactions as important so that “faculty 
can talk and learn around specific areas.” The librarian clarified that data 
visualization, text analysis, and GIS analysis would be useful for the library to 
offer but that they did not feel equipped to fulfill that need with the current 
staffing levels. While neither have a clear example of what would work best 
to address data visualization and analysis support, they both acknowledged a 
growing need in their campus community.

Stakeholder G discussed the importance of research impact as a university 
aspiring for a higher research status. They mentioned that “some faculty were 
hired under different expectations,” and that they needed to measure how 
faculty outputs have improved over time, specifically, “Are they publishing 
in higher impact journals? How do we broaden the reach of anything they do 
publish?” Ultimately, the stakeholder felt that this kind of data was important 
to determine “not just who’s getting what money but also who’s really pro-
ductive and who needs course releases and who’s been impactful because we 
have limited resources.”

Discussion and Limitations

Serious challenges still exist for M1 academic libraries to move from research 
support to a research partner. Many of the libraries in this study are under-
staffed and under-resourced in general, not only in scholarly communication 
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areas, and therefore, they face difficulties creating true partnerships. Some 
have different priorities than the various stakeholders and must make choices 
about whose needs they address first. A few libraries have begun collaborating 
in positive ways with their grants offices, allowing their librarians to serve as 
research partners throughout the research lifecycle. Most stakeholders were 
aware of base-level offerings such as an IR, but many may not see librarians 
as their partners in research at all the levels that may be possible. Additionally, 
many of the stakeholders interviewed were not necessarily willing to say what 
the library should or should not be doing, as they were not closely connected 
in the university’s organizational structures. Stakeholders may also not have 
interpreted ad-hoc assistance as a full-fledged “service.” For instance, helping 
faculty find a reputable journal for article publication as needed might not be 
viewed as a publicized and marketed author service.

This research was not without limitations. One of the limitations in the 
data was the exclusion of other campus stakeholders, such as faculty cen-
ters, graduate studies offices, undergraduate research offices, and general 
stakeholders in academic affairs more broadly. The researchers acknowl-
edge that a library’s scholarly communication services do not just impact 
the grants and funding operations at a university. This group was chosen 
specifically in the interest of receiving normed responses. A further area of 
investigation might include interviews with additional partnering offices 
and individuals. Because of this limited stakeholder group, many of the in-
terviewees were also not aware of OER projects within their local libraries, 
which, in some cases, were some of the more well-funded initiatives within 
those libraries. This alignment would not be uncharacteristic, given the 
teaching and learning focus of M1s.

Furthermore, even after choosing stakeholders from the grants offices, 
many expressed the sentiment that they really did not know enough about the 
library or that they might not be the right person to consult. Statements such 
as “that’s my sense, but I may be wrong” showed the stakeholders’ lack of 
awareness of library services. The concept of needing to better translate what 
libraries do for their communities is certainly not a new one; most libraries 
struggle to explain and justify their true purposes. Scholarly communication 
services in academic libraries face the same challenge.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The focus groups, stakeholder interviews, and, ultimately, the forum il-
luminated the continued challenges that M1 academic libraries encounter 
while marketing their scholarly communication services to the broader 
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campus community. To be a true research partner to a stakeholder such as 
the grants office, librarians need to determine what services would be most 
valuable to those stakeholders. One recommendation would be for librar-
ians to go through an exercise such as the UCF lifecycle review with a cam-
pus stakeholder and talk about what aspirational services libraries might 
offer in collaboration with their grants office. The rubric and matrix created 
out of the SCAF project38 might also help seed potential service offerings 
and could be used as an internal tool to determine what services might be 
needed. Above all else, librarians need to determine how they can gradually 
change the perception of the library to reflect the actual work they do. This 
may be through modified marketing messages, increased networking with 
various campus stakeholders, involving more library peers in the rollout 
of services, or simply preparing an elevator pitch for those unexpected en-
counters with potential stakeholders. Scholarly communication librarians 
have much to offer their campus faculty and stakeholders, including grants 
offices. It is a matter of articulating what campus stakeholders need so that 
a true research partnership can be established.
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Higher education institutions are classified and ranked through 
several models, including the Carnegie Classification system. At the top 

of the Carnegie model are doctoral universities, which comprise around 10 
percent of post-secondary institutions.1 Those institutions are further ranked 
as R1: Doctoral Universities—Very high research activity; R2: Doctoral Uni-
versities—High research activity; or D/PU—Moderate research activity. R1 
or R2 classification is driven by meeting thresholds in two key metrics that 
indicate research activity: research expenditure dollars and the number of 
doctoral degrees awarded.2

In December 2018, the University of North Carolina Wilmington 
(UNCW) was reclassified from a master’s comprehensive university to R2. 
While acknowledging that the change in classification had been achieved 
through efforts long underway, the university recognized the reclassifica-
tion as an opportunity to thoroughly embrace the research activities of the 
university through an assessment and planning process. A Doctoral Transi-
tion Task Force consisting of faculty, administrators, and staff from across 
the university was charged with assessing needs across campus related to 
research support.

The report that came out of this task force recognized several areas in 
which the UNCW library should expand in support of increased research 
activities. The proposed focus areas were based on recommendations pro-
vided by the library that were driven by UNCW faculty survey data and 
environmental scans of peer, peer aspirant, and other UNC system institu-
tions. These areas included 1) copyright and intellectual property support; 2) 
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open access publishing; 3) enhancement to the institutional repository and 
support for ORCID IDs; 4) evaluation/visualization of scholarly impact fac-
tors; 5) research data management; 6) infrastructure and support for digital 
scholarship; 7) geographic information systems (GIS) support; 8) virtual and 
augmented reality in research and teaching; 9) 3D printing, modeling, and 
scanning; and 10) digital media production.3

Under the liaison model the library was using at the time, a basic level of 
some of these services was already being provided on an ad-hoc basis. How-
ever, with the move to R2 status and the subsequently increased expectation 
for faculty research productivity, coupled with an expanding student popula-
tion, library liaisons had neither the time nor the expertise to provide the full 
systematic suite of research services needed on campus.

This chapter provides an overview of the literature on how increased insti-
tutional research activities have impacted library organizations and presents 
a case study on UNCW’s shift to R2 classification and the resulting impacts 
on library staffing, services, and resources, with an emphasis on necessary 
changes in the liaison model. Lastly, the chapter outlines how a new model to 
deliver research services was created and implemented, with a focus on deep 
collaboration to enhance the liaison model by adding new functional research 
specialists and specializations.

Literature Review

The attainment of research activity classification has been considered a 
“prestige-seeking behavior, ultimately designed to help institutions gener-
ate more resources.”4 It has not been uncommon for striving universities 
to aim for increased research outputs, specifically in the areas of sponsored 
research dollars and completion of graduate degrees. However, the pursuit 
of R2 status is not without consequences.5 Research conducted by Kevin R. 
McClure and Marvin A. Titus demonstrates that administrative spending 
increases as institutions seek higher classification.6 This increase in admin-
istrative spending results in changing institutional structures and prioritiza-
tion. The high price tag of R1 or R2 status has also been well documented; 
it requires significant investment in infrastructure and human resources in 
order to support the needed research activity.7

Beyond the cost and resources needed to achieve and maintain R2 status, 
there are documented effects on the institutional culture. Some data has 
suggested that research-focused institutions have lower student satisfaction 
due to fewer student-faculty interactions.8 Leslie Gonzales found that the 
effects of “striving” on faculty include the perception, if not reality, that 
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teaching and service are less valued, as well as evidence of tenure denials 
and changes to evaluation criteria.9 The impact of institutional reclassifica-
tion on evaluation criteria and workload policies has also impacted librar-
ians who are sometimes classified as tenure-track faculty. This situation is 
described at Idaho State University, where its Carnegie classification was 
elevated and, in turn, “high standards for research or scholarly activity were 
being implemented University wide, and library faculty, if they wanted to 
remain as faculty, would need to meet these standards.”10 Ultimately, the 
librarians created and adopted a new workload and promotion and tenure 
policy that met the new standards.

There are also rewards associated with increased research activity classifi-
cation, including higher salaries for faculty, student and faculty recruitment 
benefits, increased funding from a variety of sources, and overall prestige.11 
Despite concerns that the student experience may be diminished at research-
intensive institutions, some research shows that “institutional differences as 
fundamental as Carnegie type are not directly related to differences in stu-
dents’ college experiences and gains in learning.”12

Impact of Increased Research Activity on Libraries

Many academic libraries have faced challenges in responding to an in-
creased focus on institutional research activity. In response, libraries have 
recognized the need to strategically align their mission, goals, services, and 
support with institutional strategic priorities and to change and adapt to 
meet evolving institutional goals.13 At the most basic level, data has shown 
that library staffing ratios are higher at doctoral research-activity institutions 
than masters institutions.14 Libraries that support institutions with increasing 
research activity recognize that they must deliver a variety of research support 
services, which has been defined as “anything a library does to support the 
activity of scholarship and research at its parent institution.”15

How libraries have been organized to provide the needed services varies. 
Trish Wilson outlined how the Victoria University of Wellington library 
strategized to build research support capacity through strengthening the 
skills of subject librarians, creating new positions, reorganizing structurally, 
and increasing collaboration within the library and across the university.16 
In particular, Jennifer Vinopal and Monica McCormick discussed the 
shortcomings of supporting digital scholarship activity through the organi-
zational models of either having a separate unit (which prevents integration 
of services) or creating full integration across the organization (which leads 
to diffusion). Instead, they proposed a hybrid model that identified “current 
staff who are best situated (because of knowledge and skills) to help develop 
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digital scholarship services, then free them up to lead the initiative, without 
necessarily creating a new unit.”17

The hybrid model was defined more broadly by Janice Jaguszewski and 
Karen Williams in 2013 as the combination of both traditional subject-focused 
liaisons and functional experts, the latter of whom provide advanced research 
services in areas such as copyright, GIS, and data management both to library 
faculty and staff and to the broader campus community.18 Sheila Corrall sur-
veyed how library organizations are increasingly utilizing “operational conver-
gence,” which has been defined as “separate services/departments collaborat-
ing to coordinate their activities to improve conference and effectiveness” as 
opposed to traditional structures of organizational convergence that merges 
units formally.19 This research recommended that library organizations need 
to develop successful models for collaboration as opposed to hierarchical 
models in order to meet evolving research goals.

How to manage the change needed to adapt to reclassification can be 
found in literature on library reorganization. John Novak and Annette Day20 
compared their reorganization experience at the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas, as well as case studies of several other library reorganizations against 
two prominent change management models, the eight-step process outlined 
by John Kotter21 and Lee Bolman and Terrence E. Deal’s reframing method.22 
Through this analysis, Novak and Day describe a five-stage model that they 
recommend libraries use to move through change processes:

1. Spur/driver for change: Internal or external influencing factors precipi-
tate the need for change.

2. Analysis and diagnosis: Analyzing the current state of the organization 
and diagnosing what changes need to be made to address the influenc-
ing factors.

3. Communicating the change plan: Building consensus and overcoming 
resistance through clear and open communication. Allowing feedback 
loops to assess feasibility of change; realign change plans if appropriate.

4. Implementing the change: Moving forward with a plan for change, in-
cluding support for acquiring new skills and transitioning into new roles.

5. Continuous assessment: Constant evaluation to assess the success and 
sustainability of the change. This continuous assessment may lead back 
to the first stage as the organization continually evolves to meet the 
changing environment.23

Lastly, the literature has provided an abundance of examples of how liai-
son librarian roles are evolving to meet the research needs of the university. 
Nancy Kranish et al. developed a new liaison model at their institution that 
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moved away from being collection-focused and instead becoming more intent 
on creating connections, establishing relationships, and engaging with their 
community.24 In general, liaison librarians have moved away from staffing 
reference desks, decreased the time spent on collection development, increased 
the amount of instruction they provide, engaged in more activities to provide 
research support, and divided departmental services between subject and 
functional experts.25 To describe the various ways liaison models have evolved 
in response to the need to provide more research support, Megan Nelson 
and Abigail Goben described four “models of engagement” for how liaison 
librarians can provide research data support services. These models include 
the following: 1) a hierarchical, directive model that “result[s] in updated job 
responsibilities which add data management as a specific duty and a potential 
realignment or reduction of other job responsibilities;”26 2) a hierarchical, tri-
age model that develops skills for all liaisons but also includes “specific handoff 
strategies for more specific or advanced questions;”27 3) a community of prac-
tice model where groups or committees voluntarily form to tackle the devel-
opment of new or expanded services; and 4) cross-functional initiatives which 
“drew on expertise from around the Libraries, but did not necessarily require 
a top-down mode of leadership.”28 Liaison librarian roles have clearly been 
changing; the differences lie ultimately in how these changes are accomplished.

Case Study: University of North Carolina Wilmington

The research support services offered by the library at the University of North 
Carolina Wilmington, until the change in Carnegie classification, had been 
almost exclusively delivered via a liaison program. A total of eight liaison li-
brarians were each responsible for a group of academic departments organized 
around subject areas (for example, humanities librarian, business librarian, 
health and human services librarian, etc.). Liaisons’ job descriptions included 
connecting with the faculty, staff, and students in their academic departments 
to support their stakeholders’ needs in information literacy instruction, col-
lections, and research. In practice, liaisons, by necessity, focused their efforts 
almost entirely on information literacy and student research assistance. The 
number of classes and students per liaison area meant that liaisons did not 
have the requisite time to devote to intensive faculty research support. In ad-
dition, although liaisons had developed expertise at searching for literature in 
their assigned subject areas, for the most part, they did not have the expertise 
to provide more than a basic level of support in more time-intensive research 
areas, such as research data management, digital projects, scholarly publishing, 
or research impact—nor did they have the time to gain such expertise.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



50 Stephanie Crowe, Laura McBrayer, and Ashley Knox

Spurred in part by UNCW’s transition to R2 status, and recognizing the need 
to explore new collaborative models, the library formed a small investigative 
team that included the following team members: the senior associate director, 
Library Information Technology and Scholarly Research; the associate director 
of Research and Instructional Services and Library Assessment; the coordinator 
of liaison librarian services; and the digital initiatives librarian. Three of these 
four individuals are the authors of this chapter. Loosely following the model 
for library reorganization described previously by Novak and Day, the team 
moved through the stages of the change process.29 The first stage, spur/driver for 
change, was met by the transition to R2. The subsequent stages of analysis and 
diagnosis, communicating change plan, implementing the plan, and continuous 
assessment are described throughout the rest of this chapter.

The committee frequently met over a span of several months in 2019 and 
provided incremental progress updates at library staff meetings and senior-
leadership team meetings. As part of those updates, the group invited feed-
back and sought approval, as the team continued to collect data and began 
to shape what would eventually become the new group of Scholarly Research 
Services. In those months, the committee members reviewed data collected 
from two different faculty surveys administered to the campus focused on 
research data management and digital humanities. More than 50 percent of 
124 respondents to the data management survey reported that they would use 
the following services if they were offered:

• Assistance preparing data management plans or data sharing plans for 
grant applications;

• University-supported repository for preservation and/or sharing of re-
search data;

• Workshops on data management practices for faculty;
• Assistance with identifying/using appropriate data repositories;
• Assistance with confidentiality/privacy/legal/intellectual property issues 

associated with data preservation and/or sharing;
• Personalized consultation on data management practices (for specific 

labs or groups);
• Digitization of print or other types of physical records;
• Support services and physical space for data visualizations and interac-

tive systems; and
• Data citation services (e.g., assignment of permanent digital object iden-

tifiers [DOIs]).

Out of twenty-five digital humanities survey respondents from the College 
of Arts and Sciences, twenty reported that they viewed digital humanities as 
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moderately to extremely important in their own disciplines. Following the 
data analysis, the team looked at several other existing organizational models, 
from both peer and peer-aspirant institutions.

The team drafted a list of existing roles and expertise and then identified 
gaps in skills and responsibilities. One important finding was that many li-
aison librarians had picked up additional responsibilities in functional areas 
that spanned across disciplines and required more focused expertise that was 
not part of their official job descriptions. For example, the sciences liaison 
librarian had become involved in citation management, data management, 
and open access publishing in addition to their main liaison responsibilities. 
These types of responsibilities were identified for inclusion in planned posi-
tions, thus allowing liaison librarians to focus on building relationships with 
faculty and students and targeted information literacy instruction. The shifts 
in areas of responsibility didn’t negate existing expertise but instead strength-
ened the number of library faculty and staff providing support in those areas.

As a result of this work, a priority position wish list was developed for new, 
additional positions: a scholarly communications librarian, a research data 
librarian, a digital scholarship librarian, and at least one support staff position 
in the Digital Makerspace. A second request for additional future positions 
included staff with GIS expertise, additional IT staff, and an associate director 
or coordinator position to lead the new unit.

The library’s administration team presented these priority requests to 
campus administration, spelling out the library’s goal to support faculty 
and student research in an R2 environment and explaining the current 
limitations in resources. By Fall 2021, based largely on this work and the 
Doctoral Transition Task Force recommendations, the library was able to 
hire for two of the requested new positions, the scholarly communications 
librarian and the research data librarian. These two librarians, in conjunc-
tion with the existing digital initiatives librarian, digital projects specialist, 
and Digital Makerspace coordinator, formed a team of functional experts 
for a new unit, called Scholarly Research Services (SRS). Simultaneously, the 
team continued to work on establishing a hybrid model for subject liaisons, 
housed in the Research and Instructional Services (RIS) unit, who would 
collaborate with the new SRS team of functional specialists to provide ad-
vanced research services to campus.

Developing a Deep Collaboration Mindset and Model

Collaboration has long been recognized by libraries as a mechanism for 
achieving results not otherwise possible when working alone.30 Collaboration 
involves reaching across organizational divides, sharing responsibility, and 
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contributing to a common goal. Often, collaboration is informal and organic. 
For this organizational transformation, the librarians sought to collaborate 
in a well-defined and intentional way from the beginning, focusing on com-
mon goals, shared understandings, and shared benefits. Instead of relying 
on organizational structures to create relationships between liaisons and 
functional-specialist librarians and to avoid the development of “silos,” the 
librarians followed the principles of deep collaboration. Deep collaboration 
involves a substantial commitment of resources, clearly defined and shared 
goals, intentional communication, and trust. It builds on and utilizes existing 
strengths and seeks to move initiatives forward in deeper ways.31

Within the library context, deep collaboration has been defined as “two 
or more people or organizations contributing substantial levels of personal 
or organizational commitment, including shared authority, joint respon-
sibility, and robust resources allocation to achieve a common or mutually 
beneficial goal.”32 This concept has also been employed in knowledge man-
agement theory as “a design model for goal setting, communicating and 
sense-making across organizational boundaries to leverage knowledge to 
meet time-based competitive forces.”33 In the library context, framing the 
relationship between liaison librarians and functional specialists as one of 
deep collaboration allowed for a strong shared understanding of how to 
work together. The two groups hold the same shared goal of supporting 
faculty research and scholarship, and they work across the organization to 
partner on delivering those services.

Structures to Support Deep Collaboration

To encourage deep collaboration among the members of the two units now 
both charged with research-support services, the library administration de-
signed several supportive structures. To provide clarity for both liaison librar-
ians and functional experts about the responsibilities of various librarians and 
staff, the team created a responsibility matrix, a concept taken from project 
management that delineates who needs to be involved in a particular project 
and what role they should play.34 The matrix (see Table 3.1) listed each schol-
arly research focus area for which the librarians planned to assist researchers 
in areas such as data management, researcher identity, and scholarly publish-
ing. It then listed every position (liaison and functional specialist) that could 
be involved in some manner with one of the listed focus areas. Then, for each 
activity, the chart included an “R” if an employee would be responsible for 
that area, a “C” if an employee should be consulted, and an “I” if they just 
needed to be kept informed about the interaction.
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In keeping with the philosophy that to provide effective liaison services a 
liaison needed to maintain awareness of library partnerships with scholars 
in their areas, each focus area that did not list a liaison as the person respon-
sible or to be consulted included an “I” in the liaison column. This indicated 
that liaisons should be “in the loop” for all projects with their faculty, even 
if they were not active participants themselves. Library administration also 
encouraged liaisons to maintain their already established scholarly relation-
ships with their faculty. If a liaison had already been working with a faculty 
member on research data curation, for example, it was made clear that the 
liaison was not required to suddenly hand off that activity to the research 
data librarian but, if preferred, could continue to build upon their exist-
ing relationship while keeping the research data librarian informed about 
the partnership. This approach clarified the collaborative roles of liaisons 
and functional specialists while providing flexibility to maintain existing 
librarian-faculty relationships. It also encouraged sustained collaboration 
between the two groups, as no focus area included only one individual; 
rather, for each area, different librarians would play different roles, but no 
one would be working as a solo operator.

In this model of deep collaboration, when liaisons and functional librar-
ians work together to provide research services, a simple referral is not suffi-
cient. Instead, a “sustained team approach is best, in which liaisons not only 
bring critical parties together, but also maintain engagement as problems are 
defined and solutions are developed.”35 For example, the computer science 
liaison librarian and the research data librarian since Fall 2021 have been 
collaborating on a project involving a computer science faculty member’s 
datasets. The liaison was approached by a computer science researcher with 
a request to track down all research citing an original, licensed dataset. With 
the help of the research data librarian, training was offered to the disciplin-
ary project team (including a graduate student in computer science and a 
commercialization coordinator) in using citation managers, data citation 
and deposition in a repository, and choosing impact metrics to describe the 
path of the dataset from inception to a sprawling area of computer science 
research. Future plans for this collaboration include helping them to make 
visualizations to show the academic reach of the dataset. These library-
guided trainings will be an opportunity for the senior researcher to have a 
model for early-career researchers in his department about communicat-
ing their research and areas of support for the commercialization office to 
suggest other licensed projects. For this project, all parties—the liaison, the 
functional specialist, and the faculty member and their research team—have 
been playing a specific, defined role and have continued to engage with each 
other over the course of the project.
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The responsibility matrix is a living document, and all involved parties un-
derstand that these responsibilities may change as the library works through 
new collaborative partnerships. The librarians have also discussed the need 
to clearly define both how to scope each focus area and how to define each 
of the three roles (informed, consulted, and responsible). Using a deep col-
laboration model, being “informed” ideally means more than just a single 
contact between a specialist and a liaison. Rather, it indicates that while the 
informed party may not play an active role in a project, they should maintain 
awareness of it and have an appropriate level of engagement with the project 
throughout its lifespan.

Professional Development for Deep Collaboration

With so many new and expanded services coming online in the library, 
internal professional development (which we called “inreach”) also became a 
necessary activity to ensure that all library faculty and staff developed a base-
line shared understanding of the various research-related topics covered by 
both liaisons and functional experts in the new SRS suite. Defined as fostering 
an awareness of the institution’s offerings through internal professional de-
velopment, inreach programming has ensured that the basic building blocks 
of core services are understood by everyone in the library so that all staff can 
offer the best available services, resources, or partnering opportunities. The 
overall outcome of the inreach program has been that at any service point in 
the library, physical or virtual, a library faculty or staff member should be able 
to match an inquiry with a referral to an appropriate unit. Moreover, with 
an effective inreach program, liaisons who encounter inquiries that touch 
on SRS areas should feel equipped to provide a baseline level of expertise 
before automatically referring the researcher to the functional expert. This 
has strengthened faculty relationships and has prevented SRS, a much smaller 
unit, from being overwhelmed with an unsustainable librarian-to-faculty/ 
student ratio. Recognizing the perspectives of both units has allowed every-
one to grow exponentially as stronger librarians.

The inreach program’s central goal has been for all liaison librarians to be 
able to field first-line questions about SRS-related research support and to 
reach out to the functional experts in SRS to collaborate deeply for more in-
volved inquiries. Fielding a question often involves providing more extensive 
information on a topic than can be found on the website, like giving advice 
on good file structures and formats, suggesting popular publishing platforms 
and open data repositories, explaining open access and copyright basics, de-
scribing Randall Library’s grant funding opportunities, or sharing what type 
of digital media outputs could be created in the Digital Makerspace. A referral 
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is then necessary only for more complex inquiries; for example, if a faculty 
member wishes to record a podcast, scan and mine a corpus of texts, develop 
a data management plan, or investigate journal hosting.

A series of informal monthly conversations between the two departments 
has provided a means of accomplishing inreach goals. These monthly get-
togethers have focused on specific research-related topics of interest to both 
units, both to keep lines of communication open and to do some informal 
professional development. Conversation topics are group-driven, with the 
department heads putting out a call for topic ideas to everyone in both de-
partments. In addition to the in-person meetings, a Microsoft Teams site for 
the Academic Engagement Library Team (SRS and RIS) has allowed librar-
ians from both units to access shared files or to share and chat about relevant 
topics in another informal venue.

In addition to the monthly discussion series, librarians in both units have 
developed more formal workshops for library faculty and staff focused on ev-
eryone’s areas of expertise, such as data literacy or active learning. Although 
these workshops are geared toward SRS and RIS functions, the entire library 
faculty and staff may attend, as many of the topics apply to other units around 
the library as well.

Deep collaboration also requires intentional communication. As library-
faculty interactions have expanded beyond assigned liaison librarians, the 
library administration realized that there was a need to capture contacts and 
communication between faculty and librarians in an accessible and orga-
nized fashion. Beyond internal communication, the library needed a place 
to capture expressed faculty needs related to existing or potential library 
partnerships as a mechanism to guide future planning. In the business world, 
the capturing and sharing of client data is done through customer relation-
ship management (CRM) software platforms. Through evaluation of various 
software options, the library opted for a low-cost, low-barrier solution of 
a shared Microsoft OneNote Notebook. Organized by tabs and pages that 
reflect the academic college and department structure of the university, each 
faculty member has a templated page where various librarians can enter in in-
formation gleaned from their interactions with that individual. Dubbed “The 
Faculty Notebook,” it provides a flexible, easily accessible way to share infor-
mation about research, teaching, collection requests, curriculum, scholarship, 
outreach and engagement, future ideas, growth, and more. Ideally, the Fac-
ulty Notebook will also reduce the barriers for new liaison librarians to learn 
about faculty in their liaison areas, as well as provide a way for all functional 
and liaison librarians to share knowledge about faculty. To avoid concerns 
about privacy, access to the Faculty Notebook is limited to liaison and func-
tional librarians, and best practices about the type of information to include 
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were developed. For example, specific research consultation questions are not 
captured verbatim. Instead, high-level information about research interests, 
expressed needs for library services, and instructional needs are recorded.

A final element of the deep collaboration model between library units has 
been the inclusion of SRS representatives in liaisons’ visits to department 
meetings. At the beginning of each academic year, liaisons ask academic 
department chairs if they can visit their early fall department meetings or 
retreats. In addition to providing any general library updates, these visits are 
meant to remind the teaching faculty of the assistance that the library and 
the liaison can offer. After the liaison has provided a general update and a 
reminder about liaison services, the SRS representative gives an overview 
of the new advanced research services available in partnership with the re-
search data librarian, scholarly communications librarian, digital initiatives 
librarian, digital projects specialist, and Digital Makerspace coordinator. In 
addition to introducing faculty to these new scholarly research services, these 
collaborative presentations have further cemented the liaisons and functional 
specialists as a deeply collaborative team.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The liaison roles at UNCW and the library have been changing out of necessity. 
No longer a one-stop shop for anything related to the library, the liaisons have 
been learning to work with functional specialists to bring faculty additional 
and deeper expertise for a whole suite of research support services. Although 
liaisons are still primarily responsible for assisting faculty with literature and 
database searching (a role that they are comfortable in and enjoy), the liaisons 
are now able to devote the bulk of their time to forging engaged partnerships 
and designing and delivering high-quality information literacy instruction. 
This deep collaboration between library units better supports faculty research 
and establishes the library as a partner not only in teaching but also in research.

It is critical that new liaison program models allow flexibility and agility for 
a fully collaborative model with both functional experts and traditional liai-
son librarians. In this time of transition in higher education more broadly, as 
well at UNCW, the librarians have found that plans have changed more than 
once out of necessity and for a variety of reasons (e.g., staffing changes and 
some changes in university-level and library-level organizational structures). 
The ability to change directions midstream and to be transparent about the 
reasons behind the changes is paramount both in developing effective part-
nerships and for creating buy-in. Although the library team has gone through 
some growing pains, research support services have thrived throughout and 
continue to provide high-quality services to the university community.
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Student-Led, Cross-Institutional 
Collaboration Between  
France and Morocco

Paul Love, Michael Stöpel, and David Tresilian

Many powerful forces are transforming higher education, par-
ticularly, though not only, in the humanities. However, sometimes 

a catalyst is required to convert such forces into action, especially in the 
humanities, where older models of information, research, and scholarly 
communication still dominate many fields. In the case of the cross-institu-
tional project reported on in this chapter, that catalyst was the COVID-19 
pandemic, which, beginning in the early months of 2020, at least in Europe, 
and continuing up until the present, has severely disrupted older models of 
university teaching and research.

This chapter discusses the project Student-Led, Cross-Institutional Col-
laboration between France and Morocco, which was carried out in Fall 
2020 between the American University of Paris (AUP) and Al-Akhawayn 
University in Ifrane (AUI) in Morocco. The argument behind the experi-
ences presented in this chapter is that the pandemic disruption was creative 
in that it obliged the authors to rethink the aims and methods used in the 
undergraduate classroom and with the university library in ways that would 
have taken longer in the absence of COVID-19. As many observers have 
said in different contexts, the pandemic sped up changes that were already 
underway. In this case, it created a clearer focus on how to use new tech-
nologies to achieve learning goals while at the same time allowing students 
to develop new skills in collaboration with the librarian and to think more 
about their classroom work as information (or data) that could contribute 
to broader research conversations. The students’ work was then presented 
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in various forms to different audiences and not only to their professor in the 
form of a traditional research paper or presentation.

In what follows, the authors provide a short literature review on interna-
tional virtual exchange initiatives (cross-institutional collaborations) and 
student-led information literacy projects. In addition, they describe the 
collaborative project in detail, share the perspectives of project participants, 
and, finally, present lessons learned for academic librarians who might em-
bark on similar projects.

Literature Review:  
International Virtual Exchange and Student-Led Initiatives

Student-led projects and learning-by-doing, as well as students engaging 
in cross-institutional collaborations and exchange programs, have existed 
for many years in higher education. The most famous exchange programs 
in Europe are the Erasmus Exchange Program (since 1987)1 and the many 
partnerships between European countries fostering language exchange and 
intercultural learning aiming at Europe-wide integration (for example, the 
Franco-German Youth Office founded in 1963).2

Since the development of online communication tools in the early 2000s, 
such exchange programs have expanded to become virtual exchange projects 
and initiatives like the Erasmus Virtual Program in Europe. They have also 
expanded worldwide to include the Collaborative Online Initiative Learning 
(COIL)3 and the Stevens Initiative in the United States,4 along with Soliya 
Connect,5 to name just a few. Robert O’Dowd has summarized in general 
terms what all such programs and initiatives aim to achieve:

Of course, on a general level, all the initiatives can be seen to share a basic 
educational approach which involves a commitment to experimental learning, 
collaborative critical inquiry, and cross-curricular learning . . . and all would also 
share common educational goals such as the development of transversal skills, 
digital literacy, intercultural awareness, and the ability to live and work together 
with people from other cultural backgrounds.6

However, in his article “From Telecollaboration to Virtual Exchange,” 
O’Dowd also recognized that this is a large field that it is difficult to bring 
under one umbrella. Many different terms are used, such as cross-institu-
tional collaboration, telecollaboration, online intercultural exchange, and 
e-tandem, making it difficult to draw an accurate picture of all current initia-
tives.7 In addition, according to the 2021 Survey of the Virtual Exchange Field 
Report, a variety of approaches to virtual exchange exist, including subject-
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specific, service-provider, and shared syllabus approaches, adding an extra 
layer of complexity.8 Following up on this challenge, Anna Zak has provided 
an excellent introduction and overview of the field of virtual exchange.9 She 
has identified various themes in the literature, clustering them by model, 
programmatic insights, and learning outcomes, such as language learning, 
international cultural competency development, and peace building.

Student-led projects have also had a long tradition in higher education. 
Renee Hobbs, a prominent scholar in media education, has highlighted the 
value of student-led projects and student-led creation and authorship for 
learning.10 In the context of virtual exchange initiatives, O’Dowd also identi-
fied such student-led projects. He reported on virtual exchange projects in 
business studies, for example, where students are required to work together to 
produce websites or conduct ethnographic interviews in synchronous online 
sessions.11 In the digital liberal arts, the Oral History in the Liberal Arts proj-
ect also has provided a good example for student-led initiatives.12

In library instruction, the student-let approach also has a tradition behind 
it. Amanda Scull, Jeffrey Mortimore, Ruth Baker, Courtney Hoffner, and An-
tonia Osuna-Garcia reported during the ACRL Virtual Conference 2021 how 
student-led content creation can enhance information literacy instruction.13 
Scull et al. described how students can engage in oral history projects and the 
creation of websites, serials, and library guides in class. In her article “Infor-
mation Creation as a Process. With an Emphasis on Creation,” Scull linked 
the idea of “students as creators” to the Association of College and Research 
Libraries’ (ACRL) Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education: 
“The emphasis given by the Framework to students as creators—rather than 
just consumers, as was the focus of the Standards—also means that we are 
encouraging new ways for students to learn by doing.”14

However, fewer projects exist that bring together the idea of student-led 
projects involving information literacy and virtual exchange. Digital com-
petencies are often mentioned in virtual exchange initiatives, but there are 
rarely direct links to information literacy and the ACRL Framework. Allen 
Guidry, Jami Leibowitz, and Tope Adeyemi-Bello were a notable exception 
when they made the link to information literacy in their project, mentioning 
misinformation as a learning outcome: “By directly linking students from dif-
ferent nations and cultures through a shared educational experience, univer-
sity instructors can begin to tear down the walls of stereotypes and misinfor-
mation and begin to build bridges of understanding and shared humanity.”15

Information literacy can be woven into other learning outcomes as well 
when media literacy, peace building, or global issues are mentioned in 
course learning goals. In this spirit, O’Dowd recently put forward the idea 
of integrating global issues in virtual exchange programs in order to make 
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such projects more relevant to participants in the context of global citizen 
education.16 Information literacy, along with media and digital literacy, thus 
certainly has a place in global citizen education.

In particular, two virtual exchange initiatives have picked up the idea of 
fostering dialogue between the West and the Muslim World, namely the 
Stevens Initiative and the Soliya Connect Program. Both initiatives aim to 
build bridges between the West and the Muslim World. The objective is 
to develop an intercultural dialogue and a “deeper understanding of the 
perspective of the other [. . .] and to develop critical thinking, intercultural 
communication, and media literacy skills.”17 However, information literacy 
is not a predominant content or topic area in virtual exchange programs.18 
Having said this, virtual exchange initiatives have a huge potential for in-
formation literacy instruction and overcoming of stereotypes between the 
West and the Muslim World, in particular by focusing on the experimental 
learning component, the meta-concepts of the ACRL Framework, and the 
idea of students as creators.

Project Description and Life Cycle

The project Student-Led, Cross-Institutional Collaboration between 
France & Morocco was carried out in Fall 2020 between the American Uni-
versity of Paris (AUP) and Al-Akhawayn University (AUI) in Morocco. 
Students at AUP in CL1099 Modern to Contemporary in the Arab World, 
a course within the university’s first year program, worked with students 
in the AUI core course HIS1301 History of the Arab World. While located 
in Paris, France, AUP has a student body made up of North American and 
mostly non-French students. AUI, founded in Morocco in 1993 and open-
ing its doors in 1995, is modeled on the American university system, with 
English as the language of instruction. CL1099 Modern to Contemporary 
in the Arab World is a first-year course for entering students designed to 
introduce a disciplinary field of study while developing university research 
and study skills (“First Bridge”—AUP), while HIS1301 History of the Arab 
World is a required foundation course within the framework of general 
education (Al-Akhawayn).

The project was an opportunity for faculty-librarian-student collabora-
tion on research, helping students to develop interview skills along with the 
gathering, analysis, and presentation of primary data. It enabled students to 
connect study in the classroom to conditions in the field, with AUP students 
from a variety of backgrounds working closely with Moroccan peers under 
the close supervision of AUP and AUI faculty and an AUP librarian.
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Work on Phase 1 of the project began in Summer 2020 between David 
Tresilian (faculty) and Michael Stöpel (librarian) at AUP and Paul Love 
(faculty) of the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at AUI on learn-
ing goals, planning, and logistics. Appropriate themes and readings were 
identified for AUP and AUI courses to ensure overlapping expectations and 
learning outcomes. Technological and other needs were identified, including 
the choice of an online platform, integrated interview transcription, and data 
preservation. Scheduling issues were noted and resolved, including dates for 
project activities and student presentations.

Phase 2, beginning at mid-term in Fall 2020, commenced with student-led 
discussions of issues emerging from readings in CL1099 Modern to Contem-
porary in the Arab World and their relation to themes treated by student peers 
in similar readings in their course at AUI. As part of the project, groups of 
students at AUP drew up open-ended questionnaires for use in interviews 
with peers at AUI. After review by faculty at AUP and AUI, training was 
given in conducting interviews and analyzing data, as set out in standard oral 
history protocols. Student interviews took place toward the end of the Fall 
2020 semester with oversight by AUP and AUI faculty and the librarian.

Phase 3 of the project, a joint review attended by AUP and AUI students, 
faculty, and staff, saw AUP students present their findings from the interviews 
with space being given to discussion of follow-up activities and lessons learned.

The following sections present reflections on the project from the two fac-
ulty members and a librarian.

Faculty View from Paris

This section describes the project from the point of view of one of the 
faculty members involved (David Tresilian), looking first at background 
considerations concerning classroom and non-classroom-based learning and 
then describing the content and implementation of the project and, finally, 
the results and lessons learned.

Schools and universities in France moved to distance learning in March 
2020, requiring faculty and students to swiftly get up to speed with video 
conferencing and other technologies to replace face-to-face classroom 
learning. Equipment had to be rapidly acquired or adapted for both faculty 
and students; Internet connections had to be checked for speed and band-
width; and everyone had to take a crash course in the functionalities of new 
digital tools in order to meet new demands. This also meant rethinking im-
portant aspects of pedagogy in the shape of experiential learning. AUP has 
long encouraged faculty to make the most of the French and European envi-
ronment, both as a value in itself and also as an extension of the university’s 
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commitment to non-classroom-based learning. Suddenly, with COVID-19, 
experiential components could no longer be delivered to students directly 
in the shape of field trips and other exercises, and there was a need to think 
of ways in which new technologies could be used to replace, extend, or en-
hance the learning experience.

Field trips to various Arab countries had previously been an important 
component of the AUP course to help students understand more fully the 
ideas and issues read about and discussed in class. Film and video clips could 
be used, but there is little that can entirely replace the benefits of learning by 
experience in the field. Not only does it allow connections to be made between 
work done in class and conditions in the field in a predictable and planned 
way, but it also allows for a spectrum of additional learning experiences to 
take place that are more unplanned or serendipitous, such as conversations 
among students and outside interlocutors to passing experiences that build 
associations to ideas seen in other contexts, allowing new connections to be 
made. Having read material in class that described the plurality of languages 
and ethnic groups in the Arab world, it was valuable for students to see these 
things thematized in real life or in a museum visit, for example, where the 
different course presentations could be recalled and ideas could be reinforced.

The COVID-19 pandemic made such non-classroom-based learning im-
possible, so working with partners at the AUI during the summer before 
classes began, we looked at ways of providing substitute experiences using 
remote-learning technology. Syllabi and learning goals were compared, along 
with more mundane matters such as class hours and term dates, so that our 
two courses could work together to benefit both sets of students.

Although students could not meet physically within the framework of a 
field trip, they could do so virtually by video conference. They could not 
share ideas and perceptions conversationally through the kind of infor-
mal experiences mentioned above, but they could do so more formally by 
treating their interactions as a form of research. Video conferencing, as we 
soon discovered, has its own set of rules, with one speaker needing to finish 
speaking before another starts if conversations are not to become unintel-
ligible. Video connections between France and Morocco, though generally 
good, were not infallible.

Having explored readings relating to modern and contemporary Morocco 
in class in Paris and to French-Moroccan and Euro-Arab relations, the AUP 
students then wrote up questions for their peers in Morocco to serve as a 
basis for structured interviews held by video conference. They then used the 
resulting interview transcripts as survey data to be mined for results that were 
presented in various forums, whether class-related or public-facing. This al-
lowed students to connect study in the classroom to conditions in the field 
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and also allowed them to develop additional research skills, including framing 
survey-type questions, conducting interviews by video conference, producing 
transcripts, and analyzing and presenting data.

Among the issues emphasized in guides to teaching oral history are 
challenges in constituting appropriate interviewee samples, the need for 
training in conducting interviews, and the analysis and use of gathered 
data, including issues of access and storage.19 We experienced few if any 
challenges finding interviewees, since student interviewers and interviewees 
were introduced to each other through cross-institutional cooperation, the 
paired AUP-AUI courses providing a structured environment in which stu-
dents were able to accumulate common experiences and meet with shared 
understanding and background.

Training in conducting interviews was moved to non-class sessions and 
only included the use of basic protocols for two main reasons. First, by the 
time the interview project began in week ten of a thirteen-week semester, it 
had become apparent that we were dealing with a remarkable group of stu-
dents exhibiting maturity and a range of relevant experiences. Second, we dis-
covered that, in many cases, the students had already conducted peer inter-
views, and we wanted to preserve something of the spontaneity of unscripted 
conversations. The decision to pass responsibility for the conducting of the 
interviews directly to the students was thus made with an easy conscience, 
with only light-touch supervision needed during the interviews themselves.

Regarding the analysis and storage of the gathered data, the interview 
transcripts, made electronically, were anonymized and used only for class 
purposes respecting standards of research ethics, such as consent and confi-
dentiality. The transcription software used was the one supplied with Micro-
soft Teams, and though this sometimes produced unintentionally comedic 
results, the labor of cleaning the data so that it could be made suitable for 
analysis was considerably less than would have been required by traditional 
hand transcription. Afterward, the interviews were destroyed to protect the 
identities of both the interviewers and the interviewees. Since this project, we 
have explored issues of confidentiality and the preservation of oral interviews 
with colleagues in different disciplines working in different countries. The 
conversation on such issues is ongoing, but one preliminary finding is that 
the legal framework for such projects in France and in Morocco is not the 
same as it is, for example, in the United States.

Since our project was a pilot one implemented at short notice, the deci-
sion was taken to simplify procedures as far as possible by adhering to stan-
dard protocols, neither retaining the interviews themselves nor the identi-
ties of those taking part in them. If the project is further developed in future 
years, and notably if the interviews will be archived, we would seek further 
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advice on appropriate research protocol procedures. Specific challenges 
related to the project taking place between France and Morocco gave rise to 
a fascinating debate on when human subjects approval is needed or not for 
curricular assignments when we presented it to a largely North American 
audience at the 2021 Institute for Liberal Arts Digital Scholarship (ILiADS) 
Conference in July 2021.

An important catalyst for this project was the COVID-19 pandemic in that 
it made it necessary for us to rethink how we could use new technologies to 
achieve our learning goals while at the same time providing students with 
the opportunity to develop new skills and to think about their work as data 
that could be mined for different purposes and with different ends in mind. 
Among the important lessons learned was that video conferencing, while not 
a full replacement for face-to-face interactions in the field, could be a very 
good second-best, notably for peer-to-peer student interviews. We intend to 
develop the project more fully in future semesters even after the pandemic 
improves and options for travel and field trips are restored. The issues raised 
regarding research protocols will also need to be resolved.

One final lesson was that students, at least our students, were keen to make 
the best possible use of the technology available to them even under special 
circumstances and restrictions introduced to halt the spread of COVID-19, 
and they were ready to take responsibility both for the framing of the inter-
view questions and for the carrying out of the interviews themselves. Matters 
standard to any oral-interview project—among them consent, confidential-
ity, use of data, archiving, and storage—could thus be introduced within the 
framework of a hands-on project, helping the students to understand the 
scope of such issues as they encountered them in their work.

A Collaborative Project for AUI

This section describes the project from the point of view of the faculty 
member (Paul Love) from Al-Akhawayn University in Ifrane (AUI) in Mo-
rocco, describing the focus of the course, the structure of peer-to-peer inter-
actions, and examining the lessons learned from the experience.

The HIS1301 History of the Arab World course at AUI surveys the history 
of Arabic-speaking lands from the advent of Islam to the present. Following 
a redesign of the syllabus in 2018, which itself resulted from a librarian-
faculty collaboration, the course has focused on the theme of information 
literacy and history.20 This focus has proven helpful in bridging the differ-
ences between the AUI history course and the more modern-focused AUP 
course described in the previous section since even in the history course 
there has been a constant emphasis on the value and importance of infor-
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mation about the past in the present. In other words, the two courses were 
both focused on the Arab world in the present while also both having an 
appreciation for its links to the past.

Unlike the AUP course, the number of students at AUI included two sec-
tions of over thirty students each. As a result, I elected to ask for student 
volunteers to participate in the AUP interviews. Those who participated ex-
changed one of six quiz grades for participation in the interviews. By a stroke 
of luck, the number of students from the AUI courses (seven) was roughly 
half the number of students in the AUP course (fifteen). This allowed us to 
keep the groups for interviews quite small, forming six groups of three and 
one group of four.

From our perspective in Morocco, several things distinguished this col-
laborative experience from similar projects that our institution and our 
students had been involved in previously. In terms of organization, the 
collaboration involving three instructors proved invaluable. On the AUP 
side, Michael Stöpel’s role as librarian and facilitator of student meetings, 
in particular, was logistically indispensable and helped give a conceptual 
cohesiveness to the entire project. For us, this was a clear demonstration 
that interdisciplinary collaboration across institutions has much to gain by 
also collaborating with the library.

Another element of the collaboration that distinguished this project from 
earlier ones was the complementary backgrounds of students. AUI students 
often engage with their counterparts in the United States, for example, who 
share course content but often come to the collaboration with virtually no 
knowledge of Morocco, contemporary Arab cultures, or the long-term his-
tory of northern Africa. One AUI student, El Mehdi El Asli, emphasized this 
in his response to the experience, saying:

I also offered my [AUP] interviewers interesting questions since they were also 
Arabs . . . from Lebanon, Palestine and Kuwait. Our conversations kept moving 
from talking about Morocco in a special case from my perspective to everyone 
talking about their countries and making a comparison between the Arab coun-
tries. My interviewers’ backgrounds were very similar to mine; they all talk and 
understand Arabic [and] we have common traditions and beliefs. I really like the 
fact of this interview not being similar to the basic interviews we all know where 
there [is] only one way of information [exchange]; it was more like an open floor 
where everyone shared their information and experiences.

While the AUP students may not have been experts, they represented a 
complementary blend of backgrounds, including, as suggested in the student’s 
comment, many with families from Arabic-speaking countries in western Asia. 
By virtue of their being in France and learning about the legacies of colonialism 
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and the long-term presence of France in North Africa, they also brought a sense 
of Morocco’s connection to France with them to the conversations.

This points to a final and especially rich element of the collaboration—the 
complementarity of content and context. Both the AUI and the AUP course 
tackled in different ways the relationship between France and the Maghrib 
and Morocco, in particular. This meant that AUI students in Morocco 
brought contemporary understandings of the legacies of French colonial-
ism in Morocco. Likewise, the AUP students were exploring those legacies 
in France. This blend of course content and student contexts led to some 
fantastic conversation material. Students on both sides of the Mediterranean 
were curious to learn more about contemporary perceptions of North Africa, 
Europe, and Arab societies in their respective homelands. This curiosity often 
took them well beyond the intended boundaries of the assignment to new 
topics in ways that enriched and enhanced the assignments.

Based on student responses to the experience, we were delighted to find 
that the interviews often surprised students and that the topics covered often 
went well beyond those included as part of the assignment. For example, one 
participant wrote:

I went into this interview with some concerns about the attitude of the students 
and their prejudice. I ended up being completely wrong; they were very friendly 
and respectful. I had the questions as all the AUI students and prepared some 
answers but as the interview started it felt more [like] a natural conversation 
[than] an interview . . . [I] have to say that their questions were very interesting; 
they were curious about our feeling[s] as young adults in our twenties being 
Moroccan and living in a time after colonialism and with everything that is hap-
pening in the world concerning Arabs and Muslims.

Another way in which the conversations took an unexpected turn was the 
desire of AUI students to offer questions of their own (the assignment had 
AUP students as the interviewers only). Several students noted that any future 
iteration of the project should include questions from students on both sides 
and that the two groups could even collaborate on the interview protocols. 
The enthusiasm for this idea will no doubt change the way we structure the 
assignment in the future.

I wanted to be cautious, however, about us providing too much structure. 
One of the things that I took away from this experience was that offering 
students the room to go beyond the boundaries of a questionnaire allowed 
students to talk about the topics and ideas they found most relevant and 
interesting. Since the conversation took place in the context of the class, 
virtually any topic was of relevance and importance, so there was no risk of 
getting “off topic.”
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The Instructional Librarian Perspective

The AUP-AUI student-led, cross-institutional interview project created a 
learning space and experience that went beyond the ordinary classroom set-
ting, connecting students to the real world through experiential learning. For 
the librarian (Michael Stöpel), it was an opportunity to teach students basic 
concepts of information literacy in a meaningful way.

From the instructional design perspective (i.e., backward design), the 
student-led interviews were created with the idea and learning outcome in 
mind that students would learn more about the subject by participating in 
them, as well as about the various parts of the ACRL Framework for Informa-
tion Literacy for Higher Education. Therefore, we were guided in the course-
development process by this backward-design approach and the special value 
of the new learning experience.

First, the project easily connected to the ACRL frame of Research as Inquiry. 
“Follow[ing] ethical and legal guidelines in gathering and using informa-
tion,”21 as it says in the Framework, and the fact that matters of consent, re-
spect, and confidentiality were discussed with the students before, during, and 
after the student-led interviews was the most obvious connecting point with 
the frame. The project can also be seen in a wider learning context of media 
education and intercultural exchange, where recognizing the importance of 
the other,22 being respectful, and engaging in civic reasoning are becoming 
more significant to counter the rise of online hate speech and cyberbullying.

Second, students obtained experience of how academic information is 
created through the interviews echoing the ACRL frame of Information 
Creation as Process.23 Students experienced the gathering of interview data 
as a process that laid the groundwork for reflection on the process itself 
in order to better understand the value of information creation, research 
methodologies, and academic work. By experiencing and reflecting, the 
students also learned to understand the transformation of data into infor-
mation and knowledge. In other words, they learned how to make meaning 
out of the collected primary data.

In addition to these learning outcomes, students learned about different 
types of information sources, and the value of the interplay between sources. 
Put another way, there was an emphasis on encouraging students to un-
derstand the value of primary sources (the interview process) in relation to 
secondary sources (their readings for class). The interplay between both types 
of sources helped the students to understand the subject of interrogation, to 
make links between different types of sources, and to develop a critical view 
on the sources with regard to their subjects. Not everything that they read 
about in class was confirmed by the interviews, and surprise conversations in 
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the interviews often led to opportunities for critical reflective discussions of 
the class readings. This experience of seeing primary and secondary sources 
together led to an appreciation of both, which aligned with the Framework’s 
emphasis on the need to consider different types of sources.24

Aimed at cultivating a broader understanding of scholarly communication 
and academic conversation, the project introduced students to the life cycle 
of academic work—from data-gathering and data analysis to publishing the 
findings in a public-facing presentation at the end of the semester.25 Scott 
Warren and Kim Duckett summarize the importance of this as a learning goal 
in information literacy:

Search skills must be accompanied by a greater understanding of how scholarly 
information is created, debated, vetted, stored, and accessed—issues intrinsically 
tied to scholarly communication and the economic costs that shape not only 
the scholarship itself but also the tools used to discover and access that content. 
In the contemporary information landscape, simply teaching students how to 
distinguish peer-reviewed from non-peer-reviewed research is not sufficient.26

This also echoes the approach described in going “Beyond Tools and 
Clicks”27 to improve a student’s understanding of the world. It was the ho-
listic experience of the project and the interview experience in the field that 
led, for the students, to more sophisticated understanding, meaning making, 
and critical thinking.

Emerging Liaison Roles: from Research Support to Research Partner

My role as an instructional librarian in the project evolved in several ways. 
First, the project pushed me to take on the role of critical instructional librar-
ian. In traditional library instruction, students are often exposed to lists of da-
tabases or are shown one database in detail, often without being encouraged 
to go further. The aim of this traditional, pragmatic instructional style is to 
show the students where to click to find the academic articles requested for an 
assignment by the faculty member. Critical instruction, by contrast, empha-
sizes student knowledge practices and dispositions for greater understanding 
as outlined in the ACRL Framework for each frame.

In this project, my role was not only that of being a critical instructional 
librarian but also that of being a partner in a digital liberal arts project, being 
at the same time co-instructional designer, co-project manager, interview 
facilitator, and digital instructor in a hybrid environment, as well as a data 
librarian. I was co-instructional designer and co-project manager in the sense 
of developing and planning the online student-led interviews; interview 
facilitator and digital instructor through preparing interview best practices 
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with the students and scheduling the interviews in a hybrid environment; 
and, finally, data librarian by making sure that all interviews were recorded, 
transcribed, and stored and the data cleaned before being used for analysis 
purposes. In a nutshell, I was a digital librarian and partner during all the 
steps of the student-learning experience.

Wearing many hats led to my new role compared to traditional library 
instruction settings. I moved from being only a guest speaker (support for 
faculty) to being a faculty partner and to being real faculty in the eyes of the 
students, something which changed the impact of my instruction completely. 
Paul Love captured these many hats well when he said in the earlier section 
that my new roles gave a “conceptual cohesiveness to the entire project.”

It is important to note that the listed roles above were not exclusive to one 
person. Paul, David, and I were co-instructional designers, co-project manag-
ers, and co-instructors on the project. In our case, it seemed that the balance 
of roles was even, and decision-making was made in concert, which helped 
the project to be successful.

Conclusion

The success of this pilot project has encouraged all the authors to add new ele-
ments to the student-led interview project. One aspect that was not explored 
in the pilot project was how to encourage students to proceed to a deeper 
analysis of the interviews. As a result, in Summer 2021, the authors decided 
to incorporate a quantitative text-analysis tool (Voyant) into the project to 
allow students to produce visualizations of project data. Again, from a criti-
cal pedagogy perspective, the idea was not to simply teach students the tool 
itself but rather to help them to appreciate the value of this digital tool for 
data analysis and to identify the benefits and limitations of these tools more 
generally. All too often, instructors have a tendency to forget this aspect in 
teaching—students should learn to evaluate digital tools and their affordance 
to a given project (“technological affordance”).28

The success of this pilot project does not necessarily translate into future 
projects of equivalent status, though. Although it certainly inspires future 
possibilities, a more important question is how faculty-librarian partnerships 
can be better recognized at an institutional level and how these partnerships 
can find a permanent place in course and program development. This ques-
tion also pushes librarians to see the value and the necessity of partnering 
with faculty and going beyond the traditional service support model. Jyldyz 
Bekbalaeva translates this idea well in her article “Partnering for Transfor-
mation: Strategically Adopting a Collaborative Library-Faculty Mind Set”; 
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for her, it is about developing a different mindset in order to “transform the 
library from its service provider role into a [vibrant] campus partner.”29 It is 
not only about being a vibrant campus partner but also being an innovative 
and meaningful partner for learning transformation.
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Academic librarians are increasingly involved in supporting research-
ers who are pursuing evidence synthesis projects, such as systematic and 

scoping reviews. Evidence synthesis, also known as knowledge synthesis or 
research synthesis, involves a structured approach to reviewing the literature 
on a research question.1 These projects require a research team that can bring 
together multiple skill sets and areas of expertise to successfully produce an 
evidence synthesis.2 A research team for an evidence synthesis project should 
include members with subject area expertise as well as members with meth-
odological expertise in evidence synthesis, such as a librarian with training in 
advanced database searching for conducting a systematic review or a statisti-
cian with training in statistical analysis for conducting a meta-analysis.

Librarians can be vital to the success of an evidence synthesis project, par-
ticularly in the crucial first step of the process, the development of a protocol. 
There are a variety of types of evidence synthesis, and protocol development 
is a key part of the process for conducting any type of evidence synthesis.3 
The protocol establishes the framework for conducting the evidence syn-
thesis, including the research question, search strategy, eligibility criteria for 
study inclusion, and data extraction method. The protocol also establishes 
the roles of the research team members. A protocol can be thought of as the 
foundation of an evidence synthesis project and is considered a best research 
practice. Many journals now request that a protocol be registered before 
submitting an evidence synthesis article. In the health sciences, in particular, 
major journals such as JAMA, The Lancet, and PLOS One now state in their 
instructions to authors that evidence synthesis articles should be submitted 
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with a link to a registered protocol or a protocol registration number from a 
protocol registry, such as PROSPERO.

However, some researchers omit the protocol planning phase altogether, 
resulting in problems later in the process. A librarian research partner can 
facilitate the development of the protocol, ensuring that the protocol meets 
appropriate guidelines and standards for evidence synthesis. The librarian 
can then guide the team in registering or publishing the protocol. After the 
development of the protocol, the librarian can help make sure the team fol-
lows the protocol to conduct a methodologically sound evidence synthesis.

As a research partner facilitating the development and implementation of a 
protocol, a librarian contributes skills and expertise that can help an evidence 
synthesis project have a strong foundation. Although it is often assumed that 
the role of a librarian in an evidence synthesis project is limited to only pro-
viding search services (e.g., developing database search strategies, conducting 
searches, and providing citations), librarians can offer valuable expertise 
throughout the evidence synthesis process. From the beginning stages of 
protocol development through the final stages of manuscript submission and 
revision, research teams can benefit from including librarians as key mem-
bers. Librarians can be co-investigators and co-authors on evidence synthesis 
projects, not only providers of search services.

This chapter introduces evidence synthesis protocols, discussing the 
roles librarians have in improving the overall quality of evidence synthesis. 
The chapter begins with a review of the literature on the value of evidence 
synthesis and the importance of protocols, library services for evidence 
synthesis, and librarian involvement in evidence synthesis, especially at the 
protocol development stage. Along with detailing the necessary steps for 
evidence synthesis protocol development, this chapter closely examines how 
librarians can facilitate the evidence synthesis process by using protocols 
as a tool for collaboration and project management. Based on the authors’ 
experiences partnering with evidence synthesis research teams and sup-
porting protocol development, case studies from the authors’ institutions 
provide strategies for successful collaboration and effective communication 
when facilitating the development and implementation of evidence synthesis 
protocols. In addition, the authors discuss how library organizations can 
support their librarians contributing to evidence synthesis projects and how 
librarians can demonstrate their value with co-authorship on both the pro-
tocol and the final evidence synthesis publication. Although the focus of this 
chapter is on collaborations with research teams, the chapter also considers 
how protocols can be used for course assignments constructed with librarian 
feedback. The chapter concludes with a list of resources for further learning 
about evidence synthesis protocols.
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Literature Review

There is growing literature on evidence synthesis processes and library ser-
vices for evidence synthesis. In particular, there is increasing attention in the 
literature about the importance of protocols as well as the roles of librarians 
throughout the evidence synthesis process. This literature review situates op-
portunities for librarian involvement in evidence synthesis protocol develop-
ment as part of broader trends in librarians serving as research partners.

Why Evidence Synthesis? Why Evidence Synthesis Protocols?

Attempts to systematically collect and synthesize the literature on a research 
question in order to reduce research bias and combine data across studies can 
be traced back to as early as the eighteenth century.4 Evidence synthesis in its 
contemporary form emerged with the rise of systematic reviews as a core part 
of evidence-based medicine in the 1990s.5 Since the 1990s, evidence synthesis 
methods have spread beyond the health sciences into many other fields, in 
part as a way of coping with information overload and research abundance.6 
Different types of evidence synthesis have emerged to meet different research 
needs, including quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods review types as 
well as reviews of reviews (i.e., umbrella reviews that synthesize multiple sys-
tematic reviews on a topic). One thing all evidence synthesis methods share 
is the need for a protocol.

Experts in evidence synthesis methods have long emphasized the impor-
tance of protocols. In an editorial in the journal of the Joanna Briggs Insti-
tute, an organization that supports evidence synthesis in nursing research, 
Micah Peters stated: “Protocols are a necessary and indispensable stage of the 
systematic review process that can frequently save a lot of time, sleep, and 
headaches later on.”7 The Cochrane Collaboration, an international network 
that sponsors systematic reviews on health outcomes, described in its latest 
Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions: “Developing a 
protocol for a systematic review has benefits beyond reducing bias. Investing 
effort in designing a systematic review will make the process more manage-
able throughout and help to inform key priorities for the review.”8

What is the Protocol Development Process?

Different types of evidence synthesis may require different protocol com-
ponents, and some journals and review-sponsoring organizations have spe-
cific requirements for what is required in a protocol. However, there are some 
key components that are generally part of all evidence synthesis protocols, 
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usually based on the PRISMA-P guidelines.9 The PRISMA-P can be viewed 
as a minimum set of items for the reporting needed in an evidence synthesis 
protocol. Key components of a protocol include the following items: review 
title; anticipated start date and completion date; research team members and 
roles; review question; search strategy (usually at least one preliminary search 
strategy for a key database); inclusion and exclusion criteria for study screen-
ing; the data extraction strategy; the plan for risk of bias assessment and criti-
cal appraisal; and dissemination plans. When developing the protocol, it is 
best practice for the search strategy to be peer-reviewed by another librarian, 
utilizing the PRESS (Peer Review of Electronic Search Strategies) guidelines.10

The protocol may be made into a public document, establishing that the 
review is being conducted. Protocols can be registered in a protocol regis-
try, and in some cases, they can even be published as peer-reviewed journal 
articles themselves. The benefits of registering and/or publishing a protocol 
are many: establishing a public document stating that the research team is 
working on a topic; reducing duplicate reviews; addressing methodological 
issues at the beginning of the review process; receiving peer-review feedback 
and then improving review methods before conducting the project; and im-
proving the quality of the review and increasing the likelihood of publication.

However, as Konstantinos Siontis and John Ioannidis have noted, “Most 
systematic reviews are never registered despite the availability of platforms 
for prospective registration, such as PROSPERO. Thus, many teams working 
on the same topic concurrently may have no knowledge of each other’s work-
in-progress.”11 Protocol registration helps avoid unnecessary duplication of 
evidence synthesis projects on the same research question.12 A recent survey 
of authors of systematic reviews published from 2010 to 2016 found that the 
vast majority of respondents agreed that protocol registries play a role in pre-
venting unnecessary duplication of reviews.13

There are several options for registering and/or publishing a protocol. The 
most suitable option for protocol registration depends on the type of evidence 
synthesis and the area of research. The best-known registry, PROSPERO, was 
founded in 2011 as a registry for systematic reviews for health outcomes.14 
A 2018 study found an association between registering a protocol in PROS-
PERO and increased review quality, considering the time taken at the begin-
ning of the process to think through and plan the review methods.15

Other options for protocol registration include the Open Science Frame-
work (not limited to systematic reviews and not limited to health sciences 
topics), as well as more focused registries such as JBI (for evidence syntheses 
on topics related to nursing). Protocols may also be registered in pre-print 
servers (such as arXiv or MedRxiv) and institutional repositories. When 
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registering a protocol in a repository, adding a Creative Commons license to 
establish terms for use and sharing should be a consideration.

Additionally, a research team may want to publish a protocol as a peer-
reviewed journal article in a subject-specific journal or a multi-disciplinary 
journal that publishes evidence synthesis protocols (such as BMC Systematic 
Reviews or BMJ Open). Many researchers are still unaware that protocols can 
be published.16 Librarians can help research teams become aware of the pos-
sibility of publishing a protocol. A study has found that “systematic reviews 
with published protocols are more transparently reported and tend to be of 
higher quality” compared to reviews without published protocols.17

Why Should Librarians Be Involved in Evidence Synthesis  
and Protocol Development?

Studies have found that systematic reviews with librarian co-authors have 
higher-quality reported search strategies18 and a lower risk of bias.19 A scop-
ing review on the roles that librarians have in evidence synthesis projects 
found that “librarians play central roles in systematic review teams, including 
roles beyond searching.”20 A survey of health sciences librarians who work 
on systematic reviews noted that because “the most frequent and challenging 
methodological issues relate to the development of the research question, and 
very often researchers come to librarians with inadequate research plans,” 
librarians involved in systematic reviews often “put forth much effort to be-
come the educator in addition to being the searcher.”21 Librarians who have 
participated in evidence synthesis research teams have pointed out how “not 
only are librarians able to provide comprehensive searches that save research-
ers time and limit bias, but they can also facilitate collaboration and educa-
tion, keep records, solve technology problems, and write methodologies.”22 
Specifically relevant to protocol development, librarians often take on “the 
role of methodologist” in evidence synthesis projects.23

Expertise in protocol development has been identified as one of the key 
competencies for librarians involved in evidence synthesis.24 Librarians can 
effectively contribute to evidence synthesis research teams by “staying cur-
rent with reporting guidelines, making team members aware of existing or 
new guidelines, and contributing content to review protocols or final manu-
scripts.”25 Librarians have a particularly impactful role to play in making sure 
that protocols document methods and search strategies so that the evidence 
synthesis can be reproducible.

The involvement of academic librarians in evidence synthesis projects can 
be seen as part of a broader trend of librarians increasingly taking on roles as 
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co-investigators and co-authors of research—not just as service providers.26 
Lisa Federer has outlined how librarians can function as “research informa-
tionists” who “work with research teams at each step of the research process, 
from project inception and grant seeking to final publication.”27 A study of 
“research-embedded health librarians” specifically examined the roles that 
health sciences librarians have taken on when included as part of research 
teams. The roles have extended beyond literature searching to include at-
tending research team meetings, providing analysis of research literature, 
managing data, and writing research reports.28 Librarians becoming research 
partners on evidence synthesis projects exemplifies a trend seen across many 
academic fields of “more collaborative models which acknowledge librarians’ 
roles in knowledge production.”29 As the roles of librarians as research col-
laborators grow in forms of research such as evidence synthesis, academic 
libraries are increasingly offering more structured services for systematic 
reviews and other types of evidence synthesis.

Library Services for Evidence Synthesis

There is extensive literature on library systematic review services. Although 
systematic review services originated in health sciences libraries, a growing 
number of academic libraries beyond the health sciences have established ser-
vices for systematic reviews and other types of evidence synthesis. There are 
a variety of library systematic review service models that vary depending on 
library capacity, librarian training, and the needs of researchers at particular 
institutions. Service models include free services, fee-based services, and dif-
ferent tiers of service.

Case studies of library systematic review services highlight some of the 
successes that libraries have had in tailoring systematic review services to 
the specific needs and capacities of their institutions. For example, Sandra 
McKeown and Amanda Ross-White describe how the Bracken Health Sci-
ences Library at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario developed two 
levels of systematic review support—a consultation level and a collaboration 
level. At the consultation level of support, a librarian advises on the steps of 
the process, such as refining the topic, identifying appropriate databases and 
gray literature sources, and selecting software for citation screening. At the 
collaboration level of support, a librarian participates as a member of the 
research team (possibly in a co-author role) and provides more extensive 
support, including conducting the searches and writing up the methods.30 
In another case study, Mellanye Lackey, Heidi Greenberg, and Melissa Reth-
lefsen describe how the University of Utah’s Eccles Health Sciences Library 
developed a “systematic review core” in partnership with the university’s 
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Center for Clinical & Translational Science. The “systematic review core” 
developed fee-based services for systematic reviews and other types of evi-
dence service. The fees enabled the core to dedicate librarian time to support 
evidence synthesis projects.31 Amy Knehans, Esther Dell, and Cynthia Rob-
inson have described how the Harrell Health Sciences Library at Penn State 
College of Medicine offers two tiers of service: free services and fee-based 
services. Free services include consultation on question formulation, guid-
ance with understanding the process, feedback on database selection, and 
training in citation management software. Fee-based services extend to de-
veloping search strategies, conducting searches, downloading citations and 
de-duplicating results, and writing the search methods in accordance with 
PRISMA guidelines. At either tier in the Harrell Health Sciences Library’s 
systematic review service, librarians provide training on obtaining full-text 
articles but will not retrieve full-text as part of the service.32 These case stud-
ies show how it is important for libraries to delineate what specific services a 
systematic review service can and cannot provide to faculty.

As evidence synthesis methods become more common in fields outside the 
health sciences, there is a need for multi-disciplinary evidence synthesis ser-
vice models. Cornell University Libraries have developed a systematic review 
service model across disciplines in which librarians provide consultations to 
help determine appropriate review methodologies, adapt protocol guidelines 
to specific disciplines, and develop appropriate search strategies.33 Finally, 
some libraries focus their evidence synthesis services primarily on consulta-
tion and education. For example, librarians at the University of Maryland 
have developed a workshop series on systematic reviews across disciplines 
in addition to online forms for requesting systematic review consultations or 
customized workshops.34

Case Studies

In this section, the authors share case studies of how protocols function as 
a central part of systematic review services at the Scott Memorial Library at 
Thomas Jefferson University in Philadelphia and Ginsburg Health Sciences 
Library at Temple University in Philadelphia. Although both case studies are 
focused on academic health sciences libraries supporting large, urban univer-
sities and health systems, the recommendations are intended to have broad 
relevance to many other types of libraries and settings. Overall, the case stud-
ies and subsequent recommendations highlight how an emphasis on protocol 
development can enable libraries to effectively offer support for evidence 
synthesis and generate successful research collaborations.
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Thomas Jefferson University

Scott Memorial Library supports clinicians, students, faculty, and research 
staff at Thomas Jefferson University. The library provides three levels of ser-
vice for systematic reviews and other types of evidence synthesis. Free consul-
tations, available to all library uses, include librarian instruction and feedback 
on key areas of protocol development such as formulation of a viable research 
question, selection of databases and search terms, and identification of screen-
ing process tools and methods. Two levels of additional paid services are also 
available for faculty and staff but not for student projects. The paid levels 
of service include support beyond consultation, in which a librarian takes a 
more active role as a research team member. Tier 1 includes twenty hours of 
service for a $1,500 fee. Tier 2, for projects requiring more than twenty hours 
of librarian time, is billed at $75 per hour. Protocol changes after the start of 
searching may incur additional costs. In the paid service, librarians develop 
search strategies, conduct the database searches, de-duplicate results, and 
contribute to the methods section of the protocol and resulting evidence syn-
thesis article. In order to make the best use of librarian time, the service does 
not include searching for gray literature beyond library databases (though 
librarians will provide consultation on identifying appropriate sources of gray 
literature) or retrieval of full text (though librarians will provide instruction 
to research teams on how to retrieve the full text of articles).

Research teams at Jefferson are encouraged to write the library’s system-
atic review service into grant funding. Research teams utilizing the paid 
systematic review service tend to involve librarians in the research team 
and as co-authors. Six librarians in the library’s Information Service De-
partment provide support for evidence synthesis, whether in consultations, 
paid services, or instruction. The service has a LibGuide, including a section 
on protocol preparation.35 Library users interested in evidence synthesis 
consultations or paid services are asked to complete a protocol form before 
meeting with a librarian.

The library at Jefferson is integrated into many courses with assignments 
related to evidence synthesis. Librarians provide instruction and, in some 
cases, feedback and grading on PRISMA guidelines and key protocol compo-
nents. Through course integration and through the systematic review service, 
the library helps generate understanding of the importance of evidence syn-
thesis protocols across the institution.

Ginsburg Health Sciences Library, Temple University

The Ginsburg Health Sciences Library began its formal systematic review 
service in 2016 with the hiring of a new position for the library, a Biomedi-
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cal and Research Services Librarian. The service is provided free to students, 
residents, staff, and faculty, including the Temple University Hospital staff. 
In 2018, a new team-based service model was introduced. In the new model, 
two core services were introduced: a search service and an educational ser-
vice. The educational service serves as a standalone service, or it can be used 
in partnership with the search service. Librarians involved in the service are 
grouped into four classes depending on their level of expertise with system-
atic reviews. Class 1 librarians can provide basic consultations, while Class 2 
librarians support protocol planning. Class 3 librarians provide expert search-
ing and more advanced support for developing and carrying out a protocol. 
Finally, Class 4 librarians offer advanced methodological support.36 In Fall 
2021, the service expanded beyond the health sciences library to include sup-
port for researchers at the university’s main campus in other disciplines. In 
addition to delivering expert searching and protocol development support, 
the library also provides education on evidence synthesis methods, including 
the importance of protocol development.

At Temple University, researchers (including students working with fac-
ulty) who are interested in publishing and collaborating with a librarian to 
perform the search for their evidence synthesis project are asked to com-
plete a protocol form available on the library’s Systematic Review Service 
Library Guide.37 This protocol form serves a basis for a protocol that can be 
registered. While Temple University does not require protocol registration, 
they offer education to researchers on how to turn the protocol form into a 
registered protocol.

At the beginning of the service, only some researchers took the advice 
to register the protocol, but now, more Temple community members are 
registering their protocols. The Temple protocol form follows the PRISMA-
P reporting guidelines for protocols and is similar to the requirements for 
PROSPERO registration, so that a researcher can easily turn the form into a 
registered protocol. Researchers who use the systematic review search service 
at Temple University also have the opportunity to have their search strategies 
deposited into the Temple University institutional repository, TUScholar-
Share, a new optional add-on service launched in November 2020 that helps 
researchers meet the PRISMA-S reporting guidelines for searching.38

Recommendations

The Protocol as a Method of Collaboration

There is a lot of planning that goes into evidence synthesis projects that is 
done a priori, before the evidence synthesis takes place. Because careful plan-
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ning is the key to the success and quality of an evidence synthesis project, 
a protocol is a necessary part of the process. As explained in this chapter, a 
protocol is a written plan that explains what the researchers will do for each 
stage of the evidence synthesis process. The protocol is a document that, once 
registered, is considered permanent. Although updated versions of a protocol 
are allowed, researchers should avoid major revisions to the original proto-
col. The rationale for the protocol is to promote transparency and to avoid 
major changes later in the process that can introduce bias. Evidence synthesis 
projects are of high methodological quality when they are designed to reduce 
bias by design. For this reason, significant and thoughtful planning should go 
into writing the protocol prior to its registration. It typically takes at least one 
to two months to prepare a high-quality protocol and, in many cases, longer.

By developing a protocol, a research team develops a structure for the 
evidence synthesis project and a plan for each stage of the project, including 
what each research team member’s role will be in the evidence synthesis pro-
cess. The protocol can thus help clarify confusion before an evidence synthe-
sis project gets started. The protocol helps establish the need for the evidence 
synthesis and the methods that the project will use. Thus, a protocol ensures 
that an evidence synthesis project complies with guidelines and standards 
such as PRISMA. Clear documentation of evidence synthesis methods is an 
important step toward research reproducibility. The protocol additionally 
improves the transparency and rigor of the project, reducing the likelihood 
of research waste and unnecessary duplication. Registration of the protocol is 
a best practice and is increasingly becoming a requirement for publication of 
evidence synthesis articles in academic journals in many disciplines.

Having a protocol benefits the research team and specifically benefits the 
librarian working with the research team. Having a well-designed protocol 
enables the librarian to develop and carry out an effective search strategy. The 
protocol further helps facilitate collaboration by enabling early discussion of 
the methods. By providing expertise in evidence synthesis methods through 
active involvement at the protocol development stage, a librarian can emerge 
as an equal collaborator on a research team. Promoting the importance of 
protocols can make for more effective and efficient collaborations on evi-
dence synthesis projects.

At the beginning of the evidence synthesis process, librarians can help re-
search teams search protocol registries to see if there are already any protocols 
registered on the research question and to read other protocols as examples 
that can inform the development of the protocol. Librarians may also help the 
research team find additional collaborators whose expertise may be needed 
to successfully plan and conduct aspects of the evidence synthesis (such as 
bringing a statistician onto the research team to develop a plan in the proto-
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col for meta-analysis of extracted data). It is a good practice to identify with 
the research team some target journals at the beginning of the process to see 
if the journal accepts evidence synthesis projects and whether they require a 
pre-registered or published protocol. Librarians can also help a research team 
identify the appropriate registry and/or publication for making the protocol 
public. Language from the registered protocol may eventually be used in de-
veloping the final evidence synthesis article; however, the protocol should be 
cited in the resulting evidence synthesis article and considerations should be 
made to avoid self-plagiarism.39

The Protocol as a Project Management Tool

When researchers first come to a librarian with an interest in doing an 
evidence synthesis project, it is important to set expectations at the begin-
ning about what is involved in an evidence synthesis project and how long it 
can take. The success of each stage of the evidence synthesis process depends 
on having a solid protocol. With a librarian collaborator, the research team 
should develop the protocol at the beginning planning stage. The protocol 
then guides each subsequent stage of the process. Protocols also help estab-
lish important deadlines, such as a realistic timeframe for conducting the 
searches. Librarian involvement early in the process allows them to negotiate 
these timeframes.

Overall, a protocol functions as the primary project management tool for 
an evidence synthesis project. A protocol helps the entire research team, 
including the librarian research partner, successfully conduct the evidence 
synthesis project by providing in advance an outline of everything they plan 
to do. In particular, a protocol helps the librarian manage the project as a 
researcher collaborator who is responsible for the search strategy, without 
which the evidence synthesis cannot be conducted.

Along with utilizing the protocol as a project management tool, other 
project management tools can supplement the protocol and help the research 
team carry out the plan. Librarians can recommend project management 
tools to help researchers follow through on the protocol. A project man-
agement tool for an evidence synthesis project can be as simple as a shared 
drive or team folder. Having a shared timeline or review schedule can also 
be helpful. Finally, thinking about time-saving alternatives to email can also 
improve team communication during the steps of the evidence synthesis 
project. Librarians may want to create a schedule for checking back in with 
the research team, in accordance with a project timeline established when de-
veloping the protocol. If researchers are not keeping the librarian in the loop 
as the project progresses, the protocol can serve as a useful tool for improving 
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communication. Librarians thus demonstrate to researchers how protocols 
function both to improve the methodological rigor of evidence syntheses and 
help ensure the completion and publication of evidence syntheses.

Negotiating Roles as Co-Investigators and Co-Authors

Working with a research team to develop an evidence synthesis protocol 
before conducting the searches for a project empowers the librarian to negoti-
ate authority on the project and establish a written agreement with the team. 
A protocol makes the work of the librarian more apparent as, too often, this 
work is disregarded as “invisible labor.”40 If the protocol is being published, 
the librarian’s name should be included on the protocol as a co-author. Li-
brarians should establish co-authorship roles with research teams early on 
to avoid misunderstandings about a librarian’s role on the protocol and the 
resulting evidence synthesis article. If the research team does not want to 
include the librarian as a co-author, this often indicates a misunderstand-
ing about the librarian’s level of involvement as a research collaborator. As 
Margaret Foster has suggested, “with each step of the process, it is valuable to 
pilot processes, evaluate levels of agreement (when appropriate), and obtain 
expert advice when needed.”41

It is always much easier to negotiate authorship at the very beginning of an 
evidence synthesis project than having to negotiate in the middle or end of 
the process. Therefore, it is helpful for a library systematic review service to 
have a protocol template that researchers fill out when they are interested in 
receiving library support for an evidence synthesis project. The protocol form 
thus serves as an agreement about the librarian’s role and co-authorship. The 
protocol form can establish that not only will the librarian’s name be added 
to the final article but also that the librarian will be part of reviewing the 
manuscript draft to make sure the project meets professional standards for 
evidence synthesis before it is submitted for publication.

Utilizing a protocol form at the beginning of the process clarifies research 
team roles and methodological decisions. A protocol form provides the 
basis for librarians to serve as instructors and facilitators in the protocol de-
velopment process. Especially for researchers new to evidence synthesis, it 
is helpful for a librarian to collaborate with them as co-learners. The process 
of developing a protocol works well as a collaborative learning experience, 
where a research team learns with a librarian how to approach protocol 
development by collaboratively reading existing protocols to inform the 
development of a new protocol.

Protocols can help remove divides between researchers and librarians. 
Librarians become true co-investigators with common research goals. Rather 
than being an uncredited service provider without a say in the structure of the 
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project, the librarian co-investigator becomes part of the protocol planning 
process, making suggestions to improve the protocol overall (not only the 
search methods). Protocol development, especially when a library systematic 
review service requires a protocol form, provides an opportunity early in the 
process for the librarian to emerge as an equal research partner—not an invis-
ible, uncredited provider of search services.

By guiding protocol development, a librarian is showing the value librar-
ians add to the research team. Establishing such involvement early in the pro-
cess opens the door to the research team seeing the librarian as an essential 
part of the review team. Co-authorship for librarian involvement in protocol 
development is consistent with editorial guidelines, such as those written by 
the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors, for what counts as a 
contribution or authorship for a research publication.42

After collaborating with a librarian on protocol development, a researcher 
may get in the habit of always thinking of the librarian as an essential part of 
the planning process for future evidence synthesis projects. Close collabora-
tion with a librarian as a research partner shifts the perception that the library 
is only providing search services. Researchers with whom a librarian has 
collaborated may tell other colleagues to reach out to the library whenever 
beginning a new evidence synthesis project.

Approaching the Protocol Development Process with Empathy  
and Collaborative Learning

Evidence synthesis is often a stressful process, which frequently turns out 
to be much more complicated than researchers initially anticipate. Thus, 
it is helpful for librarians to engage in the evidence synthesis process with 
empathy by approaching the process through an awareness of the needs of 
researchers.43 Having a protocol requirement from the library can sometimes 
create conflict when a research team refuses to complete a protocol. Instead 
of simply saying that the library requires a protocol without explanation, li-
brarians should approach the situation with empathy by trying to understand 
why researchers may be pushing back, why they may think they do not need a 
protocol, or why they are refusing to do a protocol. The researchers may need 
education on why a protocol is methodologically important for completing a 
successful evidence synthesis project. Librarians should make sure to convey 
that a protocol is not just something that the library is asking for arbitrarily 
but should explain how a protocol is a core component of evidence synthesis 
designed to ensure that a project is feasible and publishable. Communication 
about the importance of writing a protocol at the beginning of an evidence 
synthesis project can be framed in a way that is about what the research team 
needs and not just what the library needs.
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A librarian may want to approach evidence synthesis collaboration, espe-
cially at the protocol development stage, as an opportunity for learning with 
a research team. It is okay for a librarian or other research team member to 
not initially feel like an expert on every aspect of evidence synthesis methods. 
The librarian does not have to have all the answers to start with but can in-
stead help the research team navigate the protocol development process with 
an empathetic, collaborative learning approach. Doing an evidence synthesis 
project can be unexpectedly stressful, but if it is approached from a place of 
mutual empathy and commitment to collaborative learning, the process will 
be smoother for the librarian and the rest of the research team.

How Libraries Can Support Librarians Working on Evidence Synthesis

A primer on systematic reviews for library administrators has highlighted 
how important it is that library administrators “understand the steps involved 
in a systematic review or research synthesis, and the issues and opportunities 
that these methodologies raise in the use of library services and resources.”44 
It is crucial for library administrators to understand that more goes into 
conducting a high-quality evidence synthesis project than just database 
searching. It is also vital that library administrators ensure adequate time 
and resources for librarians to develop evidence synthesis competencies if the 
library wants to offer a systematic review service. In particular, libraries can 
support librarians in becoming proficient in developing evidence synthesis 
protocols by sponsoring targeted professional development.

To recover the cost of professional development and service provision, li-
braries may want to consider developing fee-based systematic review services, 
including asking researchers to write the library’s service into their grants. 
Fee-based services can help make sure that librarians have the time and 
resources needed to effectively serve as research collaborators on evidence 
synthesis projects. Fee-based services can encompass protocol development 
support and not just search support.

As shown in the case studies in this chapter, librarians have a role to play 
both in their libraries and in their institutions in heightening awareness of 
the importance of protocols for evidence synthesis. Protocols should be at the 
core of an evidence synthesis service. It is important to challenge assumptions 
that protocols are just superfluous paperwork or that protocols are beyond 
the knowledge and expertise of librarians. When a library advocates for the 
importance of protocol development, and for the importance of librarian in-
volvement in protocol development, a library has an opportunity to promote 
itself as a key institutional resource for learning and coordinating evidence 
synthesis protocol development (not just search services).
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Beyond Project Management: Protocols as Course Assignments

In addition to being a vital tool for research teams, protocols can be 
an effective educational tool and course assignment for students. While 
some faculty may have unrealistic expectations and try to assign an entire 
systematic review in a semester, students can more realistically develop a 
systematic review protocol (or protocol for another type of review, such as 
a rapid review) within a semester. When evidence synthesis projects are as-
signed for course assignments, a librarian can take on an instructional role 
regarding evidence synthesis protocol development. Learning how to write 
an evidence synthesis protocol can be an educational opportunity for an 
entire class, incorporating librarian instruction and feedback. There is an 
emerging body of research literature about successful examples of making 
evidence synthesis protocol development a structured course assignment.45 
Librarians can help construct protocol assignments and be involved in pro-
viding feedback on student-developed protocols.

Conclusion

Whether working with research teams or with students, librarians provide 
vital feedback on protocol development that improves the overall quality of 
evidence synthesis projects. Librarians have opportunities to make themselves 
visible as the go-to support for evidence synthesis, whether working with re-
search teams or instructional faculty. Librarians are well-positioned to develop 
valuable methodological expertise on evidence synthesis and share this exper-
tise with research collaborators and students who are becoming researchers.

Further Resources

The following list of resources is provided for librarians wanting to learn 
more about protocol development and associated library services.

Protocol Guidelines

• PRISMA-P (http://www.prisma-statement.org/Extensions/Protocols)
• Equator Network (https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guide 

lines)
• An Integrative Framework for Planning and Conducting Non-Inter-

vention, Reproducible, and Open Systematic Reviews (https://osf.io 
/preprints/metaarxiv/8gu5z)
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Protocol Templates

• Evidence Synthesis Protocol Template, Cornell University (https://osf 
.io/zwd6n/)

• Systematic Review Protocol Form, Temple University (https://osf.io 
/rb7a2/)

• Systematic Review Protocol Form for Students, Temple University 
(https://osf.io/m3ekz)

• Scoping Review Protocol Form, Joanna Briggs Institute (https://jbi 
.global/scoping-review-network/resources)

Protocol Registries

• PROSPERO (https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero)
• Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/registries)
• Cochrane Collaboration (http://www.cochrane.org)
• Campbell Collaboration (http://campbellcollaboration.org)
• JBI (http://jbi.global/systematic-review-register)
• Syreaf (http://www.syreaf.org)
• Zenodo (http://zenodo.org)
• Figshare (https://figshare.com)

Examples of Journals Publishing Protocols

• BMC Systematic Reviews (https://www.biomedcentral.com/getpublished)
• JMIR Research Protocols (http://www.researchprotocols.org)
• BMJ Open (https://bmjopen.bmj.com)
• JBI Evidence Synthesis (https://journals.lww.com/jbisrir)
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Beyond Collaborations

Transforming Liaison Practices into  
Impactful Research Partnerships

Danielle Mihram and Melissa L. Miller

In 1989, William Wulf (a computer scientist) coined the word “collabo-
ratory” in science to denote “a center without walls, in which the nation’s 

researchers can perform their research without regard to physical location 
interacting with colleagues, accessing instrumentation, sharing data and 
computational resources, [and] accessing information in digital libraries.”1

At the University of Southern California (USC) Libraries, Collaboratories is 
a student-based program that provides access to interdisciplinary, team-based 
“laboratories” designed to engage students in activities that bridge critical 
thinking and digital fabrication in multiple disciplines. They are polymathic2 in 
nature, bringing faculty, experts, artists, designers, and students together at the 
Ahmanson Lab3 over an academic year. They are organized around topics or 
problems or sets of questions that are best explored via the hands-on design and 
production of digital artifacts. These Collaboratories are designed and coordi-
nated by one or more USC faculty in cooperation with Ahmanson Lab staff.4

This chapter is a case study that focuses on a different, yet equally success-
ful, form of collaboration at the university, dynamic evolutions of collabora-
tions and partnerships between librarians and faculty in the creation and de-
velopment of three projects: USC Digital Voltaire; USC Illuminated Medieval 
Manuscripts; and The Silk Roads (exhibition and one-day event).

Literature Review

The digital humanities have advanced a wide range of diversity in learning, 
teaching, and scholarship. Digital technologies are essential for examining 
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not only critical questions in the humanities but also across academic fields, 
allowing for an inclusive environment of perspectives. This is representative 
of the next wave of digital humanities research, teaching, and engagement. 
The inclusivity that digital humanities fosters is evident in the diversity of 
practitioners, including individuals who have been historically marginalized 
within the academy, subject-area specializations, roles, and institutions.5

Digital humanities bring together interdisciplinary scholars and profes-
sionals with students of all levels in the pursuit of multifaceted research. This 
type of collaboration lends itself as an engaging opportunity to allow students 
to find agency in an authentic and meaningful learning experience. Librar-
ians, and their expertise, are situated at the intersection of the shifting role of 
research, learning, and teaching with new technologies. As interdisciplinary 
research partners, academic librarians continue to lead digital humanities 
scholarship with new creative tools, technologies, and as educators.

Publications relating to libraries’ collaborative initiatives are numerous, 
and literature reviews on that subject have led to a substantial amount of 
research on a variety of topics. A small sampling of titles relating to recurring 
publications in these categories is noted here. For example, “Collaborations” 
have been examined in the context of interdisciplinary/multidisciplinary 
collaborations of librarians involved in projects,6 or extensive collaborations 
with academic research centers7 or new partnership models;8 hybrid models—
evolving librarian liaison roles, where liaisons pair their expertise with that of 
functional specialists, both within and outside of libraries;9 co-authorship of 
papers with faculty in fields outside of library and information science;10 and 
library-faculty partnerships in course delivery and student engagement.11 In 
many cases, librarians are “embedded” in undergraduate courses, and more 
recently, so are archivists.12

Clearly, libraries are uniquely positioned to foster the cutting-edge col-
laborations and partnerships that are essential in developing and institution-
alizing experimental modes of scholarly research and communication for 
librarians, faculty, and students.

Case Study: Collaborative Projects at USC

The University of Southern California (USC) is a highly ranked, private R1 
research university in Los Angeles, California. USC’s central mission “is the 
development of human beings and society as a whole through the cultivation 
and enrichment of the human mind and spirit.”13 Within the twenty-three 
USC Libraries, the special collections department manages USC’s primary 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Beyond Collaborations 107

sources, comprising over 200,000 manuscripts and rare books, one thousand 
archival collections, and two million photographs. Their “mission is to lend 
intellectual excitement and vitality to the campus and community through 
access to their collections of archives, rare books, and other unique materi-
als.”14 Special collections materials are available to the USC community and 
the public, and the department provides primary source instruction, work-
shops, and online tutorials. Their current areas of strength include Holocaust 
and genocide studies, Iberian and Latin American studies, Lewis Carroll 
and Alice in Wonderland, Lion Feuchtwanger and the twentieth-century 
European exiles in Southern California, natural history, Southern California 
regional history, and USC history.

This case study focuses on manuscripts in the USC Libraries special 
collections. The 2017 publication of USC Digital Voltaire, a librarian-led, 
polymathic, multimodal digital humanities project, was developed as a 
proof-of-concept, and it marks the origin of the transformation of librarian 
collaborative liaison practices into several research partnerships starting 
with the publication in 2019 of USC Illuminated Manuscripts, the second 
librarian-led publication.

Two of USC Digital Voltaire’s goals were 1) to provide multiple levels of 
discovery and 2) to develop a model for classroom instruction and research, 
to teach students multiple literacies and new multimodal forms of expression, 
thus engaging them at all levels of scholarship in the humanities.

USC Illuminated Manuscripts has led to research partnerships and publi-
cations with several schools and centers at USC, which are described as fol-
lows: 1) a collaboration with the USC Center for the Premodern World; 2) a 
partnership with several departments and schools leading to the Spring 2022 
exhibit The Silk Roads, 300 BCE to 1700 CE: Connecting the World for Two 
Millennia; and 3) Borrowed Recipes: Migrant Food Worlds of the Silk Roads 
(April 7, 2022), an event selected for Visions and Voices, a USC Arts & Hu-
manities grant-funded, year-long initiative.

USC Digital Voltaire: From Project Collaborations  
to Student Engagement and Partnerships

A collection of manuscripts located in the USC Libraries special collections 
department, Voltaire Correspondence, 1741–1777,15 covers the years 1742–1777 
and includes thirty original autographed letters and four poems authored by 
Voltaire (François-Marie Arouet, 1694–1778) and his correspondents, includ-
ing leading figures of the Enlightenment such as Jean le Rond d’Alembert 
(1717–1783), Frederick II (the Great) of Prussia (1712–1786, King of Prussia: 
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1740–1786), and Madame de Pompadour (1721–1764), the acknowledged 
mistress of Louis XV (1710–1774, King of France: 1715–1774). This correspon-
dence, in common with others of its time, includes letters containing verse. 
Those letters exchanged between Voltaire and Frederick (five from Voltaire, 
and fifteen from Frederick) often alternate between verse and prose.

Voltaire’s voluminous correspondence16 (by 2009, 22,000 letters were pub-
lished, of which 16,136 are by Voltaire17) is a multifaceted, private, and, at 
times, moving expression of self through epistolary exchanges. It offers an en-
gaging, multilayered perspective of one of the leading minds that defined the 
Enlightenment. Though somewhat minuscule in scope when compared to the 
overall enormity of the Voltaire correspondence spread over seventy years, 
the letters in this collection are of great interest because they include a wealth 
of topics: both religious freedom and the freedom of expression in France; 
the Catholic Church and its social impact; Voltaire’s judicial campaigns in 
favor of the victims of intolerance; Frederick the Great’s military campaigns 
during the Seven Years War and the War of Austrian Succession; Voltaire’s 
own remarks on many of his works as well as his commentary (at times quite 
biting) on his contemporaries’ writings; discussions on the theatrical life of 
the period; and Voltaire’s comments about his own health.

A Unique Opportunity

Within today’s digital humanities research and its role in the advancement 
of knowledge, these letters, though small in number, allow researchers both to 
explore (and understand) the human experience as illustrated in these letters 
and to feel a sense of connection to Voltaire and his correspondents. With 
this collection of letters, librarians had a unique opportunity to engage in 
current and newly emerging modes of scholarly communication by enriching 
these letters via a digital multimodal critical edition and lay the foundation 
for an experimental, librarian-led digital humanities project. Indeed, one of 
the project’s six goals has been to serve as one of the very first collaborative, 
interdisciplinary digital humanities initiatives being entirely created and au-
thored by librarians, sponsored by the USC Libraries.18

With the support of a seed grant from the Libraries Dean, library and staff 
digitized the letters (as a start), and they can now be accessed via the USC 
Libraries Digital Library.19 Digital productions can help researchers to visual-
ize and better understand the past; yet, at the same time, such a project also 
allows work with an array of tools to uncover patterns of information and 
different kinds of “meanings” that may not otherwise be seen. This work gives 
the opportunity for scholars and students to ask new questions and approach 
the letters with a larger frame of reference. In essence, this project contributes 
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to a deeper understanding of the many aspects of the Enlightenment and of 
Voltaire’s thoughts and actions.

Developing a Digital Multimodal Critical Edition: USC Digital Voltaire

The USC Digital Voltaire strategic planning began in Spring 2016. The aim 
was to create a critical edition that included a seamless integration of digi-
tal resources as well as a digital methodological approach to broader issues 
connected to existing research on the intellectual culture of the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment.

The project team selected Scalar20 as the publishing platform. Scalar is a 
USC-based, open-source authoring and publishing platform that was devel-
oped by the Alliance for Networking Visual Culture for the electronic journal 
Vectors.21 It is designed to make it easy for authors to write long-form, born-
digital scholarship online. It enables users to assemble media from multiple 
sources and juxtapose them with their own writing in a variety of ways, with 
minimal expertise required. Multimedia-rich, it supports embedded video 
and audio along with functionalities for visualizations, annotations, extensive 
media tagging, and direct importations of content from the partnership with 
several archives, such as the Hemispheric Institute’s Digital Video Library,22 
the Internet Archive,23 and Critical Commons.24

By using this polymathic approach, the project team was able to highlight 
the multiple interdisciplinary dimensions of the letters by including the fol-
lowing items:

• The compilation of metadata;
• High-resolution images of our original manuscripts;
• An examination of the letters as “artifacts” (e.g., quality of paper, pen 

strokes, overstrikes, etc.);
• Paleographic elements, as well as each letter’s translation in English; plus
• The writing of a multitude of detailed notes relating to the people, 

events, and places that are noted within the Voltaire letters.

The USC Digital Voltaire can be envisioned as a “node” to which concepts 
relating to the Enlightenment can be linked, visualized, and interconnected. 
The concept of expanding the idea of digital humanities through digital 
transformations of scholarly connectedness spans many, if not all, digital 
humanities projects. The opportunities for interdisciplinary and innovative 
scholarly communications are made possible through the critical study of 
digital culture globally. A few important aspects of digital humanities were 
included in this project: the integration of research methods, both qualitative 
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and quantitative, by interlinking digitized text, images, and time-based media 
with maps, timelines, data, and visualizations; data analysis and management 
done through mining and mapping, which leads to the discovery of trends 
and themes; enhanced research, learning, and teaching where students are 
able to access, engage, and collaborate together; and increased and improved 
local, national, and international collaboration. Not only has this project 
demonstrated the value of the study of humanities, but digital humanities 
projects, such as this one, can also reach a wider and more diverse audience 
outside the university setting.

In this context, the team needed to design a critical edition that would ac-
commodate various audiences and uses with the goal of supporting scholarly 
inquiry at all levels of research on the Enlightenment. Therefore, the aim was 
to develop strategic alliances by bringing together scholars and students from 
different fields of the humanities (e.g., history, literature, philosophy, art his-
tory, etc.) together with disciplines in the social sciences (such as international 
relations and political science) at the university. The team aimed to elicit re-
flections from scholars on the role that epistolary and historical sources could 
play in contemporary humanistic and social sciences debates, and particularly 
so in the case of Voltaire’s multifaceted writings. In the end, the project’s 
goal became similar to the Legacies of the Enlightenment, a website that “is 
addressed to scholars, teachers, students, and anyone generally interested in 
the Enlightenment and its legacies.”25 It includes a database of teaching and 
research materials and an annotated bibliography. The database topics include 
five distinct groups that document the continued impact of long-held beliefs 
rooted in the scientific discoveries and philosophies of the Enlightenment.

The project team included nine library employees from the USC Librar-
ies whose specific skill sets and expertise included metadata creation, web 
design, Scalar “know-how,” and also included the author Danielle Mihram 
(as principal investigator), along with librarians with specific knowledge-
based specialization.26 The project also included four student assistants, two 
volunteers (one a former student, and the other a former library intern), and 
a consultant, an eighteenth-century scholar, Natania Meeker, in the French 
and Italian Department and the holder of the French Ministry of Education’s 
award Ordre des Palmes Académiques.

The team developed a carefully-planned structure,27 made manifest through 
a navigation scheme, as well as a model and a tool for classroom instruction 
and research designed through collaborations with the teaching faculty. In re-
sponse to mounting institutional pressures, the project also needed to include 
how to teach students multiple literacies and new multimodal forms of ex-
pression and also to engage students at all levels of scholarship and research, 
specifically in the humanities.28
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Moving Beyond Collaborations—USC Digital Voltaire as a Model  
for Student Engagement and Partnerships

One of the foundational tenets in the creation of the project’s team 
echoed Maria Bonn’s comment relating to the value of scholarly collabora-
tion: “I advocate for and have my own experience of the value of scholarly 
collaboration, a value arising from the interplay of perspectives and exper-
tise made possible by collaboration and from the efficiency engendered by 
a suite of complementary strengths.”29 Without interdisciplinary collabora-
tion and the subsequent cross-fertilization of ideas and approaches, this 
project would not exist.

With USC Digital Voltaire, the team has established a pedagogical work-
flow in which students can create and submit a variety of content, including 
annotations, mini-essays, visualizations, or films. Students who are using the 
USC Digital Voltaire content in classes also contribute their own scholarship 
based on the sources they used. This is done via a Word document, and once 
it has been fully edited, a member of the team uploads the content into the 
platform, Scalar, with full credit given to the student author for their con-
tribution. In addition, students may be asked to embed their content within 
the overall hypermedia structure of the project—that is, students are asked 
to think about the multiple contexts in which the content may live and the 
various pathways by which readers may navigate to and from it. Work on 
USC Digital Voltaire thus requires students to master content related to 
Voltaire’s letters and poems and, at the same time, encourages them to apply 
critical digital literacy skills in situating that content within an architecture 
of scholarly information.

In this way, USC Digital Voltaire facilitates core aspects of the Association 
of College and Research Libraries Framework for Information Literacy for 
Higher Education by motivating students to see themselves as both producers 
and consumers of knowledge and as contributors to informational and schol-
arly ecosystems.30 In addition, asking students to reflect on issues of informa-
tion structure, while generating scholarly content, invites them to take part in 
shaping the project’s expansive, multimedia (Scalar-based) critical edition. In 
doing so, the project takes seriously the role that undergraduates can have in 
thinking through the organization, interactivity, and readability of emergent 
scholarly genres in the digital humanities.

Examples of Students as Creators and Partners

In Fall 2017, the project’s faculty consultant (in the department of French 
and Italian) included a research assignment in her undergraduate course 
Equality and Difference around the Enlightenment31 that provided detailed 
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guidelines on annotating letters in USC Digital Voltaire that were not yet an-
notated. One of the unanticipated outcomes of this course assignment was the 
decision of one of the students to successfully compete for a USC Provost’s 
Undergraduate Research Fellowship for Summer 2018 to write “mini-essays” 
for several letters in USC Digital Voltaire.32 The result supported the project 
goals for student engagement, and it was particularly encouraging to see as 
the team has begun to develop more opportunities for students to create 
scholarly modules, including visualizations, music, and cinematic art, related 
to Voltaire and the Enlightenment.

Student interest in this project led to another undergraduate student’s de-
sire to work with the team but, this time, as a partner in the creation of a new 
humanities project, Emotionally Intelligent Robots, which explored the com-
plexities of human-machine interaction, including human emotional bonds 
with machines, society’s efforts to replicate or artificially model humanity, 
as well as what it means to be human overall. She successfully competed for 
a year-long research award for the academic year 2018–2019 from the USC 
Undergraduate Research Associates Program,33 and this partnership led to 
an event, “Emotionally Intelligent Robots: More Human Than Human?” on 
October 24, 2019, in the USC Visions and Voices Program.34

This partnership clearly demonstrates the principles outlined in the New 
Media Consortium and the Consortium for School Networking’s Horizon 
Report,35 which identified “students as creators” and noted that creative skills 
are often the positive outcomes when students are allowed to take control of 
their own learning and set their own goals and design ways to meet them.36

As a cautionary remark, these opportunities for students to create must be 
carefully planned, and the project’s collaborative curricular and mentoring 
initiatives with departmental faculty are critical to continued success. With-
out such collaborations, as well as student engagement and partnership, and 
the ensuing cross-fertilization of ideas and approaches, this project would be 
limited to just a digital Catalogue Raisonné of Voltaire’s manuscripts in the 
library’s collection.

Re-Discovering a Collection: USC Illuminated Medieval Manuscripts

USC Libraries’ collection of illuminated medieval and Renaissance manu-
scripts, incunabula, and rare books includes sixteen unique and invaluable 
illuminated medieval manuscripts, as well as twelve other medieval manu-
scripts (with pen-flourished initials or borders) originating in Europe.37

The existence, as well as the scope of these unique historical artifacts, has 
remained largely unknown by the USC community of scholars and students, 
as well as by researchers nationwide and worldwide, primarily because pre-
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modern manuscripts frequently require individual paleographical, codico-
logical, or diplomatic analysis. As a result of the monograph publication 
Descriptive Cataloging of Ancient, Medieval, Renaissance, and Early Modern 
Manuscripts,38 the showcasing of the USC Hoose Library of Philosophy Col-
lection of manuscripts and incunabula became possible, and this led, in 2019, 
to the successful proposal for a Dean’s Challenge Grant (FY 2019–2020). The 
creation (in Spring 2020) of the Scalar publication, USC Illuminated Medi-
eval Manuscripts,39 constitutes the second USC Libraries librarian-led digital 
humanities project that builds upon the successful model of its predecessor, 
created in 2017, USC Digital Voltaire.

Medieval Manuscripts as Cultural Artifacts

Compared to the holdings of other research institutions, the number of 
USC illuminated medieval manuscripts is relatively small. Yet, as is the case 
for USC Digital Voltaire, a second opportunity arose to create a digital mul-
timodal critical edition, and the polymathic approach provided the chance to 
explore the multiple interdisciplinary dimensions of these manuscripts.

By reading the texts of these manuscripts, and looking at their illustrations, 
scholars can learn a great deal about the social, spiritual, and cultural conditions 
of the medieval period. For example, prayers centered around the adoration 
of the Virgin Mary can be seen as moving literary expressions of core human 
emotions, while the frequency (within marginalia) of scribal invocations40 to 
Saints Sebastian, Apollonia, and Margaret informs readers about “the chronic 
problem of plague, the annoyance of toothache, and the dangers of childbirth.”41

Such marginalia were not uncommon. In Europe, before the invention 
of the printing press, books were copied by hand, originally onto vellum. It 
was not unusual for scribes to add their own commentaries (e.g., prayers, 
opinions, observations, etc.) in the margins of manuscripts that they copied. 
In medieval illuminated manuscripts, figurative marginalia provide a rich ter-
rain of artistic expression, with distinctive characteristics according to period, 
locus of production, and school or scriptorium. Because manuscripts were 
costly to produce, they were considered long-term investments expected to be 
handed down to succeeding generations. Readers commonly wrote notes in 
the margins of books in order to enhance the understanding of later readers.

USC Illuminated Medieval Manuscripts:  
A Second Polymathic Multimodal Project

The original goal of the USC Illuminated Medieval Manuscripts project 
focused on four manuscripts42 that offered a variety of complexity, and the 
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librarians aimed to digitize them for inclusion in the USC Libraries’ Digital 
Library. By using the current technology and tools available, the librar-
ians meant to determine the initial digitization preferences for each unique 
manuscript and then create (in Scalar) a detailed polymathic, multimodal 
Catalogue Raisonné for all manuscripts, in order to develop best practices 
and prototypes. In collaboration with the USC Dornsife Center for the Pre-
modern World as well as with the USC Dornsife Classics Department and the 
USC Thornton School of Music, the librarians also discussed research and 
editorial preferences for each of the unique manuscripts, to pave the way for 
its discovery and its eventual research and learning potential.43

Three goals for the project emerged from these discussions. First, the li-
brarians wanted to showcase the rich USC special collections’ resources to 
expand awareness for research, learning, and teaching engagement. The sec-
ond goal was to provide an exemplar of interdisciplinary collaboration, with 
multiple levels of discovery, so as to encourage new approaches to research on 
both medieval Europe and antiquity, as evidenced by the library’s collection 
of manuscripts, which are quite diverse, including thirteenth- to fifteenth-
century religious and secular manuscripts. Lastly, the librarians sought to 
encourage the development of a community of practice by bringing together 
interdisciplinary scholars and students within the humanities, including (as 
a start) history, philosophy, religion, art history, music, classics, manuscript 
culture, and medieval studies, to reflect upon the historical and contemporary 
roles that resources from the medieval period have to offer future scholarship.

Moving from Project Collaborations to Partnerships

Lecture Series

The first collaboration with Jay Rubinstein, Director of the USC Center 
for the Premodern World, based on the 2019 Project USC Illuminated Me-
dieval Manuscripts,44 led to a partnership with the Center in the creation of 
a lecture series, “Prehistory of the Book” (2020). It featured the inaugural 
invited lecture on February 5, 2020, by Gregory Clark from the University 
of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee.45 His lecture and presentation were 
titled “The Book of Hours, the Best Seller of the Middle Ages: Two Southern 
Netherlandish Manuscript Exemplars at the University of Southern Califor-
nia.” He focused on the two Books of Hours included in the USC project. 
He detailed the findings of his thorough investigation into the probable 
origins and dates of each manuscript.46

Another project currently in progress with faculty in the USC Thornton 
School of Music47 is focusing on a breviary fragment (Currus pharaonis et ex-
ercitum eius proiecit in mare Adiutor) and an illuminated medieval manuscript 
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(Commentary upon Peter Lombard’s Quatuorum libri sententiarium) written 
by Petrus de Palude, Patriarch of Jerusalem in 1480. This very rare manuscript 
once belonged to Federico da Montefeltro (1422–1482), Duke of Urbino. This 
collaboration includes the modern notation of the musical score, as well as 
the recording by faculty and graduate students of the Thornton School, of the 
medieval Gregorian chant featured in the breviary fragment.

Exhibition: The Silk Roads, 300 BCE to 1700 CE:  
Connecting the World for Two Millennia

The second productive collaboration with the Center, which started in 
2020, has been focusing on the trade networks of the Silk Roads. This initia-
tive has included two phases. First, working with faculty, staff, and students 
across USC, as well as external collaborators, the team has been focusing on 
written artifacts—the books, manuscripts, and other vehicles for nonverbal 
communication that connected different Silk Roads communities and created 
entirely new cultures. Rather than impose chronological or historical divi-
sions, the organization of the exhibition, which will be held in Spring 2022, 
will be based on geography. Visitors will walk through and view objects as 
they would travel along the Silk Roads. The aim will be both to introduce visi-
tors to specific peoples and places that mark the Eurasian landmass while at 
the same time preserving the sense of bewilderment that so many interlinked 
empires and ideas can cause for modern travelers. Secondly, a companion 
one-day event, Borrowed Recipes: Migrant Food Worlds of the Silk Roads, will 
trace the hidden cultural exchanges underlying the foods originating along 
the Silk Roads that are still widely available in Los Angeles today.48

The team has also been working with multiple USC faculty and colleagues 
in the USC Libraries to finalize other aspects for this Spring 2022 exhibi-
tion. The team is also conducting more in-depth research on the artifacts 
and working with Sonya Lee’s (USC East Asian Studies Center) upper-level 
undergraduates to create an online catalog in Scalar,49 investigating the best 
practices in the handling, displaying, and conservation of paper products and 
other related materials from the ancient Silk Roads and focusing on develop-
ing effective media strategies to make the exhibition content accessible and 
engaging to different audiences. The goal will be to produce a range of visual 
and pedagogical aids for visitors to the exhibition.

The anticipated contributions from two undergraduate researchers will 
likely be exemplars of student creativity and engagement (like the USC Digital 
Voltaire project). They will produce written reports on their respective re-
search projects, which will form the basis for display labels, information pam-
phlets, online catalogs, and social media posts for the Silk Roads exhibition. 
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They will also be encouraged to document their research experience by pro-
ducing photographs and videos to be shared through the exhibition website.

Event: Borrowed Recipes: Migrant Food Worlds of the Silk Roads

Borrowed Recipes, a one-day event, will explore the history of food and its 
culinary and cultural exchanges. The event will focus on what might have 
been the foods exchanged along the Silk Roads in their ancient, modern, 
and international incarnations that allow visitors to enjoy these foods in Los 
Angeles. The event will include a conversation between food archaeologist 
Farrell Monaco, who recreates ancient recipes for her blog Tavola Mediter-
ranea,50 Harvard University Irish studies professor and food historian Joseph 
Nagy,51 LA food editor Elina Shatkin,52 who will help USC students explore 
and taste these foods in Southern California, food historian and science writer 
Nicola Twilley, creator of the popular Gastropod podcast,53 and an LA-area 
chef or restauranteur such as USC alum Bughra Arkin of Dolan’s Uyghur 
Cuisine54 in Alhambra, who draws inspiration from one or more cuisines that 
originated along the ancient Silk Roads.55

Borrowed Recipes will encourage USC students to think reflectively and 
critically about the hidden backstories of familiar foods in Los Angeles and 
gain a fuller appreciation for the many distinctive culinary cultures that have 
found a home in Southern California.

Conclusion

The 2017 publication of USC Digital Voltaire served as a proof-of-con-
cept that marked the start of the transformation of USC Libraries liaison 
practices into research collaborations. The second publication (2019) of 
USC Illuminated Manuscripts is an exemplar of interdisciplinary collabora-
tion, in that it provides for multiple levels of discovery and new approaches 
to research on both Medieval Europe and antiquity. The Silk Roads exhibi-
tion and one-day event will signal the beginning of more extensive col-
laborations and partnerships with faculty, staff, and students across USC 
departments, as well as external collaborators, which should lead to further 
scholarly conversations, programming, collaborations, and events. The col-
laborative initiatives described in this case study contribute to the ongoing 
discussion of the evolving roles for librarians working in partnership with 
scholars, faculty, and students in research universities. A key output of any 
digital humanities project is the open access availability of the project’s 
background information, methods, and lessons learned for recommended 
best practices for peers and a wider audience.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Beyond Collaborations 117

Notes

1. W. A. Wulf, “The National Collaboratory—A White Paper,” in Towards a Na-
tional Collaboratory: Report of an Invitational Workshop at the Rockefeller University, 
March 17–18 (Appendix A), eds. Joshua Lederberg and Keith Uncaphar (Washington, 
DC: National Science Foundation, Directorate for Computer and Information Sci-
ence Engineering, 1989).

2. Polymathic (adj. of Polymathy, from ancient Greek πολυμαθία = great learning) 
denotes “acquaintance with many branches of knowledge” (Oxford English Dictionary).

3. Ahmanson Lab Collaboratories, https://polymathic.usc.edu/ahmanson-lab/
collaboratory/2019-2020. The Ahmanson Lab is part of the USC Libraries’ USC Sid-
ney Harman Academy for Polymathic Study.

4. Curtis Fletcher, “A Case for Scholarly Making in the Library: Makerspaces, 
Innovation Labs, and the Evolution of Scholarly Communications,” College & Under-
graduate Libraries (2021): 1–16.

5. Will Fenton, “The New Wave in Digital Humanities,” Inside Higher Ed, August 
2, 2017, https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/08/02/rising 
-stars-digital-humanities.

6. Marci D. Brandenburg et al., “Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Librarian In-
volvement in Grant Projects,” College & Research Libraries 78, no. 3 (2017): 272–82; 
Elias Tzoc, “Libraries and Faculty Collaboration: Four Digital Scholarship Examples,” 
Journal of Web Librarianship 10, no. 2 (2016): 124–36; Jessica Wagner Webster, “Dig-
ital Collaborations: A Survey Analysis of Digital Humanities Partnerships Between 
Librarians and Other Academics,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 13, no. 4 (2019).

7. Raymond Pun, “The Library and the Academic Resource Center,” Digital Li-
brary Perspectives 32, no. 1 (2016): 31–40.

8. Jane Harvell and Joanna Ball, “Why We Need to Find Time for Digital Hu-
manities: Presenting a New Partnership Model at the University of Sussex,” Insights 
30, no. 3 (November 2017): 38–43.

9. Janice M. Jaguszewski and Karen Williams, New Roles for New Times: Trans-
forming Liaison Roles in Research Libraries (Washington, DC: Association of Research 
Libraries, August 2013), https://www.arl.org/resources/new-roles-for-new-times 
-transforming-liaison-roles-in-research-libraries/.

10. Angel Borrego and Stephen Pinfield, “Librarians Publishing in Partnership 
with Other Researchers: Roles, Motivations, Benefits and Challenges,” portal: Librar-
ies and the Academy 20, no. 4 (2020): 655–75.

11. Pamela R. Lach and Elizabeth A. Pollard, “Visualizing History in the Class-
room: A Faculty-Librarian Partnership in the Digital Age,” New Review of Academic 
Librarianship 25, nos. 2–4 (2019): 335–56; Jenny McBurney, Shanda L. Hunt, Mariya 
Gyendina, Sarah Jane Brown, Benjamin Wiggins, and Shane Nackerud, “Library 
Research Sprints as a Tool to Engage Faculty and Promote Collaboration,” portal: 
Libraries and the Academy 20, no. 2 (April 2020): 305–38; Matthew Vetter and Sara 
Harrington, “Integrating Special Collections into the Composition Classroom: A Case 
Study of Collaborative Digital Curriculum,” Research Library Issues: A Bimonthly 
Report from ARL, CNI, and SPARC no. 283 (January 2013): 16–20.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

https://polymathic.usc.edu/ahmanson-lab/collaboratory/2019-2020
https://polymathic.usc.edu/ahmanson-lab/collaboratory/2019-2020
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/08/02/rising-stars-digital-humanities
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/08/02/rising-stars-digital-humanities
https://www.arl.org/resources/new-roles-for-new-times-transforming-liaison-roles-in-research-libraries/
https://www.arl.org/resources/new-roles-for-new-times-transforming-liaison-roles-in-research-libraries/


118 Danielle Mihram and Melissa L. Miller

12. Christy Fic, “Working as an Embedded Archivist in an Undergraduate Course: 
Transforming Students into Scholars through an Archival Workshop Series,” The 
American Archivist 81, no. 2 (Fall 2018): 290, https://doi.org/10.17723/0360-9081 
-81.2.290.

13. University of Southern California, “About,” accessed February 28, 2022, 
https://about.usc.edu/policies/mission-statement/.

14. USC Libraries, Special Collections, accessed February 28, 2022, https://libraries 
.usc.edu/locations/special-collections.

15. Frederick II Voltaire, Voltaire Correspondence, 1741–1777, Special Collections, 
University of Southern California.

16. Online access is through the Electronic Enlightenment database at http://
www.e-enlightenment.com/info/.

17. Christiane Mervaud, “Voltaire’s Correspondence,” in The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Voltaire, ed. Nicholas Cronk (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 153–66.

18. For a list of project goals, see “About the USC Voltaire Letters Project.” http://
scalar.usc.edu/works/voltaire/the-usc-voltaire-letters-project-a-polymathic-multi 
media-rich-digital-initiative.

19. Voltaire Correspondence, 1742–1777, https://digitallibrary.usc.edu/Archive 
/Voltaire-Correspondence—1742-1777-2A3BF1ODETR.

20. Scalar, http://scalar.usc.edu.
21. Tara McPherson, “Introduction: Media Studies and Digital Humanities,” Cin-

ema Journal 48, No. 2 (Winter 2009): 119–23. 
22. The Hemispheric Institute Digital Video Library (HIDVL) is the first major 

digital video library of performance practices in the Americas.  Created in partner-
ship with NYU Libraries and with the support of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 
this growing repository guarantees historical preservation and free, online access to 
almost 900 hours of video through the Hemispheric Institute website at http://archive 
.hemisphericinstitute.org/hemi/en/hidvl.

23. The Internet Archive is a non-profit library of millions of free books, movies, 
software, music, websites, and more at https://archive.org.

24. Critical Commons is an online repository of user-generated media. The 
archive is a project of the Media Arts and Practice division of the USC School of 
Cinematic Arts. The project supports the fair use of copyrighted media by educators. 
https://criticalcommons.org/.

25. Legacies of the Enlightenment. This site “is addressed to scholars, teachers, 
students, and anyone generally interested in the Enlightenment and its legacies. In 
addition to a robust annotated bibliography, it also includes teaching materials that 
have been implemented by college instructors and that might be useful in your own 
classrooms.” https://legaciesoftheenlightenment.hcommons.org.

26. See “Project Developers” at https://scalar.usc.edu/works/voltaire/the-usc 
-voltaire-letters-project—-project-developers.

27. See “Navigating the Letters in this Collection” at http://scalar.usc.edu/works 
/voltaire/navigating-the-project.
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28. For examples, see Danielle Mihram, “The University of Southern California 
Voltaire Letters—A Polymathic Multimodal Digital Project,” College & Research 
Libraries News 78, no. 11 (2017): 592–96; and Danielle Mihram and Curtis Fletcher, 
“USC Digital Voltaire: Centering Digital Humanities in the Traditions of Library and 
Archival Science,” portal: Libraries and the Academy 19, no. 1 (2019): 7–17.

29. Maria Bonn, “Collaborating and Communicating: Humanities Scholars Work-
ing and Talking Together,” College & Research Libraries News 78, no. 4 (2017): 206.

30. Association of College and Research Libraries, Framework for Information 
Literacy for Higher Education (Chicago, IL: Association of College and Research Li-
braries, 2015), http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/ilframework.

31. This four-unit course is taught every academic year. For more information, see 
https://web-app.usc.edu/soc/syllabus/20191/34274.pdf.

32. For the requirements of the USC Provost’s Undergrad Research Fellowships, 
see https://undergrad.usc.edu/experience/research/undergrad_research/.

33. For additional details on the USC Undergraduate Research Associates Pro-
gram, see https://undergrad.usc.edu/faculty/%20urap/. In this case, Mihram was the 
faculty mentor and research supporter.

34. USC Visions and Voices is a university-wide arts and humanities initiative that 
was launched in 2006. Highlighting USC’s excellence in the arts and humanities, the 
initiative provides a transformative and provocative experience for all USC students, 
regardless of their major or year in school, and challenges them to expand their per-
spectives and become engaged citizens. Emphasizing the university’s commitment 
to interdisciplinary approaches, the initiative features a spectacular array of events, 
many conceived and organized by faculty and schools throughout the university. 
Performances and presentations by acclaimed artists and distinguished speakers are 
offered free for USC students, and most are free to the general public. For informa-
tion, see https://visionsandvoices.usc.edu/overview/.

35. Larry Johnson et al., NMC Horizon Report: 2015 K-12 Edition (Austin, TX: 
The New Media Consortium, 2015), http://www.ctdinstitute.org/sites/default/files 
/file_attachments/2015-nmc-horizon-report-k12-EN.pdf.

36. See also Bryan Alexander et al., Digital Literacy in Higher Education, Part II: 
An NMC Horizon Project Strategic Brief Volume 3.4 (Austin, TX: The New Media 
Consortium, August 2017), https://library.educause.edu/resources/2017/8/digital 
-literacy-in-higher-education-part-ii-an-nmc-horizon-project-strategic-brief.

37. See the Research Guide, Medieval Studies and Research, the page titled “Me-
dieval Manuscripts at USC,” at https://libguides.usc.edu/MedRenMSSandRareMat 
Studies/atUSCbyauthor.

38. Gregory A. Pass, Descriptive Cataloging of Ancient, Medieval, Renaissance, 
and Early Modern Manuscripts (Chicago, IL: Association of College and Research 
Libraries, 2003).

39. Danielle Mihram and Melissa Miller, eds., USC Illuminated Medieval Manu-
scripts (Los Angeles: University of Southern California, 2020), https://scalar.usc.edu 
/works/usc-illuminated-medieval-manuscripts/index. “Medieval Studies and Re-
search,” https://libguides.usc.edu/MedRenMSSandRareMatStudies, complements this 
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publication. See also Danielle Mihram and Melissa Miller, “USC Illuminated Medieval 
Manuscripts: A Second Polymathic Multimodal Digital Project at the University of 
Southern California,” College & Research Libraries News 83, no. 9 (2021): 420–23.

40. Marginalia (the Latin word for “things in the margin”) refers to writing or 
decoration in the margins of a manuscript. Such features can form part of the origi-
nal program of work, but they also can be of a secondary or even extraneous nature. 
Marginalia include glosses (a word or words commenting on, elucidating, or translat-
ing those of the main text), annotations, and diagrams. (British Library,“Marginalia,” 
Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedman 
uscripts/GlossM.asp).

41. Charles E. Pierce, “Preface,” in Painted Prayers—The Book of Hours in Medi-
eval and Renaissance Art, ed. Roger S.Wieck (New York: George Braziller, 1997), 7.

42. Giles of Rome, Liber sententiarium, cum duobus tabulis (thirteenth century); 
Cicero, De Officiis (fifteenth century); Petrus de Palude, Commentary upon Peter 
Lombard’s ‘Quatuorum libri sententiarium’ (fifteenth century); William of Ockham, 
Scriptum aureum inceptoris Willielmi Occham supra praedicabilia et praedicamenta, 
with the quodlibets of Walter Burley (fourteenth century).

43. For a listing of the project team, see “Project Developers” at https://scalar.usc 
.edu/works/usc-illuminated-medieval-manuscripts/project-developers.

44. For more information, see https://scalar.usc.edu/works/usc-illuminated-medi 
eval-manuscripts/index.

45. “Pre-history of the Book” is a collaboration between the USC Center for the 
Premodern World and USC Libraries’ “A Lecture by Gregory Clark (University of 
the South) on The Book of Hours, the Best Seller of the Middle Ages: Two South-
ern Netherlandish Manuscript Exemplars of the 15th Century at the University of 
Southern California.” The Center for the Premodern World at USC creates space and 
offers resources for the study of cultures and civilizations, beginning with the earli-
est historical eras up to the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the modern 
world. The USC Libraries possesses quite a number of invaluable and rare illuminated 
medieval manuscripts from the thirteenth century to the fifteenth century. Professor 
Clark is an expert on medieval Books of Hours, one of the most popular genres in 
the Middle Ages, of which the Special Collections Department at the University of 
Southern California holds two examples. For more information, see https://dornsife. 
usc.edu/center-for-the-premodern-world/events/.

46. See https://scalar.usc.edu/works/usc-illuminated-medieval-manuscripts/greg 
-clark-lecture.

47. See Thornton School of Music at https://music.usc.edu.
48. Borrowed Recipes: Migrant Food Worlds of the Silk Roads, USC Visions & 

Voices, April 7, 2022, https://visionsandvoices.usc.edu/eventdetails/?event_id=37458 
745396289&s_type=&s_genre=.

49. The Silk Roads, 300 BCE to 1700 CE: Connecting the World for Two Millen-
nia, https://scalar.usc.edu/works/the-silk-roads-300-bce-to-1700-ce-connecting-the 
-world-for-two-millennia/index.

50. See https://tavolamediterranea.com/.
51. See https://medieval.fas.harvard.edu/people/joseph-nagy.
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52. See https://laist.com/people/elina-shatkin.
53. See https://gastropod.com/.
54. See https://www.ladolans.com/.
55. The history of the Silk Roads is now presented in the UNESCO Silk Roads 

Programme. For additional information, see https://en.unesco.org/silkroad/unesco 
-silk-roads-programme-0.
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7

Archives and the Incarceral State

The Louisiana State Penitentiary  
at Angola Museum Project

Zachary G. Stein, David N. Khey, and Scott T. Jordan

Academic libraries are constantly evolving as scholarship hubs. They 
provide access to resources for students’ and researchers’ needs, and li-

brarians engage in fruitful collaborations that stimulate additional resources 
and contribute to scholarship. Archives and special collections departments 
often collaborate with other units to provide access to unique and rare ma-
terials. Common collaborations involve integrating library instruction into 
curricula and garnering support for acquiring and preserving valuable col-
lections. Special collections departments also partner with academic units on 
grant projects to assist in processing large collections or digitizing collections 
at risk of deterioration. Often, special collections departments support indi-
vidual projects and disseminate the final research products, but with the con-
tinuing evolution of the digital humanities field, archives are playing more 
prominent roles in augmenting and redefining scholarship.

Beginning in July 2020, the Edith Garland Dupré Library’s Special Collec-
tions (hereafter Special Collections) of the University of Louisiana at Lafayette 
(UL Lafayette) partnered with the University’s Department of Criminal Justice 
(hereafter Criminal Justice) and the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola 
Museum (hereafter Museum) on a grant project. Specifically, this grant was 
funded by the Louisiana Office of Cultural Development using a pass-through 
allocation provided to the state by the National Park Service Historic Preserva-
tion Fund. This project sought to digitize a sizeable collection of photographic 
negatives possessed by the Museum that depicted prison life in Louisiana, the 
history of the prison, and historical context for the Louisiana justice system. 
This partnership allowed Special Collections to go beyond the traditional  
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library liaison role and act as a partner with Criminal Justice to preserve these 
items and make them accessible to researchers. This chapter focuses on the 
partnership between Special Collections and Criminal Justice, the benefits of 
the digitized resources for criminology and criminal justice researchers, and 
the potential for future collaborations. Through collaboration between Special 
Collections and Criminal Justice, the principal investigators strived to use 
digitization to push forward a digital humanities initiative.

Literature Review

The following literature review covers general special collections depart-
ments’ roles in instruction and the collaborations that form through these 
sessions, digital humanities scholarship and its relationship with archives, 
and a brief history on narrative criminology.

Special Collections Collaborations

Special collections departments have a long history of collaboration with 
academic departments on university campuses. These collaborations often 
involve instructional sessions designed to help students become engaged 
with archival materials, which encourages “participatory learning.”1 Instead 
of being told how to conduct research, students are given the opportunity to 
actively participate in it for themselves. In their study on archives impact on 
student learning, Morgan Daniels and Elizabeth Yakel found that students 
gained more confidence in research the more they engaged with archival 
collections, and consequently, students felt encouraged to return to use the 
collections on their own.2 Therefore, it is imperative for archivists to not 
only disseminate primary source information but also to actively educate 
students on how to use that information instead of being merely gatekeep-
ers of the collections.

Researchers must be given space to delve into the past, since collecting 
rare materials without promoting their use defeats the overall purpose of ar-
chives.3 In a famous critique of institutional repository management, Doro-
thea Salo provided the metaphor of the “roach motel”—if digital repositories 
do not provide the services and resources needed for their communities, 
then faculty will fail to see the value in them, and the submitted materi-
als end up unused.4 The same is true for physical archives, as they need to 
become seen as more than just a second attic for donors. Simply providing 
a space, be it physical or digital, to store content is no longer an acceptable 
outreach model for special collections departments. By making themselves 
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available to partner with professors, or academic units in general, archi-
vists become an important ally in learning and can even influence higher 
education curricula.5 One example of this type of collaboration involved 
the Waring Historical Library, Medical University of South Carolina, which 
partnered with the institution’s nursing college to process and digitize his-
torical items documenting nursing administration and activities.6 By mak-
ing the items available in their digital library, the Waring Historical Library 
preserved and displayed the work the nursing college had accomplished over 
the years. Critically, this partnership was then utilized as a benchmark for 
soliciting collections from other departments.7

Anne Bahde has described these partnerships as opportunities for archivists 
to develop methods for embedding special collections materials into curricula 
and for enticing students to use primary sources.8 Examining the impact of 
bringing special collection items to a large journalism class, Badhe concluded 
that this kind of instruction caused students to gain more appreciation for ar-
chival materials.9 The effectiveness of the instruction depended largely on the 
relationship with the professor and making sure their needs, and the needs of 
their students, were accommodated.10 Archivists must understand what their 
patrons need, and instruction is one way to meet those needs.

Tanya Clement, Wendy Hagenmaier, and Jennie Levine Knies have sug-
gested that archivists’ duties are to “shape” scholars’ “interactions with the 
archive.”11 Their study solicited insights from several scholars who had used 
digital collections in their research. One scholar noted the importance of li-
brarians’ scholarly roles, stating there needs to be a “continued blurring of the 
lines separating the scholar, librarian/archivist, the editor, and the informa-
tion technology (IT) expert.”12 This amalgamation of roles is crucial for the 
further development and innovation of digital humanities initiatives.

Digital Humanities

Digital access to materials has become ubiquitous among libraries and 
archives, which has provided obvious advantages for scholars. Digitized 
collections introduce researchers to easily accessible archival materials and 
facilitate a comprehensive and enriched understanding of cultural heritage 
resources. Due to the increased opportunities provided by digitized materi-
als, researchers have increasingly pursued digital humanities projects. These 
efforts have yielded a diverse and continuously evolving field combining 
humanities research with information technology. With such practices as text 
mining and digital curation, digital humanists can analyze the significance of 
historical items through technological means, as well as form their own nar-
ratives to present a broader meaning of the topics at hand.13
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Academic institutions and research organizations have collaborated in 
multiple ways to provide extensive digital humanities collections offering ed-
ucational opportunities for students to interact with diverse materials. Online 
access to digitized materials provides an easy way for students to directly con-
nect with primary sources. One prime example of a successful digital humani-
ties project is the HathiTrust Digital Library and Research Center. This digital 
library “preserves and provides lawful access to [the] 17+ million digitized 
items,” including books, historical manuscripts, and even legal documents.14 
The research center takes things a step further by inviting digital humanities 
scholars to use technological methods, such as data and text mining, to study 
the library’s holdings. Instead of simply viewing a digital item, technology 
tools allow scholars to analyze digitized items and treat them as data.15

The Louisiana Digital Library16 (LDL) from Louisiana State University 
(LSU), like the HathiTrust Research Center, also provides resources for 
scholars to use digital items as data. The LDL contains spaces for member 
institutions (e.g., UL Lafayette) and allows them to ingest digital objects from 
archival repositories. In addition to building digital collections, other services 
the LDL can provide include developing statistics on the types of digital items 
from each institutional collection and creating charts and maps to plot the 
data.17 For example, one available collection has allowed researchers to create 
a map identifying regions where Louisiana-native plant specimens have been 
discovered.18 Additionally, the LDL has sponsored a fellowship program pro-
viding funds to researchers to use the LDL’s holdings and services for digital 
humanities projects. Such projects include mapping locations of Louisiana 
oral histories and analyzing sex and gender through the text of the 1825 Civil 
Code of Louisiana.19 These examples show the abundance of opportunities 
digital humanists can take advantage of when utilizing digital archives, span-
ning a multitude of topics and genres.

Narrative Criminology as Digital Humanities Research

Digitized collections, such as those available through HathiTrust and the 
LDL, are also being widely used in social science fields, such as sociology and 
criminology. For example, in a study involving historical items from a state 
penitentiary, S. L. Ziegler described how staff from the American Philosophi-
cal Society Library in Pennsylvania digitized handwritten admission books 
from the 1830s to the 1850s listing personal information on prisoners.20 
Ziegler also inferred the significance of this curation and how the digitized 
materials could be used as data, including analyzing the kinds of prisoner 
attributes the recorder wrote down based on handwriting and visualizing the 
data to view it in a new light.21

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Archives and the Incarceral State 129

Narrative criminology is an emerging research method that has mirrored 
a digital humanities approach to scholarship. Specifically, Heith Copes and 
Jared Ragland describe narrative criminology as a field that “prioritizes 
stories when analyzing crime and justice” for “explaining past events and 
for contributing to future actions.”22 As one example of combining digital 
humanities and narrative criminology research, Copes23 participated in a 
lecture series, also recorded as a podcast, at the 2017 Academy of Criminal 
Justice Sciences professional conference sponsored by Springer Nature. The 
presentation, entitled “Caught Being Stupid,24 detailed the lives of metham-
phetamine users in rural Alabama. Copes partnered with Ragland, an award-
winning photojournalist, to give their vivid research a vital enhancement—
adding photography to accompany the oral narratives of the participants who 
often live on the margins of society. These visceral images, layered on top of 
deep ethnographic details, gave audience members an immersive experience 
into something more human. Lives on the fringe often get dehumanized in 
mass media, popular culture, and in the public’s broad misunderstanding of 
addiction. These rich stories help flip the script on public misperceptions of 
addicts and addiction.

In fact, Lois Presser has argued that the “use of offenders’ own stories has a 
venerable tradition in criminology, and criminologists have not exploited the 
potential of stories to theorize the etiology of crime.”25 Presser has encouraged 
criminologists to explore narrative criminology to help enrich stories and to 
provide context to the antecedents of crime and criminality. This research has 
challenged other researchers to explore narrative criminology as a method to 
frame matters of life course criminology, the intergenerational transference 
of trauma, and beyond.

Case Study: The Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola Museum Project

The collaboration between Special Collections, Criminal Justice, and Angola 
Museum came about spontaneously. In March 2020, UL Lafayette’s president 
received a letter from Secretary James M. Le Blanc of the Louisiana Depart-
ment of Public Safety and Corrections. Within the letter was a request to 
develop a partnership between the University and the Museum. Secretary Le 
Blanc pointed out that broad collaboration could align with both the Univer-
sity’s and Museum’s missions. As the letter filtered down the chain of com-
mand from the Office of the President to the department head of Criminal 
Justice, all parties were in complete agreement on the benefits of forming 
a collaboration. This triggered a series of meetings between the Criminal 
Justice department head, head of Special Collections, and the digitization 
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archivist of Dupré Library. As content matter experts, these three individuals 
quickly understood the value of this potential endeavor.

Surreptitiously, the Louisiana Division of Historic Preservation was of-
fering a competitive grant opportunity, with the Museum Foundation being 
an eligible recipient, and the partners agreed to seek grant funds to process 
the Museum’s collection of photographic negatives. The application process 
was straightforward, and the Criminal Justice department head collaborated 
with Museum Foundation leadership to develop a project narrative, a scope 
of work, and a detailed budget for review by state officials. The following sec-
tions describe the grant project partners, the timeline for the project, and the 
benefits and challenges of the collaboration.

Special Collections

Special Collections, as of March 2022, consists of three faculty members 
(head of Special Collections, digitization archivist, and reference archivist) 
and two staff assistants. The Acadiana Manuscripts Collection is a section of 
Special Collections that holds over 700 collections dedicated to representing 
the Acadiana region, an area devoted to the history and culture of the people 
of south and southwest Louisiana, including Cajuns, Creoles, African Ameri-
cans, Native Americans, and many more. Such collections include the papers 
of Ambassador Jefferson Caffery and Congressman Edwin E. Willis, as well as 
the records of the Rice Millers’ Association and Council for the Development 
of French in Louisiana (CODOFIL).

The archivists often work with other departments to provide instruction or 
assist with projects. For example, professors from the History and English de-
partments have scheduled instruction sessions for their classes when student 
assignments require the usage of archival materials. The sessions typically en-
tail instructional presentations on the different Special Collections sections, 
samples of archival collections, and demonstrations of primary and second-
ary sources. Students may be required to use Special Collections materials 
for their class projects, or professors may use the materials themselves for 
personal research. Some of these class sessions or research projects have in-
cluded the creation of digital exhibits. Professors have scheduled instructional 
sessions for their students specifically to learn about digitization initiatives 
and how to devise personal exhibits using archival collections and Special 
Collections equipment. With these exhibits, students have not only presented 
digitized images and descriptions, but they have also produced narratives 
highlighting the historical significance of the collections. To assist with proj-
ects, Special Collections staff offer specialized digitization services on request. 
Digitization makes it possible to disseminate the large and diverse holdings 
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of Special Collections so researchers can observe materials without needing 
to travel long distances. This has provided an efficient way for researchers to 
access a wide variety of historical and cultural documents on demand.

The digital images used for the Museum project were donated to Special 
Collections as part of the Acadiana Manuscripts Collection. While there are 
only a few collections specifically devoted to criminal justice, there are many 
law collections, including the Henry Garland Dupré Papers, the Mouton-
Debaillon Law Firm Legal Papers, and the Richard Putnam Federal Case 
Records. Special Collections also contains an extensive collection of historical 
and modern-day law books. These materials provide ample scholarship for 
criminal justice students and researchers.

Special Collections Collaboration with Criminal Justice

The Department of Criminal Justice at UL Lafayette is one of the oldest 
of its kind in Louisiana. The scholarship produced by its faculty over the 
decades has given the department the distinction of being a top producer 
in broadly cited scholarship in Louisiana in the domain of criminology and 
criminal justice. Until this grant project, there had been limited scholarly col-
laboration between Dupré Library and Criminal Justice’s faculty. The depart-
ment faculty have been users of the library’s vast collection to perform their 
traditional roles as teachers, scholars, and advisors/mentors and to engage in 
service efforts. However, they had not engaged in joint scholarship with the 
library. Special Collections has archived valuable details of Criminal Justice’s 
history, which has given the University a wealth of details on this vibrant unit 
for future promotion and recruitment and to provide alumni a sense of being 
a part of the institution’s history.

Angola Museum

Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola Museum26 was conceptualized by 
Warden Burl Cain in 1995 to document and educate the public on how cor-
rections in Louisiana has evolved over time. It is located just outside of the 
prison gates in Angola, Louisiana, which is along the Mississippi River, over-
looking the bottom, farthest-west corner of Mississippi. To get there, visitors 
drive down highways that lead to scenic byways, eventually winding to a large 
swath of fertile land that was once a working plantation—a three-hour drive 
from Jackson, Mississippi, or New Orleans, Lousiana. The roughly 18,000-
acre former plantation that makes up “The Farm,” Angola Prison’s nickname, 
still operates as an active farm in many ways to this day. While other muse-
ums of its kind (e.g., Eastern State Penitentiary, Texas Prison Museum, Ohio 
State Reformatory, etc.) exist as tourist attractions and revenue generators 
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for their hosts, the Museum is unique in its affiliation with active prison life, 
including those incarcerated at Angola, its staff, and the families of prisoners 
and workers alike. For this reason, the Museum Foundation has sought to 
partner with a variety of stakeholders, including community partners, pris-
oners, staff, and their families, as well as scholars, to help shape its exhibits. 
It remains quite difficult to disentangle controversies with the history of the 
criminal justice system from the history of the institution itself; however, the 
administrators hope that collaborations, such as the project documented in 
this chapter, can aid the Museum in its efforts to educate the public about the 
criminal justice system of Louisiana from all perspectives. Truly, the main 
purpose of the Museum is to serve the public as a source of education on the 
storied past, present, and future of justice in Louisiana.

The breadth and depth of the images collected and stored by the Museum 
has the potential to offer researchers a wealth of data. While the subjects of 
the images have passed on, many families of the subjects are alive. Of equal 
importance, subsequent generations of prisoners and staff could easily iden-
tify with the imagery. From religious ceremonies over the years to prison mu-
sical groups playing instruments, the activities that occur within the prison 
continue to have shared characteristics. Part of the mission of the Museum is, 
therefore, to provide context for the humanity behind and beyond the prison 
walls. As such, this archive adds to a broader array of established collections 
held by the Museum, including an additional photography collection from 
1916–1925, the Professor Burk Foster Collection (featuring an organized 
collection of writings about prison history, crime and punishment, and the 
death penalty), the Angola Prison Rodeo collection (official rodeo programs 
that date back to 1970 through present), a multimedia and documentary col-
lection featuring 675 analog audio and videotapes (including some captured 
by KLSP-TV, the prisoner-run television station at Angola, from 1994 to 
present), and an oral history collection.

Project Timeline and Outcomes

Once the grant was awarded, Special Collections and Criminal Justice de-
vised plans for completing the project. This entailed understanding the types 
of materials being digitized and the resources needed to accomplish the tasks. 
The work produced a fruitful collaboration, with both units lending their 
expertise to deliver an exemplary final product.

Scope of Work

The Museum’s collection consisted mostly of 4×5 negatives, with some 5×7s 
and 8×10s, and a few prints and negatives of smaller or non-standard sizes. 
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The negatives were generally in good physical condition, with only minor 
imperfections such as discoloration and cracks. While the digital images were 
to be donated to Special Collections, the Museum sent the physical negatives 
to the library on long-term loan for the work to be conducted; the physicals 
will be returned to the Museum once the project is completed. After receiv-
ing the first few shipments of the photographic negatives from the Museum, 
which were all black-and-white and from the mid-twentieth century, Special 
Collections staff appraised the items for their physical condition, negative 
type, approximate age, arrangement, and identification. The grant had initially 
called for physical processing to occur, but after observing the negatives in the 
boxes and folders they came in, it was determined that little, if any, process-
ing was needed. The remaining collection materials, subsequently received in 
increments, had also been well arranged and identified by the Museum staff.

Upon award, grant funds were used to hire two graduate students from 
Criminal Justice. They were tasked with scanning, editing, and applying 
watermarks to the images. The students also added descriptive metadata 
and performed digital restoration wherever possible and appropriate. After 
completing these tasks, the digitization archivist conducted quality checks, 
converted images to suitable file types, modified metadata if needed, and 
prepared the images for storage and access. The preservation copies were 
archived as high-resolution, uncompressed .tiff files, and copies for general 
access were stored as high-quality .jpeg files.

Preservation and Access Requirements

Due to Special Collections’ limited staff and resources, fully robust digital 
preservation was not going to be possible for the grant project. Currently, 
most digitized collections are stored in a private network drive, a space only 
assigned to Special Collections staff. The department is given a finite amount 
of storage space from the University, and the library is charged for what is 
used. Since the Museum collection contained close to two thousand nega-
tives, Special Collections needed to plan for sufficient space to accommodate 
uncompressed master files and duplicate access files. Grant funding allowed 
the principal investigators to invest in a separate network drive specifically 
devoted to the Museum project. The University’s Campus IT department 
provided two hundred gigabytes worth of storage, covering a span of ten 
years. This flexibility has ensured the digitized items remain on the Univer-
sity’s server and has given time to prepare for any technological changes that 
may arise over time.

With the preservation requirements in place, Special Collections also 
needed to consider how patrons would access the collection. UL Lafayette 
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is a member of the Louisiana Digital Consortium, which runs and manages 
the LDL. Many other higher education institutions have their own spaces in 
the LDL, where they upload and display a wide variety of digital collections. 
Given this option, the LDL was chosen as Special Collection’s digital library 
with five hundred gigabytes worth of storage space. One benefit of using 
the LDL included leaving the technical duties to LSU Libraries staff, the 
host of the digital library. As Dupré Library does not have a full IT depart-
ment at its disposal, this arrangement allowed Special Collections to solely 
ingest collections and provide metadata. With the LDL’s storage space and 
associated technical support, the Museum collection had a suitable space 
for online accessibility.

Careful consideration was given to ethically broadening the reach of the 
public to this collection. Each image in the collection is the property of the 
Museum Foundation, with most of the images taken by a photographer 
employed by the State of Louisiana. The state has delegated the collection 
and its copyright to the Museum Foundation to help preserve the collec-
tion. Many of the images in the collection are also featured in The Angolite, 
a prisoner-led publication available for sale and widely distributed. Stan-
dard practice ensured that each image received releases by the state to use 
these photographs before publication. On the rare occasion that individu-
als in the collection were identifiable, their identity in the images was al-
ready part of the public domain upon publication of The Angolite. In light 
of these considerations, the Museum Foundation chose a Creative Com-
mons license of attribution-noncommercial to fit its mission of education 
and dissemination while only identifying individuals who had previously 
been identified in publication.

Benefits of the Collaboration

The digitized photographic negatives have helped to fuel the expansion 
of narrative criminology methods. In essence, oral storytelling layered with 
raw photographs has deeply immersed observers into the world of the sub-
jects. This, in turn, has helped researchers detail the lives of individuals who 
continue to be deeply misunderstood. It also has aided in the understanding 
of behaviors that happen behind closed doors or in places shielded from 
the public view. In this fashion, narrative criminology has documented how 
criminal behavior—and deviance, more broadly—is part of humanity. In this 
case, the negatives provided by the Museum will fuel such research for years 
to come, given the breadth and scope of the collection. For example, the 
Criminal Justice department head is seeking to collaborate with well-known 
narrative criminologists to present the images of this collection to current 
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prisoners and staff to reflect on shared lived experiences of generations past 
while seeking to uncover potential for change. It also remains possible for 
criminologists to better understand the lives of people in the years after con-
viction and before release. Given that Angola remains an active prison, this 
sort of research can be critical to aid in future improvements to the system 
and its “participants,” through careful reflection on its past. In this vein, this 
sort of effort will directly expand the existing resources found in the Mu-
seum’s oral history collections.

Beyond the direct benefit of producing scholarship, this collaboration 
has led to additional educational uses. Any time storytelling is utilized 
within the classroom, these images can provide an opportunity for students 
to interact with primary source materials not normally available to them. 
Students of sociology, political science, history, psychology, music, the arts, 
and beyond can all immerse themselves in narratives of crime and punish-
ment, public policy and intended versus unintended consequences, race 
relations, resiliency and perseverance, faith, salvation, redemption, and 
much more. Just as incarceration is depicted in feature films such as The 
Shawshank Redemption,27 Monster’s Ball,28 and Dead Man Walking,29 the 
still images found within the collection can offer insight into human experi-
ences that continue to be misunderstood, oversimplified, and sensational-
ized by the American media and general public.

On the practical side, the Museum project has also greatly benefitted 
Special Collections archivists and staff by providing them with a more ac-
tive role in production. By leading the processes of scanning, editing, and 
describing the negatives, Special Collections staff gained essential and vital 
skills concerning the creation of digital objects. As Special Collections’ role 
in this digital project grew, it also allowed for a more robust partnership 
with the Criminal Justice faculty. The Special Collections staff applied its 
expertise in digitization and preserving provenance and original order, 
while the Criminal Justice faculty used their expertise in assisting with con-
tent description and application.

Additionally, the Museum project will help inspire future collaborative 
efforts with other academic units. As this project was the first major collabo-
ration between Special Collections and Criminal Justice, the successes will 
not only encourage more special collections projects with Criminal Justice, 
but it may also encourage other departments not normally associated with 
archives to consider potential projects. For example, Special Collections is 
currently working with the College of Liberal Arts on its centennial celebra-
tion, which includes building exhibits containing materials from the college’s 
departments and creating an online space to store and display a memory 
vault of oral histories from faculty and alumni. Further, Special Collections 
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is partnering with the College of Education’s Department of Curriculum and 
Instruction by providing instruction on using primary sources and displaying 
original children’s stories written by students in the University’s institutional 
repository. These kinds of collaborations help stimulate other special collec-
tions projects and, ultimately, bring seemingly disparate departments and 
divisions together to promote university scholarship.

Challenges of the Collaboration

While the project ran smoothly overall, it was not without its challenges. 
The first problem that needed to be overcome was the result of a delay in the 
delivery of the materials. The grant period was set from July 1, 2020, through 
June 30, 2021, and yet, the first batch of negatives did not arrive until Febru-
ary 24, 2021. The shipments of materials came to the University in incre-
ments, as staff at the Museum wanted to retain its own organizational style, 
producing additional delays in processing the materials. In the interim, the 
graduate students worked on other digitization projects for training, but the 
actual scanning started much later than expected, causing the University team 
to modify its schedule. This delay was due, in part, to the inconsistent com-
munication among the team given pandemic-related challenges. These com-
munication challenges certainly placed a burden on the time for the students, 
as they only had a certain amount of funding devoted to their work.

There were also difficulties with spending the grant funds in the allotted 
time given. The team had to wait until all the scans were finished to deter-
mine how much space was needed for storage. The request then needed to go 
through the University Computing Support Services, with an invoice signed 
by Dupré Library’s dean. The team was given an extension through August 
31, 2021, but even that date was tenuous, given the third wave of COVID-19 
that impacted the state in July. The project team was able to negotiate an 
extension through the end of 2021 to be able to complete the entire scope of 
work and to provide for better quality assurance and control.

Speaking of COVID-19, protocols related to the pandemic produced sub-
stantial delays in collaboration. Special Collections and Criminal Justice had 
very little access to the materials in advance to effectively anticipate the needs 
of the project. For example, Special Collections and Criminal Justice could 
not predict the condition of the negatives or the amount of time and effort 
required to organize and detail the collection’s metadata. Critically, the team 
had to work collaboratively to remain on schedule despite constantly chang-
ing public health requirements for all participants in the project. To stay on 
schedule, routine Zoom meetings were utilized to engage in troubleshooting 
and to aid in navigating critical next steps to make progress. Given that Loui-
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siana was impacted by three major COVID-19 waves, there were substantial 
disruptions to the meetings in that many of them had to be put on hold due 
to the state’s public health emergencies.

The digitization work itself also was not without its challenges. Certain 
constraints prevented the team from creating digital surrogates with pristine 
quality. Since photographic negatives warp over time, the trays for the photo-
graph scanner were designed, in part, to keep the negative lying flat to prevent 
shape distortions or blurriness. However, some negatives—those larger than 
the standard 4×5—could not fit into the tray and had to be scanned without 
the aid of a device holding them down flat. This produced a slightly convex 
shape along the outer edges, which can alter true perspectives. Some images, 
especially those portraying some sort of action (e.g., a boxing match), were 
blurry. In such instances, it was often difficult to discern whether the blurri-
ness was caused by a lack of focus during the digitization process or if such 
imperfections were already present in the original negative.

Conclusion

As of March 2022, the Museum project is nearing the final stages of produc-
tion. All negatives have been scanned and edited, and the graduate students 
have finalized the watermark placement on the access copies. The images are 
currently being shared with the Museum staff so they can add more accurate 
and succinct descriptions to the negatives. Once these descriptions are com-
plete, the images will be placed onto the LDL.30

This project acts as a major step for Special Collections because the col-
laboration has shown the kind of work archival departments are capable of 
and how they can assist other academic departments. Given the active col-
laboration between Special Collections and Criminal Justice, both units could 
engage in a marketing campaign to help foster subsequent collaborations 
among units on campus. This effort would certainly dovetail with the Univer-
sity’s strategic plan to become involved in research for a reason—to focus on 
research endeavors that produce engaged scholarship within the community. 
These are the relationships that give added value to the communities the Uni-
versity is embedded with to produce better outcomes. In this case, this part-
nership is likely to produce a better understanding of Louisiana’s history with 
criminal justice and how justice outcomes can be shaped for years to come.

Since the project is ongoing, further research is needed on the impact the 
project will have on the various parties who will utilize these images. At the 
time of this writing, the stakeholders are trying to better understand how 
to track usage of the collection to better detail the broader impacts of such 
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endeavors. To increase awareness of the collection and its opportunities, it 
may behoove Special Collections and Criminal Justice to have instruction 
sessions to outline the contents of the collection and how they can con-
tribute to narrative criminology. This will not only sustain the relationship 
between the two departments but also continue to build on adopted roles of 
special collections departments.
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If You Offer It, They Will Come

Turning Your Interests Into Action

Andrea Pritt

Academic librarians collaborate with faculty researchers and grad-
uate students in various academic disciplines with a myriad of research 

needs. Often, these faculty members have deep expertise in their discipline 
but lack the required knowledge of research data management (RDM) skills 
to support and enhance their research efforts. Many faculty researchers 
recognize their lack of RDM skills and acknowledge the need to improve 
their skills, but they are constantly thwarted by other demands such as the 
rigorous research process, grant deadlines, and the pressure to publish at an 
increasing rate. Similarly, graduate students who join research labs or work 
on complex projects may also lack the tools they need to succeed in the 
research process. The need for fundamental RDM skills and knowledge of 
the scholarly publishing ecosystem frequently goes unrecognized by gradu-
ate students as they simply do not know what they do not know. Support 
from an academic librarian with experience and interest in RDM can make 
a significant impact.

At the Madlyn L. Hanes Library at Pennsylvania State University Har-
risburg (hereafter Penn State Harrisburg), the STEM librarian offers work-
shops and presentations related to RDM as a new and evolving service. 
These outreach efforts are open to all faculty and graduate students on 
campus. This chapter outlines the ways that one academic librarian has 
worked to enhance the RDM skills on a research-intensive campus. The 
case study also offers both challenges and successes to RDM services offered 
by a non-data librarian.
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Literature Review

In the last decade, much has been written about the increased need for RDM 
skills across academic disciplines and institutions. Whether the need stems 
from public- and private-funding agencies’ requirements, publisher policies, 
or guidelines from local institutions, the need for data management skills 
has been well-documented in the literature. As research activities become 
increasingly interdisciplinary and grant offices require data management 
sharing policies, the need for sound research data management practices will 
only continue to grow.

Through several institutional RDM environmental scans and need assess-
ments, the literature has shown that researchers of all types lack the neces-
sary, and desired, skill sets and knowledge to practice proper RDM.1 These 
studies have investigated the RDM awareness and practices of research 
scientists, faculty, and graduate students in varying academic disciplines 
and at different-sized institutions from around the globe. Additionally, the 
literature has shown that while researchers recognize their own need for 
RDM assistance, they do not seek out help because they do not know where 
to turn or whom to ask. Though their research data management needs 
often overlap, graduate students have indicated that they are aware of the 
importance of open data and data sharing practices, unlike some of their 
faculty counterparts. Graduate students want to implement these practices 
but often lack the standard disciplinary practices that faculty have acquired 
through years of experience.2 Unsurprisingly, researchers often seek out 
other institutional departments, such as the information technology (IT) or 
research departments, for RDM assistance without realizing that the library 
is often the primary provider of RDM services to the campus research com-
munity.3 In the last several years, librarians and information professionals 
have investigated how to better market their existing research data services 
as well as how to expand and improve services.

Recent research studies have been conducted on librarians’ roles in sup-
porting the RDM landscape within higher education institutions.4 In fact, 
the literature has noted that the library is routinely the last place a researcher 
looks to receive information or training on RDM skills. These studies have 
indicated that there is confusion among researchers as to what a librarian, or 
the library in general, can offer related to research data services. One librar-
ian stated that academic researchers would be surprised to find out that the 
library has a role in RDM.5 Academic researchers who hold traditional views 
of what librarians can, and cannot do, miss out on opportunities to engage 
librarians in RDM support in a meaningful way. As research projects become 
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more interdisciplinary and larger in scope, the need for proper RDM prac-
tices has become more evident.

Similar to faculty perceptions, research has indicated that although li-
brarians feel confident that they have the subject matter expertise to assist 
researchers, they lack direct experience in research data services.6 In order 
for librarians and informational professionals to gain confidence in research 
data topics, the opportunity to upskill and/or reskill through professional 
development must be made available to them.7 For librarians who are inter-
ested, an increasing number of opportunities are becoming available to gain 
new research data skills. Interested librarians and information professionals 
can participate in these opportunities in various ways as opportunities to 
learn include a mix of self-directed study resources and hands-on, in-person 
workshops. As more professional development opportunities arise and more 
librarians complete them, the academic library will become a place more 
equipped and better situated to offer a host of research data services. Librar-
ians are skilled in collecting, cataloging, and preserving information, and 
liaison roles are changing to address the growing research data environment. 
Academic library environments have to evolve as the university researcher’s 
needs change, and academic librarians and information professionals can be 
poised to meet the unmet needs of academic researchers.

RDM Services in Academic Libraries

Over the past decade, more academic libraries have been offering research 
data services than ever before.8 The scale and scope of research data services 
offered vary by institution size and research community needs. These ser-
vices often fall into one of two general categories: educational/informational 
and technical/hands-on.9 Services that fall into the educational and/or in-
formational category are aligned with more traditional library roles. These 
include assistance with data management planning, locating datasets, and 
consultations related to data storage and preservation. The technical and/or 
hands-on aspect of RDM needs depends upon the disciplinary nature of the 
research being conducted. These services may include how-to workshops 
on learning and using data analysis software tools such as R, SPSS, Tableau, 
and more.10 To start, libraries may offer services that fall under only the 
educational/informational category, but most libraries aim to eventually 
expand services to best support their research environments. As librarians 
and informational professionals learn more about these practices, they feel 
more confident in reaching out to researchers to educate them about RDM, 
but they have “less confidence” in acting upon the technical skills. This may 
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be due to the fact that librarians typically have ample experience providing 
educational and instructional sessions to their patrons, but these services 
are often not as technical as researchers need. One common solution has 
been for a library or institution to offer both types of research data support 
through a departmental referral system which connects the researcher with 
a technical expert when needed.11

The body of literature around research data services offered in librar-
ies and academic institutions is extensive and indicates there is a need for 
faculty and graduate student researchers to learn more about RDM prac-
tices, and when implemented in a sustainable way, academic librarians can 
effectively serve those needs. Complex research projects, grant deadlines, 
public data policies, and the constant pressure to publish have all led faculty 
researchers to push RDM skills and practices to the back burner. Graduate 
students joining these research labs and projects also often lack the disciplin-
ary experience, mindset, and tools needed to succeed in this high-pressure 
environment. Academic researchers recognize their lack of RDM skills and 
acknowledge their need for more education and support, and this is where 
academic librarians and information professionals interested and experi-
enced in RDM can make a significant positive impact.

Case Study: RDM Services at Penn State Harrisburg

To better understand the research data services offered at the Penn State 
Harrisburg Library, and why they are important, this case study describes the 
research environments at both the broader Pennsylvania State University and 
the individual Harrisburg campus, the existing services at those campuses, 
and, finally, details the experiences, reflections, and recommendations of the 
author in providing RDM services.

Pennsylvania State University and University Libraries

The Pennsylvania State University (hereafter Penn State), Pennsylvania’s 
only land-grant university, is comprised of twenty-four campuses through-
out the Commonwealth, and it is classified as an R1—Doctoral Universities, 
Very High Research Activity institution by the Carnegie Classification of 
Institutions of Higher Education.12 Penn State’s broad mission is to support 
and enhance the Commonwealth through innovative teaching, research, 
and public service. Collectively, the university system enrolls nearly 90,000 
students in undergraduate, graduate, medical, and law programs across the 
state. Penn State acts as “one university, geographically dispersed,” and dur-
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ing the 2019–2020 fiscal year, the university saw its research expenditures 
exceed the $1 billion mark.13 These research dollars support a diverse array of 
disciplinary research areas across the university. As the university’s research 
expenditures continue to rise and more data-intensive research is done, it is 
imperative for researchers to have expanded access to research data services.

Like Penn State, the University Libraries acts as “one library, geographi-
cally dispersed.” University Libraries’ mission, broadly, is to inspire intellec-
tual discovery and learning through its resources and collaborative services in 
both teaching and research. As an academic library serving a diverse research 
community, it is essential to provide the research data services that faculty 
and student researchers need. Through the University Libraries’ Research 
Data Services department, the library offers a wide array of related services 
that include assistance with data management, data archiving and preserva-
tion, data analytics and visualization, and more. While the University Librar-
ies has only two designated RDM librarians (one for STEM research, and one 
for social sciences research), there are several other library employees who 
have expertise in these areas who also offer services.

Penn State Harrisburg Campus and Madlyn L. Hanes Library

Penn State’s twenty-four Commonwealth campuses offer diverse and 
unique research experiences for faculty and student researchers. Penn State 
Harrisburg is comprised of five academic schools, enrolls approximately 
5,000 students, and supports associate, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral 
degree programs. Research expenditures at Penn State Harrisburg during the 
2018–2019 fiscal year (the most recent year available) totaled just over four 
million dollars.14 As one of the largest Commonwealth campuses, Penn State 
Harrisburg has seen both enrollment and research expenditures increase over 
the years, and as both continue to grow, the need for research data services at 
the local level has become more apparent and necessary.

At the Madlyn L. Hanes Library at Penn State Harrisburg, there are five 
librarians, but none are designated RDM librarians. However, since 2019, 
the library has been intentional about offering research data services to the 
campus community. These services were initially offered simply because 
the STEM librarian was interested in providing them as it became clear that 
existing services were lacking in this area. These services have continued 
as an increasing number of faculty and graduate student researchers have 
requested RDM assistance on various projects. While in graduate school, 
the author, who is the STEM librarian, was exposed to research data services 
generally, through the curriculum, and understood the importance of the 
academic library’s role in supporting research efforts on campus. Through 
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personal and professional development initiatives, the STEM librarian has 
worked to better support the research needs of faculty and graduate student 
researchers at Penn State Harrisburg. The following sections describe the 
author’s personal reflections and recommendations on offering RDM ser-
vices as a non-data librarian.

Reflection: Turning Your Interests into Action

Planning, organizing, and deploying research data services that are practi-
cal and, most importantly, sustainable as a non-data librarian can be difficult 
and daunting. With a professional interest in RDM and wanting to excel in a 
new position, I would mention the importance of proper data management 
to faculty members at school and departmental meetings, in the hallways be-
tween class periods, and after library instruction—at first, it was to no avail. 
Faculty researchers seemed interested but never followed up to discuss fur-
ther. During follow-up interactions, a few researchers would politely apolo-
gize for never reaching out for help though they knew they needed it (and 
claimed they still wanted it!). The semester progressed, and it became clear 
that although having a personal interest in RDM could be a good place to 
start, simply reminding researchers that help was available was not proactive 
enough. For overburdened researchers, practicing research data management 
in a meaningful way often gets pushed to the back burner, understandably. 
To increase researcher and campus buy-in, I first spent time developing 
and enhancing my own research data skills that could later be shared with 
researchers in a more practical and substantive way. If you offer it, they will 
come, became my mantra.

If You Offer It, They Will Come (Maybe)

At the Penn State Harrisburg campus, faculty researchers apply for federal 
funding grants from agencies such as the National Science Foundation (NSF) 
and the National Institutes of Health (NIH). Because both federal agencies 
require grant applications to include a clear and detailed data management 
plan (DMP) to be successful, this is where I started to build a program. From 
both the literature and personal experience, it was clear faculty, both new and 
experienced, did not always realize that the library could help with RDM, so 
the librarian must work on advertising and marketing these services. After 
several failed attempts of trying to connect with faculty researchers, I knew I 
could benefit from a collaborative partnership with the Office of Research and 
Outreach to increase researcher awareness.
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The Office of Research and Outreach departmental staff had experience 
in grant-writing and pre- and post-award facilitation. At the campus level, 
the office works with faculty researchers from all disciplines to assist with 
grant applications from beginning to end. However, they lacked someone 
with expertise in creating a DMP. Recognizing that this would make a good 
connection but without knowing the department’s situation, I reached out to 
offer a presentation on creating DMPs for interested faculty researchers, and 
the partnership was formed.

The Office of Research and Outreach agreed that this session could be both 
relevant and useful to faculty researchers and decided the session should be 
one hour in length, broken into two equal parts. The first part would be the 
grant writing and grant application process (run by the Office of Research 
and Outreach), and the second part would include how to create an effec-
tive DMP (run by the librarian). The joint presentation was primarily geared 
toward researchers who hoped to secure grants from agencies that require 
DMPs, but any researcher who was interested in learning about DMPs was 
welcome to attend. With high hopes for attendance and participation, the ses-
sion was advertised via targeted emails and the campus-wide faculty listserv 
for two weeks prior to the live, virtual session. When presentation day came 
in Spring 2019, only one faculty researcher attended, and they did not even 
need a DMP right away.

Though the presentation garnered significantly fewer attendees than I 
had hoped, all was not lost. With only one researcher present, the session 
became more akin to a reference consultation where both presenters were 
able to answer direct and specific questions in real time. This led to a deeper 
connection with the faculty researcher as the conversation became more nu-
anced, and I learned more about at least one researcher’s needs. After the 
session, the presenters briefly discussed ways to increase attendance. There 
were many possible reasons for the low turnout, but instead of dwelling on 
the disappointment, we moved forward with the original goal of connecting 
researchers to the research support they needed.

After the first DMP presentation, any time the research office worked with 
a faculty member on applying for NSF and NIH grants, they would put the 
faculty member in direct contact with me to make the connection more per-
sonal than an email blast to a listserv. As the success of the individual DMP 
consultations grew, the campus-wide presentation was offered again during 
the following fall semester, in September 2019, and though it only had six at-
tendees, the word was spreading. Though it was a time commitment offering 
both individual and group DMP writing sessions throughout the year, the 
faculty response was overwhelmingly positive, and I have been able to not 
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only maintain this practice over the course of two years but also increase the 
library’s suite of research data service offerings.

Expanding Research Data Service Offerings at Penn State Harrisburg

It became evident that outreach to faculty regarding their DMP and grant 
awards was the best way to get the library involved in the research process. 
Since a DMP was required, it made logical sense to begin the conversation 
there and see where it would lead. With this newfound momentum, I decided 
to increase the research data services offered. Research data management is 
a broad concept, and to appeal to more researchers, I decided to break the 
concept into smaller “bite-sized” parts to keep the presentations more suc-
cinct and structured. An added benefit of this à la carte system is that, later, 
researchers can select which topics are of most interest, and the presentations 
can be offered in any order, at any time.

These research data presentations are designed to appeal to all levels of re-
searchers. Although some of the presentations may appeal more to one audi-
ence, it is important to make these services as inclusive as possible. The main 
goal is to provide a detailed introduction to research data services to increase 
researcher awareness of these areas. Each presentation/workshop is designed 
to last approximately sixty minutes and includes a mix of time discussing the 
research data topic and time for the researcher to complete short reflection 
activities that relate to their own research projects. By keeping these presenta-
tions flexible, there are opportunities to answer specific questions and engage 
in thoughtful dialogue. As of August 2021, a total of six individual research 
data workshops are offered by the library. These presentations cover the fol-
lowing: the broad concept of research data management; data management 
plans; data discovery and storage; data management and sharing; data visu-
alization; and file naming and version control.15 Outlined in Table 8.1 are the 
topics covered in each presentation along with associated learning outcomes.

These presentations can be tailored to suit general research environments 
as well as to individual disciplines. By adding additional slides that pertain to 
specific disciplines, they can easily be presented at departmental and/or labo-
ratory meetings. Offering these presentations in-person may allow librarians 
a better opportunity to get to know individual researchers, but the activities 
can be altered slightly to accommodate a virtual audience, as was necessary 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic caused Penn State to imple-
ment a remote-teaching and remote-learning environment, and during this 
time, RDM presentations were solely offered virtually. For example, during 
“Introduction to Research Data Management,” attendees are asked to con-
sider one research project and briefly draw and share their research workflow 
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TABLE 8.1 
Overview of research data presentations and workshops offered by the campus library 

for the campus research community. Included in this table are the topics covered  
and learning outcomes created by the librarian.

Presentation Title Topics Covered Learning Outcomes

Introduction to 
Research Data 
Management

• What is RDM?
• Research data lifecycle
• Why it’s important

(1) Understand the basics of RDM 
and why it is valuable

(2) Knowledge of the research data 
lifecycle and how your research 
fits within it

(3) Awareness of how and where to 
find research data assistance

So, You Need 
a Data 
Management 
Plan . . . 

• What is a DMP and 
why is it required?

• Individual sections of 
a DMP

• DMP Tool

(1) Understand how to create an 
effective DMP

(2) Recognize how a well-crafted 
DMP will enhance your research 
project

(3) Knowledge of the DMP tool for 
funding agency DMP templates

Data Discovery 
and Storage

• Types of data 
repositories

• Selecting a data 
repository

• Data storage options

(1) Understand the different types of 
data repositories

(1) Ability to select the best data 
repository for your data

(1) Understand and implement 
appropriate data storage practices

Data Management 
and Sharing

• FAIR Data Principles
• Data management 

workflows
• Documentation, 

ethical use, and 
confidentiality of data

(1) Knowledge and use of FAIR Data 
Principles

(2) Ability to recognize and 
implement proper data 
management system

(3) Ability to document research data 
to match disciplinary standard(s)

Data Visualization • Data visualization 
concepts

• Types of data 
visualizations

• Selecting appropriate 
data visualizations

(1) Knowledge of various data 
visualizations

(2) Knowledge of software to assist 
with visualization creation

(3) Ability to select and utilize 
appropriate visualizations for 
specific research data

File Naming and 
Version Control

• File naming 
frameworks

• Version control basics

(1) Recognize importance of file 
naming and version control 
conventions

(2) Ability to utilize proper file 
naming and version control 
structures
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with fellow attendees. In a virtual setting, researchers can use technology such 
as Google Jamboard, a digital whiteboard, to draw and share their workflows. 
Should libraries and institutions need to pivot to a majority virtual environ-
ment again, these presentations will still be effective.

Creating materials and learning objects to accompany each presenta-
tion has been a considerable task, but once created, maintenance of them 
is straightforward. The more difficult piece of the equation, perhaps, is sus-
taining these practices. Individual librarians and information professionals 
need to seriously consider how often to offer these sessions throughout the 
academic year. Depending upon how many presenters are willing to assist, 
these presentations and services can be scaled accordingly to accommodate 
researcher needs. As the local research environment evolves, so too will the 
research data service. It is essential to be realistic when implementing any 
type of research data service for the first time. There will be obstacles and 
setbacks, as with any new service offered, but if there is a will in building up 
the capacity to provide research data services, there is a way to make it happen 
that will fit any library.

Challenges and Successes of Offering Research Data Services  
as a Non-Data Librarian

As a new STEM librarian with minimal RDS experience, the idea of de-
veloping and offering a new and innovative service to the campus research 
community was intimidating. My educational background in science and my 
interest in research data topics were two main reasons why I was interested in 
doing this work. In my new role, I sought opportunities to merge my educa-
tion and interest in a way that could benefit my local campus research com-
munity. Yes, two graduate courses on the topic were helpful, but putting that 
knowledge into practice to support and enhance researchers’ projects was 
something else entirely. Not only that, to be successful when offering new and 
unique services at the local level, and for the first time, I needed the support 
and encouragement from both colleagues and supervisors. Outlined in this 
section are the main challenges and successes I experienced while developing 
and offering research data services for one academic STEM librarian.

Challenges

First, as a non-data librarian with little previous knowledge, it was difficult 
to know how to begin tackling a project this large. Since I was new on campus, 
I did not have overall familiarity with faculty and graduate students’ needs, 
let alone a familiarity with their research needs. Data services were also not 
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included in my job responsibilities when hired, which made this an extra task 
to take on. Juggling existing job responsibilities during busy semesters and 
dwindling budgets was complicated enough, and I worried that choosing to 
assign myself something new might not be the smartest decision. Professional 
interest alone was not going to sustain the practice; so supervisor support and 
researcher buy-in were imperative, and without direct expertise to show at 
the onset, it was an uphill struggle from the beginning. To be a “research data 
services department” of one and being the sole person responsible for the task 
felt isolating at the beginning.

Second, as indicated earlier in this chapter, it was a slow start. Although 
completing professional development opportunities led to more confidence, 
it was a struggle to find researchers who were both interested and willing. It 
took multiple semesters to find and build connections with even one or two 
campus researchers to learn about their individual research needs and to find 
ways to be a collaborative partner in their individual research projects. Once 
a connection was made with a faculty researcher, the researcher would want 
to know why increasing their own RDM skills was necessary and beneficial. 
Much of my time was spent carefully explaining how one researcher could 
benefit immediately from a more descriptive DMP or how another could 
benefit by establishing a better research data workflow. Researchers are over-
whelmed enough, and practicing RDM in a thoughtful way is often pushed to 
the side, or ignored, until it’s often too late.

Lastly, being a new librarian, not only to the campus but to the profes-
sion, meant there was much to learn beyond the RDM subject matter. Jobs 
within the library are often siloed, and there are not always clear avenues 
for networking at the local level. Implementing these services at a unique, 
research-intensive Commonwealth campus was challenging, and it took time 
to learn who to seek out for different information and help. As the campus is 
situated within a much larger and more varied research-intensive university 
with research departments and initiatives that don’t always interact with the 
University Libraries, navigating all these siloed departments and services 
often felt insurmountable. After several discussions with colleagues, it became 
clear that no other Commonwealth campus librarians were working on simi-
lar projects, so I did not have anyone to reach out to for support. Additionally, 
the two designated Research Data Librarians with University Libraries were 
both new to their roles and were also attempting to make new connections 
with researchers across the university. Though the challenges of developing 
and implementing a new suite of evolving research data services ranged from 
minor to major, the successes far outweighed the challenges as I have made 
connections with academic colleagues that I would not have interacted with 
during my traditional library liaison role. Additionally, I have seen the ways 
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that my assistance has been useful and helpful to their research projects, and 
I know they are grateful for the support I provided.

Successes

The biggest successes of this project to date have been the connections 
and collaborations that have been made. Working in libraries is about con-
necting library services and resources to those who need them, and that is 
precisely what offering these presentations has done. Branching out and 
taking a chance, even when I was not entirely ready, paid off. I became more 
familiar with the scope of research being conducted at the campus and was 
able to seek out new campus researcher connections with new confidence. 
Finding an on-campus, non-library collaborator was the big game-changer. 
The research office’s sole responsibility was to work with faculty research-
ers to support faculty’s research processes, and being invited to collaborate 
with them on the data management plan presentations has been invaluable. 
In addition to the non-library partnership, I have begun to build strong 
connections with the designated RDM librarians across the Penn State sys-
tem. The RDM librarians and the data professionals who work within the 
Research Data Services (RDS) department have been valuable colleagues 
who are willing to share their expertise and knowledge to improve library 
services at other campuses.

As attendance for the presentations and workshops has increased, so have 
the discipline-specific questions. Due to the previous connections made, it 
has been easier to connect campus researchers to other experts when neces-
sary. Without a strong background in statistics, I can get a researcher started 
with data analysis and analytical software, but I lack the proficiency to move 
the research project further. When this happens, I introduce the faculty or 
graduate student researcher to the necessary colleague(s) in the RDS depart-
ment who are skilled and can provide a more advanced service. This has 
helped both new and experienced campus researchers, as many of them did 
not yet know that University Libraries had an RDS department. Researchers 
have noted that all areas of the libraries working well together have limited 
their own stress and frustrations. Researchers feel confident they are getting 
the most appropriate assistance without spending unnecessary time trying to 
make their own connections.

Finally, one of the biggest successes that have originated from this project 
is that researcher feedback has led to new research data initiatives. The most 
impactful initiative is a university-wide research symposium that will be 
planned and coordinated by several research support departments in the fu-
ture. Through informal feedback from campus researchers, there is a clearer 
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understanding of where people need research assistance. One goal of the re-
search symposium will be to connect researchers from a variety of disciplines, 
and from multiple Penn State campuses, to the experts and resources that can 
best support their research projects. A university-wide initiative such as this 
will also connect researchers with one another, which may increase interdis-
ciplinary research projects across the university.

Suggestions and Next Steps

The research data services landscape may look different for each library and 
institution, but there is no shame in starting small as it allows librarians to 
better weather setbacks as they arise. Creating, offering, and implementing 
new services should not feel like a chore but an opportunity for professional 
and personal growth (though it can sometimes be a chore, too!). RDM 
services are an opportunity for academic librarians to adopt new roles and 
responsibilities. If academic librarians marry their own personal interests 
with community needs, they can form a solid foundation for much-needed 
services. Tailoring initial research data services to immediate researcher 
needs is an effective way to begin. Collaborating with individual researchers 
helps solve immediate needs and also successfully integrates librarians and 
information professionals into the larger research being done on campus. 
Collaboration is key, and as researcher needs are met, new services can be 
created and new partnerships formed.

There are numerous ways for librarians and information professionals 
to develop their own research data skills through readings, workshops, and 
trainings. Although not an exhaustive list of resources, the following short 
list can be helpful for beginners to learn and engage with new and varied 
research data topics.

Interactive Programs and Workshops

• Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) Workshop on 
Research Data Management: from ACRL’s Scholarly Communication 
Toolkit, a one-day workshop to assist with identifying existing skills 
and mindsets that can transfer to research data services. The free toolkit 
includes handouts, presentation slides, and other materials that can be 
adapted for use at the local level.16

• Data Management Plan (DMP) Tool: an online tool to facilitate the 
building of required DMPs from the University of California Curation 
Center of the California Digital Library.17

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



156 Andrea Pritt

• Data Carpentry: a lesson program from The Carpentries that teaches 
workshops on basic computational skills needed for research data man-
agement and data analysis.18

• Making Data Bearable Workshop: a two-part workshop created by two 
librarians at Georgia Southern University that examines data manage-
ment basics and data preservation techniques.19

• Research Data Management Librarian Academy (RDMLA): a free, on-
line program for librarians and data professionals who work in research-
intensive environments around the globe. The curriculum touches upon 
several aspects of research data services, including data analysis and 
visualization; data copyright and privacy; data curation; and more.20

Monographs

• The Data Librarian’s Handbook21

• Data Management for Researchers: Organize, Maintain and Share Your 
Data for Research Success22

• Engaging Researchers with Data Management: The Cookbook23

• Exploring Research Data Management24
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At the University of Denver (DU), the DU Libraries and the In-
formation Technology department (IT@DU) collaboratively manage 

and support a REDCap instance to help campus researchers manage their 
research data. REDCap (Research Electronic Data Capture) is a secure, web-
based application designed to support data capture for research studies.1 
REDCap is now used at over 5,600 institutions worldwide.2 This chapter 
presents a case study of the DU REDCap instance, including details on the 
collaborative approach to REDCap support. DU is a mid-size institution 
with approximately 12,000 students evenly divided between undergradu-
ate and graduate programs. While the DU Libraries are fortunate to have 
a small internal Library Technology Services department that includes two 
system developers, the demand for their skills far exceeds their supply of 
time. Collaborating with the central campus Information Technology (IT) 
at DU not only allows the Libraries to tackle more projects, but in this case, 
it also means a larger team is available to help guarantee the security of the 
REDCap server. The DU Libraries provide support for the users of the local 
REDCap instance, while IT@DU takes care of ongoing server maintenance, 
system upgrades, and account creation.

This case study details the collaborative effort to support campus research 
data management services and provides an example of how a collaborative 
project can persist and evolve after its original creators have left an institu-
tion. In addition to describing the basics of REDCap and how it supports 
better research data management, the case study also looks at workflows, 
successes, problems, and lessons learned.

9

Library-IT Collaboration for Secure Data 
Collection and Management with REDCap

Meg Eastwood
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Literature Review

Although the REDCap software is not supported by many academic libraries, 
the software is gaining in popularity with researchers due to its semi-open 
source nature, extensive survey capabilities, and HIPAA (Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act) compliant features. This literature review 
details how some librarians are primarily using REDCap for their own re-
search and then describes how a few libraries with established or expanding 
data management services are now providing REDCap user support or host-
ing their own REDCap instances.

Introduction to REDCap

REDCap is a semi-open source software developed at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity and now managed by the REDCap Consortium. Paul A. Harris et al. 
described how REDCap evolved from a software developed to fill a need at 
a single institution into a shared platform used by academic, nonprofit, and 
government institutions across the world.3 Joining the REDCap Consortium 
allows members to install their own independent REDCap instance, with 
the understanding that members will provide their own hardware, system 
support, and user support; members also agree to not use the software for 
commercial purposes. While partner institutions cannot contact the REDCap 
Consortium directly for support and advice, the consortium does maintain 
the REDCap Community Site, where REDCap administrators from different 
institutions can ask and answer each other’s questions.4 Researchers who use 
REDCap are also asked to cite the original paper describing REDCap from 
2009,5 monitoring the citations of this paper allows the REDCap Consortium 
to track the variety of fields and projects in which REDCap is used.

REDCap was originally created to support medical research and is designed 
to comply with the HIPAA Privacy Rule.6 One aspect of HIPAA compliance 
is the presence of audit trails—each REDCap user has a unique login, and 
every action of every user on the server is recorded so that there is continual 
documentation of who viewed each page and who made each change. Dur-
ing project design, users are encouraged to mark variables as identifiers if the 
field will contain protected health information (PHI), and then at the end of 
the project, REDCap can export a de-identified data set where fields marked 
as identifiers are excluded. Marjorie Bowman and Rose Maxwell have out-
lined further strategies that REDCap users can use to protect PHI.7

REDCap users are also attracted to the robust survey functionality. Sina 
Kianersi et al. have described how to leverage REDCap’s features when con-
ducting a randomized controlled trial.8 REDCap’s longitudinal feature is es-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  Library-IT Collaboration for Secure Data Collection and Management with REDCap 163

pecially helpful for longer studies that involve multiple data collection events 
with each participant. One longitudinal study estimated that switching from 
paper forms to REDCap allowed them to collect 59.7 percent more variables/
data points from participants in a three-hour time period.9 Another longi-
tudinal study that traditionally phoned participants to administer follow-up 
surveys found that sending follow-up surveys via REDCap saved both time 
and money. REDCap was particularly effective for reaching younger audi-
ences who were less likely to respond to a phone call.10

Data management tools built into REDCap, such as field validation, help 
ensure better quality data. Users can specify that data entered in a field must 
be formatted as an email address, phone number, integer, or other standard 
data types, and numeric fields can be set to only accept values from within a 
specified range. REDCap will also generate a human-readable codebook that 
can be shared with the dataset.

Librarians’ Experiences with REDCap

Although library support for REDCap is not common, there are examples 
of libraries that host their own REDCap instances; libraries that offer RED-
Cap user support in conjunction with an IT-focused organization; and librar-
ians who use REDCap for their own research. This section is not intended to 
be an exhaustive listing of all library uses of REDCap, but instead, it provides 
a variety of examples of how the software has been used and supported in 
library environments.

The Biomedical Library at the University of South Alabama has adminis-
tered their two REDCap instances since 2015,11 and their librarian, Andrea 
Wright, introduced REDCap to the library community in an eTechnology 
column published in 2016.12 The Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medi-
cine (PCOM) Library launched a REDCap instance in 2018, and although 
several of their early users described REDCap as being “slightly overwhelm-
ing,” users were generally positive about the system, particularly if they used 
it to manage longitudinal studies.13 Further, the Berkeley Library is currently 
hosting a service trial of REDCap,14 and the University of Maryland Libraries 
host a REDCap instance that has not accepted new projects since July 2019.15

The University of Washington’s Health Sciences Library (UWHSL) has 
offered REDCap user support since 201616 as part of a large collaborative 
REDCap instance that hosts projects from across the Network of the Na-
tional Library of Medicine (NNLM) Region 5. When Seattle became one of 
the first COVID-19 hotspots in the United States, their REDCap instance 
became a hub for supporting COVID research in their region, and they ex-
perienced an almost 70 percent increase in REDCap support tickets (more 
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than 18,000 tickets in one year).17 UWHSL librarians and their IT col-
laborators received the American Medical Colleges’ Group on Information 
Resources (AAMC GIR) Excellence Award for their support of REDCap 
during the first harrowing year of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Librarians at the New York University Health Sciences Library (NYUHSL) 
began using REDCap as part of a National Library of Medicine Information-
ist project, where they helped design and build a large project in the REDCap 
instance hosted by their medical center’s IT department.18 Once they became 
familiar with REDCap as end users, NYUHSL librarians began collaborating 
with their REDCap administrator in IT to offer REDCap training and con-
sultations as part of the library’s larger data management support program. 
NYUHSL also offered a pilot training program to six academic libraries in-
terested in launching data management services, including REDCap. After 
the training program concluded, three of the six libraries expressed interest 
in collaborating with their campus IT department to support REDCap.19 Web 
searches indicate that at least one of these institutions, the Syracuse Univer-
sity Libraries, is now offering REDCap support.20

Librarians are also becoming familiar with REDCap as end users. Emily 
Partridge conducted an informal survey in 2017 by querying librarians on 
the MEDLIB-L discussion list about their use of REDCap, and respondents 
discussed using REDCap to collect data for research studies and/or quality 
improvement studies; to collect feedback on library instruction sessions; and 
to collect library-use statistics.21 Jill Barr-Walker et al. used REDCap to survey 
health sciences librarians about imposter syndrome,22 and Susan Steelman 
and Sheila Thomas used REDCap to explore how health science librarians 
contribute to Institutional Animal Care and Use Committees.23 Librarians at 
the University of Florida Health Science Center Libraries (UFHSCL) started 
using their institution’s REDCap instance in 2010 to track the many complex 
literature searches they do for patrons—they track which individual/depart-
ment requested the search; what search strategies and keywords were used; 
and how many hours it took to complete the search.24 UFHSCL found RED-
Cap to be intuitive and helpful enough that they expanded use to capturing 
reference statistics and were considering expanding use to collect instruction 
statistics as well.25 At Providence St. Joseph Health, hospital librarians use 
REDCap both to track library service statistics26 and to track nursing research 
projects conducted at their institutions.27 Finally, using REDCap to track 
reference statistics inspired the librarians at Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta 
to learn more about REDCap in hopes of being able to partner with their IT 
department in the future to offer REDCap user support.28

The REDCap software promotes good data management practices starting at 
the beginning of each project and protects the personal information of research 
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participants. While library support for REDCap is not common yet, these ex-
amples of librarians using REDCap and supporting REDCap show the potential 
for REDCap to become part of a library’s research and data support services.

Case Study: REDCap at the University of Denver

REDCap may have been originally created to support medical research, but 
REDCap users at the University of Denver (DU) come from a wide variety 
of fields, including psychology, social work, education, engineering, inter-
national studies, and more. Users are a mix of faculty, staff, and students; 
graduate students both host their own research projects and work on their 
principal investigator’s (PI) research projects, while undergraduate students 
usually only work under a main PI’s research project.

DU REDCap users are studying a variety of topics: refugee quality of life, 
substance abuse prevention, wage equality, educational advocacy, restorative 
justice techniques, concussions in student athletes, the neural mechanisms 
of motivation, the impact of childhood stress on adolescent cardiovascular 
health, the experiences of college students with cystic fibrosis, and more. 
These project topics have been shared with the permission of each PI, and 
this section presents a few more details of these DU projects to help illustrate 
how REDCap facilitates research.

In the Institute for Human-Animal Connection, Dr. Kevin Morris leads 
a team studying how pet ownership impacts quality of life. Project mem-
bers use the REDCap Mobile App, which allows for off-line data collection, 
to collect data during their door-to-door surveys about pet ownership in 
underserved communities.29 The Traumatic Brain Injury Screening project 
is headed by Dr. Kim Gorgens in partnership with leaders from Jail Based 
Behavioral Health Services. Dr. Gorgens oversees graduate students who use 
REDCap to “screen justice-involved individuals for brain injury history and 
collect cognitive and psychosocial data. The students then create clinical and 
personalized recommendations based on this data to assist the participant 
in advocating for and receiving the care they need in an effective way.”30 Dr. 
Kimberly Bender and her team from the Graduate School of Social Work also 
described how they used REDCap:

To conduct a longitudinal randomized clinical trial of a mindfulness-based 
cognitive intervention with young people residing at a youth emergency shelter  
. . . REDCap helped us track participants over six months, store their contact 
information, and communicate notes about interviews across our research team 
members. Tracking a highly-transient group of young people who are often 
shifting their contact info and location over many months is challenging. RED-
Cap allowed us to track this information consistently and securely.31
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Dr. Angela Narayan and the PROTECT Lab in the Department of Psychol-
ogy also detailed how they have used REDCap:

In our prospective longitudinal study of 270 low-income, diverse pregnant 
women and expectant fathers. We administer a battery of instruments at three 
different time periods (pregnancy, early postpartum, late postpartum), and 
enter data for both mothers and fathers at each time period. We also use RED-
Cap to generate scores for standardized instruments, track retention and attri-
tion of study participants, and upload de-identified participant data, as well as 
to export data for analyses, presentations and publications.32

DU REDCap users offer an example of the many fields beyond medical 
research that have found REDCap to be a useful tool in data management 
and research support.

History of REDCap at the University of Denver

DU’s REDCap instance was originally set up by the former Library Digital 
Infrastructure and Technology Coordinator from the DU Libraries and Ben 
Fotovich, the former Senior Research Support Specialist from IT@DU. They 
signed a REDCap license agreement with the REDCap Consortium in 2013, 
ran a proof-of-concept pilot in November 2014, and implemented the pro-
duction instance in April 2015. The IT Research Support Specialist served as 
the official administrator of the REDCap instance and also handled account 
creation, server upgrades, and maintenance. The Library Technology Coordi-
nator and Chris Brown, Reference Technology Integration Librarian, handled 
user support, particularly training new users. The University of Colorado 
Anschutz Medical School REDCap administrators were instrumental in the 
success of DU’s implementation and offered a training session to help the 
new DU REDCap team become familiar with the system. The Library Tech-
nology Coordinator left DU in March 2017, and Fotovich and Brown pro-
vided interim support for a short period. As the new Science and Engineering 
Librarian, hired in the summer of 2017, I (Meg Eastwood, the author of this 
chapter) expressed an interest in data management and was introduced to 
Fotovich to begin full REDCap program development.

Running REDCap as a Science Librarian: A Reflection on Process  
and Workflows

As REDCap use on campus grew, I needed to scale up our support. Due to 
her technical background, I recruited Jenelys Cox, our Institutional Reposi-
tory Manager, to help with REDCap user support along with Brown. Initially, 
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most users heard about REDCap through word of mouth and emailed the 
two administrators directly. Our IT partner helped recruit many initial users, 
both through his position as the research support specialist in IT, where he 
spent considerable time talking to researchers about their computing and 
data needs, and as a member of the DU Institutional Review Board, where he 
could recommend REDCap to projects collecting sensitive data.

REDCap users are prompted to contact a REDCap administrator for 
email help via links on the DU REDCap homepage and within the REDCap 
project menu. Initially, these emails went to our IT collaborator’s univer-
sity email address, since he was the official REDCap administrator and the 
system sends issues requiring administrator approval to this same email 
address. In Summer 2017, our team created an Outlook365 group email 
address so all members of the four-person support group could see all in-
coming REDCap requests. Our IT collaborator handled REDCap adminis-
trator tasks, the granting of new user accounts, and server maintenance and 
upgrades, and the three library employees handled user support questions. 
As the number of requests grew, we realized that we needed a ticketing 
system to track user questions and interactions, both to make sure that no 
questions were missed and also to track support statistics. This led to the 
question of deciding which ticketing system to use. IT@DU uses the Servi-
ceNow ticketing system,33 while the Libraries use the LibAnswers ticketing 
system from Springshare.34 We spent the 2018–2019 academic year tracking 
requests in the IT@DU ServiceNow ticketing system and discovered that 
most email questions were routed to librarians rather than to IT person-
nel. Librarians preferred using the LibAnswers ticketing system both for 
financial reasons (ServiceNow charges per user, while LibAnswers charges 
per queue) and for ease of use—DU Libraries staff are already familiar with 
the LibAnswers system for reference, making it easy to enter transactions 
and see statistics. Therefore, in Summer 2019, we set up a tiered support 
queue where REDCap questions arrive first in a REDCap-specific queue in 
LibAnswers, and questions that need IT support are then forwarded to an 
address that creates a ticket in ServiceNow.

Our initial IT collaborator left DU for a new job in early March 2020, just 
before the arrival of the global COVID-19 pandemic led to hiring freezes and 
slowdowns. Since then, the position of Research Support Specialist has been 
absorbed into the overall IT support structure, which has led to some creative 
rearrangement of REDCap workflows. I have taken over as the official RED-
Cap administrator; requests for new REDCap accounts are routed to a team 
in the IT Help Center; and server upgrades and maintenance are handled by 
a member of the IT Systems Engineering team. In addition to the changes in 
our partnership with IT, I’ve slowly taken over most of the REDCap support 
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here at DU over the past three years, as the rest of our Libraries’ REDCap 
team has become busy with other projects.

Evolving REDCap Support Workflows

This section describes my reflections on my processes and workflows for 
operating effectively as the main REDCap support for the campus. When a 
new user wants to start using REDCap, I invite them to an initial meeting 
where we discuss REDCap’s capabilities and limitations. IRB approval or 
exemption is required to begin collecting data in a REDCap project, but new 
users can experiment with the system and build their projects while waiting 
for IRB approval. The only potential REDCap users I turn away are users 
who are looking for a secure place to store image and video files since there 
are more appropriate systems on campus for securely storing large files. I 
also use this meeting to help manage user expectations. Since we have limited 
staff time to devote to REDCap support, I tell users to expect a response to 
questions within twenty-four to forty-eight hours during weekdays. We also 
discuss that as a semi-open source software, REDCap requires a lot of self-
guided learning. I assist users to the best of my ability and can consult with 
other REDCap administrators at other institutions for advice, but there is no 
official REDCap software support line users can call if they need help. I like 
to point out that REDCap, like any open source software, is the equivalent of 
a free puppy—once you adopt it, you need to dedicate a lot of time to its care, 
feeding, and training. Finally, I use this initial meeting to offer basic REDCap 
training where I demonstrate the basic features of REDCap and highlight the 
workflows users will need based on their descriptions of their projects.

Once a REDCap project is up and running, I offer basic REDCap training 
by appointment as they add new researchers to their projects. For more ad-
vanced REDCap training, I refer users to a series of REDCap videos from CU 
Denver,35 which are widely used and admired by the REDCap community as 
a whole. As our REDCap user base grows, I increasingly see the need to move 
away from personalized training sessions to implementing a web-based train-
ing such as the one at CU Denver, which would allow me to train more users 
than I have time to meet with individually.

When I first began supporting REDCap, our IT collaborator Ben Fotovich 
served as the official REDCap administrator for our instance. This meant 
that he handled a variety of duties, from monitoring REDCap releases and 
installing new versions as needed, to approving new projects and changes to 
existing projects. Ben made me a second official REDCap administrator in 
Summer 2018 so that I could also approve new projects and project changes 
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in his absence, and I’ve handled all such requests since his departure from 
DU. When I first became a REDCap administrator, the “REDCap U” train-
ing for new administrators was taught via in-person workshops either at 
Vanderbilt University or during the annual REDCapCon, a conference for 
REDCap administrators and user support specialists.36 Starting with RED-
Cap version 10.0.0, released on May 29, 2020, a link to “REDCap Adminis-
trator Videos” has been added to the administrator’s control center within 
REDCap.37 The recorded versions of the “REDCap U” trainings make it 
easier for new REDCap administrators to learn the system at their own pace 
without needing to travel. The administrator control center also includes 
links to the REDCap Training Materials repository, where administra-
tors can share training guides they’ve created for REDCap users.38 Many 
institutions that host a REDCap instance also maintain online REDCap 
help guides, giving new REDCap learners and new REDCap administrators 
many places to look for help when feeling stuck.

When new versions of REDCap are released, administrators can choose 
between the Standard Release version, which includes the newest features, or 
the LTS (Long Term Support) version, which runs a few versions behind the 
Standard Release version but requires fewer bug fix updates since the new 
features have been tested more thoroughly by the user base. As a small RED-
Cap support team, DU exclusively uses the LTS version. Our theory is that 
the larger REDCap instances with full-time support personnel seem better 
equipped to handle the troubleshooting that comes with adopting the newest 
Standard Release version. Our IT partner used to monitor the LTS releases 
and install them as needed. I now spend two to three hours a month reading 
through the REDCap version change log to decide when we need to install 
bug fixes or upgrade to a new LTS version, and a member of our IT Systems 
Engineering team installs these patches and upgrades for me upon request.

As the REDCap administrator, I also approve new projects that are ready to 
move from Development to Production mode. In Development mode, users 
can build projects and make as many changes as they want while testing the 
project and entering test data. To move to Production mode, IRB approval or 
exemption is required. Once in Production mode, administrator approval is 
required for changes that might modify or delete data. REDCap is a relational 
database—data are stored in tables where each row in the table contains a 
unique identifier,39 which in REDCap is known as the RecordID. The biggest 
problem a user can cause while making changes to a project is moving or 
changing this RecordID field so that it is no longer the first field in the project. 
Early in my work with REDCap, I encountered one project that, while col-
lecting data in Development mode, accidentally moved this RecordID field 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



170 Meg Eastwood

out of this first position, which broke all of the relationships between fields 
in their project and therefore deleted all of their data. As a novice provider of 
REDCap user support, it took me several hours to fix the problem. I was able 
to restore their data by putting the RecordID field back into the first position, 
but the user in question experienced a great deal of panic during those several 
hours. This anecdote provides a good example of why projects should only 
collect data in Production mode. Since then, two projects in Production mode 
have attempted to move or change the RecordID field, and the system flagged 
the change for administrator review, so I was able to step in before the data 
were deleted rather than recover the data after the fact.

Once projects are in Production mode, the REDCap system evaluates po-
tential changes to projects and requires administrator approval for changes 
that might modify or delete data. Most changes requiring administrator ap-
proval stem from users not understanding how REDCap stores data. The two 
most common issues are 1) changing a variable name and 2) changing the 
codes associated with an answer choice (see Figure 9.1).

REDCap stores all data for a variable underneath the variable name, so 
changing or deleting a variable name will delete any data already collected 
for that variable. This is not intuitive to most users, especially if they make 
only minor changes to the variable name. For example, in Figure 9.1, if a user 
decides for stylistic reasons to make the variable name plural, the seemingly 
minor change from training_pref to training_prefs will delete the existing 
training_pref variable (and any associated data) and create a new variable 
named training_prefs. Similarly, for multiple-choice questions, REDCap 
stores the data for each answer choice under a numeric code. In the Figure 9.1 
example, the code “1” represents the answer choice of “In-person meeting.” 
If a user wants to add a new answer choice to the top of this list, the natural 

FIGURE 9.1
Understanding How REDCap Stores and Codes Data
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inclination seems to be to code this new choice as “1,” which pushes the “In-
person meeting” answer choice down the list to be coded as “2.” However, 
this changes the meaning of all answers previously recorded as code “2”—the 
user selected “Zoom meeting,” but the data are now labeled as “In-person 
meeting.” This error, also known as a “label mismatch” error, also happens 
when a user wants to add a new answer choice near the bottom of the list but 
above the “Other” option. Therefore, it’s a best practice to code your “Other” 
answer choice as “99,” which leaves open the possibility of adding many new 
appropriately coded answer choices.

We also answer many questions about specific features and functions of 
REDCap. When we were first learning to use and support REDCap, Cox 
and I would make a test copy of a user’s project and work together to find 
the best solution or work-around to complicated problems. Having another 
local REDCap user to bounce ideas off can be incredibly helpful when first 
learning REDCap. While I now troubleshoot problems on my own with oc-
casional reference to other administrators in the REDCap Community Site, 
the strategy of first copying the project (to ensure that my testing doesn’t 
endanger any data) and then experimenting with multiple potential solutions 
still serves me well. REDCap has many help pages and video tutorials built 
into the system, and web searches often reveal answers from REDCap sup-
port pages at other institutions. I also use REDCap every time I need to create 
a survey for any reason, just to gain a bit more experience in the system. As 
Kevin Read and Fred Willie Zametkin LaPolla suggested, building projects in 
REDCap is one of the best ways to learn REDCap.40 I have both a personal 
account in our REDCap system and an administrator’s account because my 
personal account makes it easy to create and troubleshoot test projects. Newer 
versions of REDCap make it possible for an administrator to view a project 
as a particular user, but I still find my personal account to be a helpful tool in 
my user support toolkit.

When new features with a substantial learning curve are rolled out, such 
as integrating the Twilio texting service with REDCap so that users can re-
ceive survey links via text rather than by email,41 I test the new feature with 
one or two projects first before publicizing the new feature to our larger 
REDCap user group.

Lessons Learned the Hard Way

Occasionally, the learning-as-we go approach can backfire. A user’s RED-
Cap access is automatically revoked when they leave DU. In addition to this 
safeguard, our IT collaborator used to delete the REDCap accounts of users 
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who had left DU, which is a fairly standard practice in the IT world. After I 
became our REDCap administrator, I began suspending user accounts be-
cause it seemed safer than deleting anything as a novice administrator. I later 
discovered that the REDCap community considers it best practice to suspend 
user accounts rather than delete them. When a user’s account is deleted, their 
associated projects aren’t deleted, but you can no longer search for associ-
ated projects by their username. Their projects do still exist on the REDCap 
server—an administrator can search for them via keyword searches of project 
names. If, like me, one encounters a situation where a principal investigator 
needs a project of uncertain name from a staff member’s deleted REDCap ac-
count, then one must spend hours searching through several million lines of 
the REDCap activity log to find the missing project. Similarly, if the deleted 
user left comments on particular data points, those comments will now only 
exist in the REDCap log and will require systematic searching to recover.

Our new collaboration with IT has generally worked well, and the Librar-
ies’ REDCap team is assisted by two separate IT teams, and REDCap up-
grades are installed upon request. There is one particular category of question 
where I miss having a dedicated REDCap expert in IT, though. When users 
report that their REDCap project is running slowly, the problem can either 
be caused by the server set-up or the project set-up. IT can monitor the server 
load, and I can investigate potential project size issues (in particular, projects 
with over 10,000 fields tend to slow down the user’s browser), but I miss hav-
ing an IT collaborator who has time to troubleshoot these issues together.

REDCap Configuration and Support Statistics

IT@DU runs the university’s REDCap instance on two front-end Apache 
web servers and one MariaDB SQL server that are round-robin load balanced 
and secured behind two firewalls. As of December 2021, the team is currently 
running RedHat Enterprise Linux version 7.4 and REDCap version 10.6.26. 
They use an external authentication method to create REDCap accounts via 
Microsoft Active Directory. While IT@DU prefers to manage REDCap access 
centrally as part of a user’s overall DU account to allow single sign-on, the 
REDCap software does allow for the creation of local table-based users.

DU’s total number of REDCap users and projects has grown steadily since 
the REDCap instance launched in 2015; Figure 9.2 shows the increase in users 
and projects per year. As of December 9, 2021, DU’s REDCap server currently 
hosts 299 total projects (excluding practice projects), of which 189 are in ac-
tive Production mode. There are currently 535 total REDCap users, of which 
235 have been logged in during the past twelve months.
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Table 9.1 shows recent REDCap support statistics for questions asked via 
the email ticketing system. In addition to answering questions via email, the 
Libraries’ REDCap support team also offers Zoom or in-person consultation 
sessions, both to train new REDCap users and for troubleshooting complex 
REDCap problems that benefit from having the patron and a support person 
looking at REDCap together. In AY 2019–2020, there were fifteen REDCap 
consultations, and in AY 2020–2021, there were thirty-seven REDCap con-
sultations (which were all virtual, due to the COVID-19 pandemic). REDCap 
consultations may be increasing for two reasons. First, users who once con-
ferred with the Research Support Specialist in IT now schedule consultations 
with the Libraries’ team instead. Second, researchers with existing REDCap 
projects transitioned more of their data collection from an in-person format 
to an electronic survey format to limit in-person contact during the pandemic.

FIGURE 9.2
New DU REDCap Accounts and Projects by Year

TABLE 9.1 
REDCap Tickets Answered by Each Collaborating Department

2019–2020 
Academic Year

2020–2021 
Academic Year

Total REDCap tickets answered 238 280
Tickets answered by Library 163 (68%) 219 (78%)
Tickets answered by IT  75 (32%)  61 (22%)
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Conclusions

This case study describes how a university library has successfully collabo-
rated with the university’s central IT department to provide REDCap access 
to the university community. Recent successes include a growing number 
of users from not only the lab sciences, for which REDCap was originally 
developed, but also from users in the fields of education, child development, 
and restorative justice. Challenges have included the loss of IT support posi-
tions requiring the Libraries to expand from collaborating with one main 
individual in IT to two unique IT teams. The Libraries’ REDCap support 
team is learning how to scale up from a small user base, where every user 
received individual in-person training, to accommodate a growing number 
of users through virtual support and tutorials. By utilizing freely available 
online training for administrators and building test projects to solve novel 
REDCap issues encountered by users, DU Libraries faculty and staff have 
gone from being REDCap novices to REDCap administrators and/or user 
support specialists, who feel confident they can handle most REDCap ques-
tions. None of the current DU REDCap user support team members had 
REDCap experience before they were recruited to join the support team, but 
all were able to learn REDCap via self-study and brainstorming with team 
members. While REDCap support is not yet a common service offered by 
libraries, collaborating with IT has been the key to allowing library employ-
ees to take on REDCap support without needing to learn about web server 
maintenance, database installations, or MySQL queries. Any library faculty 
or staff member who feels comfortable exploring new software can become 
part of REDCap user support, broadening the library’s ability to offer data-
related services and helping the library stay at the forefront of research sup-
port in our increasingly data-driven world.
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Academic publishing methods have shifted dramatically over the last 
several decades. From print to online access to publication subscription 

models to open access models for dissemination, a plethora of new publish-
ing options have emerged. With these changes in the publication landscape, 
academic libraries have begun playing a greater role in advocating for open 
access and for equitable and sustainable scholarly publishing models. As Rob-
ert Engeszer and Cathy Sarli stated, “The fundamental mission of any library 
is to connect people with information and the goals of [open access] make li-
brarians a natural advocate for promoting greater access to scholarly works.”1 
Growing efforts by academic libraries to support open access publishing have 
brought new challenges, though. Open access initiatives in libraries have costs 
involved in the development and maintenance of the technical infrastructure, 
the time and labor of librarians, and the need for staff to develop new areas 
of expertise for managing these systems. Libraries have addressed these chal-
lenges by developing successful open access initiatives through the formation 
of collaborations and consortia.2

The Texas Digital Library (TDL) is a collaborative consortium of libraries 
that builds capacity among its membership for ensuring equitable access to 
and preservation of digital content of value to research, instruction, cultural 
heritage, and institutional memory. The Texas Digital Library Open Journal 
System (TDL OJS) User Group has become a way for librarians and library 
staff to empower and support one another in their individual campuses’ pub-
lishing efforts. The TDL provides support to member institutions for refereed, 
open access scholarly journals through shared hosting of the Open Journal 
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System (OJS), a publication software management system produced by the 
Public Knowledge Project. The TDL OJS User Group was formed in 2019, 
composed of library liaisons and staff who serve as intermediaries between 
their institutions’ TDL-hosted OJS journals and journal managers.

This chapter provides a case study of approaching open access publishing 
as a consortium and discusses the function of the TDL OJS User Group, as 
well as the costs and outcomes associated with a consortium approach to 
library publishing through the OJS system. The authors also discuss how the 
user group acts as information intermediaries, not only on individual mem-
ber campuses but also as a network for libraries to crowdsource knowledge 
and share expertise among various institutions.

Literature Review

Open access publishing grew and developed in part as a response to the serials 
crisis. The term “serials crisis” refers to the chronic subscription cost increases 
of many serial publications, in particular scholarly publications.3 As subscrip-
tion prices have grown and libraries can no longer meet the cost of paying for 
access to scholarly materials, open access publishing has been presented as 
one possible solution. Rather than asking libraries and other readers to pay for 
access to a scholarly work, open access provides a model in which the authors 
or institutions pay to publish works, and the article processing charges (APCs) 
provide the necessary funding to sustain a publication. There are several mod-
els to open access publishing, including academic libraries acting as publish-
ers. Scholarly literature has provided examples of academic libraries acting 
as publishers, as well as the need for and success of library consortia to meet 
a range of complex needs involved in publishing. In an article about how li-
brary publishing is an answer to the serials crisis, Dave Ghamandi argued that 
because the scientific journal publishing industry is dominated by a powerful 
oligopoly, “new ways of organizing are needed to fulfill the public’s rightful 
claim to a democratic form of open access that treats knowledge as a com-
mon good.”4 Ghamandi continued his argument that publishing cooperatives 
situated in academic libraries offer the “best hope of fulfilling the promise of 
democratic open access” because libraries are “one of the few democratic and 
multidisciplinary environments still remaining in higher education.”5 Publish-
ing units within libraries are not only an answer to this financial issue—that of 
the serials crisis—but offer intellectual freedom, as well.

In terms of library consortia, both Lorcan Dempsey and Karla Strieb of-
fered insight on the overall need for consortia as well as the specific elements 
required for a consortium to be successful.6 Dempsey explained that consortia 
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are necessary for a library to meet institutional needs, but libraries need to ap-
proach consortia strategically: “It is useful to think about library collaboration 
as about right-scaling—that is, finding the best level at which to carry out a 
particular activity.”7

Not every effort by an academic library merits the need for a consortium, 
but libraries should consider which efforts would benefit from a collaborative 
approach across institutions. Strieb explained that while collaborations vary 
in size, diversity of effort, scope, and even success, one key element of success 
has been in shared governance and management.8 Apart from the need for 
consortia and the elements for successful collaborations, additional literature 
exists from scholarly societies and other publishers’ perspectives on library 
consortia, but these perspectives are outside of the scope of this chapter.9

Given all the pressures on scholarly publishing, academic libraries are 
moving beyond their role as warehouses and distributors of information to 
serve as hubs for the entire scholarly communication lifecycle through their 
repository and publishing services. Consortia of libraries are experiment-
ing with program models that incorporate shared IT resources, the diverse 
expertise of teams, and a distributed workload to meet their needs for sus-
tainable scholarly communications services.10 Recent presentations at the 
Library Publishing Forum have highlighted the use of consortia to meet the 
challenges associated with library-based publishing initiatives. The Library 
Publishing Forum is organized by the Library Publishing Coalition (LPC), 
a community organized in 2014 by the Educopia Institute and over sixty 
academic libraries as a “community dedicated to advancing the field of li-
brary publishing.”11 At the June 2021 Library Publishing Forum, two primary 
themes emerged concerning the role of consortium in providing library as 
publisher solutions. First, several presentations outlined the challenges of an 
individual university library to develop and sustain a publishing platform. 
Second, there were examples of consortia providing technical infrastructure 
and information technology systems as a shared resource.

One example at the 2021 Library Publishing Forum was a presentation 
from LIBSENSE (Libraries Support for Embedding National Research and 
Education Network [NREN] Services and e-Infrastructure), a library publish-
ing service developed out of the University of Cape Town (UCT) to support 
NRENs (Research and Education Networks). UCT provides centralized IT 
support for publishing programs. Since the project launched in 2016, UCT’s 
IT team has developed a tenant model for other members of the consortium, 
which is currently now supported by WACREN (West and Central African 
Research and Education Network). The tenant model means that the IT skills 
necessary to maintain the platform are currently centralized at UCT to make 
it easier for member institutions to take part while allowing for customization 
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by member institutions to retain individual branding and editorial control. 
The role of LIBSENSE is to support consortium members as they envision 
and develop their publishing programs to populate the platform with content. 
There are several early adopters and optimism among the other consortium 
members to grow the open access platform hosted by WACREN.12

Another example presented at the 2021 Library Publishing Forum was the 
Scholars Portal, hosted by the Ontario Council of University Libraries. This 
consortium provides open access publishing software for twelve academic 
libraries in Ontario and supports over 150 journals. The Scholars Portal 
uses the Open Journal Systems (OJS) and Open Monograph Press (OMP) to 
support publishing by consortium members. Unlike other consortia service 
models, Scholars Portal provides some publishing services, including preser-
vation of digital objects and assigning Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs). As 
digital preservation and minting DOIs have costs typically external to the 
hosting software platform, these services for most consortia are often the 
responsibility of the individual publishing agent and/or their member insti-
tution. Scholars Portal provides technical staff time for infrastructure sup-
port and any additional efforts to upgrade and automate processes. Scholars 
Portal also limits customization of its systems to ensure streamlined system 
upgrades and to avoid technical debt.13

Case Study: The Texas Digital Library Consortium

The Texas Digital Library (TDL) formed in 2005 as a partnership among 
the state’s Association of Research Libraries (ARL) and soon expanded to 
become a collaborative regional membership consortium dedicated to build-
ing a shared socio-technical infrastructure for open access to digital materials 
of value to research, instruction, and cultural heritage. As of March 2022, 
twenty-eight member institutions fund the work of the TDL and govern its 
direction through the TDL Member Board and Governing Board. The TDL 
provides support to member institutions for refereed, open access scholarly 
journals through shared hosting of the Open Journal System14 (OJS), a pub-
lication software management system produced by the Public Knowledge 
Project. TDL’s shared infrastructure includes hosted institutional reposito-
ries, a research data repository, thesis and dissertation workflow tools, digital 
preservation storage, and, most importantly, for the purposes of this case 
study—open access academic journals.

Although the TDL service suite has evolved over the course of the organi-
zation’s history, support for open access library publishing programs was core 
to the original vision for the organization, as articulated in the business plan 
drafted by TDL’s founders in 2005. Acknowledging that higher education 
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institutions were “creating open access journals . . . to publish the intellectual 
products of their faculty, reduce costs, and easily disseminate the results of 
research and scholarship, (ii)” the founding members envisioned “[a]n open 
access, peer-reviewed, archival journal service [that would] provide workflow 
models and secure storage to host scholarly community journals (5).”15

Indeed, journal hosting services were among the first offered by the fledgling 
consortium, with its first hosted journal, the Journal of Digital Information, 
coming to TDL systems in 2007. The consortium hosts more than seventy jour-
nals sponsored by twelve different institutions, as seen in Figure 10.1.

TDL’s Consortium Publishing Model

The current goal of TDL journal publishing services is to enable affordable 
and flexible publishing services that produce high-quality open access jour-
nals without maintaining a large, centralized publishing staff. To accomplish 
this, the consortium has evolved a two-fold strategy:

1. Enable member libraries to offer library publishing programs tailored 
to their institutional capacity and needs through a shared technology 
infrastructure.

2. Facilitate collaboration across library institutions to support these pro-
grams and the open access publishing movement.

FIGURE 10.1
The percentage of TDL-hosted journals supported by the journal’s institutional 
sponsor as of August 2021.
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As a member-governed consortium, TDL values and relies on collabora-
tive work to reduce the burden of labor for any one institution or individual 
and to promote collegiality and the sharing of resources. Collaboration is the 
animating force of the TDL journal hosting service and all services offered 
through the consortium—a model which uses resources well and efficiently 
and allows the community to collectively support the service in a more robust 
way than each institution would be able to on their own.

The TDL’s journal publishing program is a collaborative effort of three 
distributed stakeholder groups that enable any published journal on the 
platform to function successfully. The groups include TDL staff, library per-
sonnel at the member institution acting as a journal service liaison (Member 
Institution) and the individual journal’s editorial and management team 
(Journal Team). Within this model, TDL provides hosting and technical 
support for each journal. This includes providing help desk support directly 
to users of each journal site. Member institutions fund this service through 
their membership fees, and no hosting costs are passed on to individual 
journal teams. TDL also provides financial support to PKP, the open-source 
software home of the Open Journal Systems software, and coordinates the 
collaborative multi-institutional work of the membership. Additionally, TDL 
offers optional discounted access to Datacite DOIs through a Datacite group 
membership that it maintains. As previously noted, digital preservation and 
minting DOIs have costs typically external to the hosting software platform; 
these services for most consortia are often the responsibility of the individual 
publishing agent and/or their member institution. Because TDL offers dis-
counted access to creating DOIs, this assists libraries in cost-saving measures.

The shared resources and infrastructure provided by TDL allow member 
institutions to develop their own institution-specific library publishing pro-
grams. Member institutions designate a library staff or faculty member to 
serve as an institutional liaison between the TDL and the Journal Teams for 
journals they sponsor, and they can develop additional publishing services 
depending on the needs of their stakeholders and their staff capacity. Each 
member institution uses TDL’s journal hosting services differently, and the 
consortium provides an array of service models attesting to the flexibility of 
this approach. At one institution, for example, the Member Institution liai-
son acts as a de facto managing editor for each journal it sponsors, providing 
hands-on support for journal setup and day-to-day management. In another 
case, the library has offered retrospective digitization services for select jour-
nals with legacy content and support for bulk ingest of the digitized contents. 
At yet other institutions, the library provides “value-added” services, such as 
access to DOI minting or member-level ORCID integrations.
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The third stakeholder group essential to the operation of any journal is, of 
course, the journal’s editorial and management team. In the TDL model, this 
team represents the group managing day-to-day tasks of the journal, from 
setup to editorial workflows and policy development. In the TDL model, this 
group receives variable levels of support from their library institution for 
various publishing tasks and capabilities dependent on the library’s capacity.

Under the TDL service model for library publishing, all three stakeholder 
groups must collaborate to support the success of any given journal. Over 
time, the TDL and its community of members and users have evolved mecha-
nisms for collaboration and mutual support that provide not just the technol-
ogy infrastructure but also the social infrastructure for helping journals thrive 
within the library publishing context. To enhance the capabilities of TDL 
member libraries to support their institutional OA journals, TDL established 
the Texas Digital Library OJS User Group in 2019.

Formation of the TDL OJS User Group

The TDL OJS User Group was formed to bring together institutional 
liaisons managing the TDL-hosted OJS service on their individual cam-
puses to address policies and best practices and to formalize a community 
around shared strategies and improvements. Through monthly meetings, 
sub-groups, and a listserv that includes TDL staff, journal editors, and others 
involved in OJS journal publishing, the TDL OJS User Group has become an 
essential hub for shared knowledge and distributed expertise.

Upon the formation of the TDL OJS User Group, the members worked 
together to create a charter16 to outline the mission, organizational structure, 
and establish guidelines for services, initiatives, and goals. Members identi-
fied two primary goals for the user group: (1) utilize monthly meetings to 
develop knowledge around the OJS platform; and (2) develop and maintain a 
TDL OJS Guidebook for existing and potential journal managers and editors. 
The monthly meetings have underscored the diverse expertise of librarians 
and library staff and have fostered an informal professional development op-
portunity for everyone to learn about new tools and features in OJS, as well as 
to share tips and tricks for how to approach policies, outreach, and common 
questions. The TDL OJS User Group has evolved into a community of prac-
tice building on individual expertise and fostering opportunities for working 
together to provide better service at our individual campuses.

Monthly TDL OJS User Group meetings have developed into forums 
for shared expertise. In addition to general user group updates and sub-
committee work, monthly meeting topics will often be structured discussion  
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that falls into two categories: (1) hands-on sessions on a particular topic; 
or (2) broad discussions that may include guest speakers. The 2019–2021 
meetings have included hands-on topics such as the following: copyright and 
licensing; ORCID plug-in; minting DOIs at the journal issue and individual 
article levels; statistics and reporting; and theming and branding in OJS. 
Broader topic discussions have included building an editorial team, market-
ing and outreach, and policy development. Each month, a user group mem-
ber serves as a discussion lead to either share their own experience on a topic, 
demonstrate a particular tool, or facilitate bringing in an external speaker. 
Invited speakers over the last year have included a wide range of expertise 
from a representative from ORCID for an in-depth demonstration of the 
OJS plug-in to journal managers responsible for the theming and branding 
of a successful TDL-hosted OJS journal on their approach to facilitating peer 
review and submissions. One of the invited guest speakers who discussed 
journal management sparked a new idea for the consortium, a TDL OJS User 
Group listserv specifically for journal editors, managers, and others involved 
in the publication process. The guest speaker stated that as a journal editor 
and manager, they were often looking at other journals as competitors and, 
instead, they would find it helpful to have a network of journal managers to 
reach out to and draw on others’ expertise. The TDL OJS Journal Manag-
ers listserv now serves as an extension of the consortium model framework, 
facilitating communication across institutions to all the individuals involved 
in open access publishing with the TDL-hosted OJS service. TDL member 
liaisons in the OJS User Group, as well as journal editors, managers, and 
other staff, now have an additional opportunity to grow the community of 
shared knowledge and build a network of expertise.

While the work of the TDL OJS User Group is ongoing and evolving, one 
concrete outcome has been the development of the Texas Digital Library 
Guidebook: Setting Up an Open Access Journal.17 Originally envisioned as 
separate guides targeting certain topical areas, such as considerations for pro-
spective journal managers, a how-to manual for starting a new open access 
journal, and tips and tricks for successfully managing a publication, the TDL 
OJS User Group instead decided to create one inclusive, but not exhaustive, 
guidebook that combines all of the concepts. The goal for the Texas Digital 
Library Guidebook version 1 released in Fall 2021 was to offer a starting point 
for new journal managers and to serve as a reference that can be built upon 
and improved over time with updates on open access publishing and emerg-
ing trends in the field. The next sections provide examples of open access 
publishing best practices from two member libraries: Texas A&M and Sam 
Houston State University.
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Texas A&M University Libraries

As detailed in Figure 10.1 earlier in the chapter, out of the seventy-five 
OJS journals supported by TDL, twenty-seven are affiliated with Texas A&M 
(TAMU). For general OJS questions, only two TAMU librarians, from the 
Office of Scholarly Communication, contribute minimal time responding 
to the initial maintenance inquiries from all of the journals, so the list of 
services provided is not extensive. Still, thanks to the technical support from 
the consortium, much is accomplished with very little staffing. In addition 
to this general support, there is also an ongoing prototyping of an open ac-
cess incubator model tied to professional organization periodicals, including 
conversion from legacy print volumes performed by Preservation’s scanning 
operation, as well as metadata creation (down to the article level) by the 
Metadata Management unit. In addition, some web customization has been 
possible with the help of a cataloging staff member interested in gaining those 
skills. Two completed projects to date include:

• The Bovine Practitioner: https://journals.tdl.org/bovine/index.php/bovine/
• Proceedings of the Annual Conference (American Association of Bovine 

Practitioners): https://journals.tdl.org/bovine/index.php/AABP/

The secret to TAMU’s OJS success has been to be clear that open access 
journal publishing services are largely self-service, and the editors must 
shoulder the bulk of the work. After all, an editor-to-be, in taking on the re-
sponsibilities of making a credible academic journal happen, with substantive 
volumes and issues on a regular basis, must be realistic about the expecta-
tions involved in shepherding a journal to advance the scholarship in a field 
of study. Similarly, a library, in starting down a path for OJS support, also 
wants that service to succeed, not just for local faculty to benefit but also for 
the greater good of open access and also must be realistic about expectations.

With over two dozen journals affiliated with Texas A&M that are admin-
istered via the TDL OJS platform, the librarians have ample opportunity to 
both seek and share advice from our librarian colleagues in a shared interest 
group. The library has journals that have just started and some that have 
been terminated and archived. Some successful journals use the full available 
workflow in OJS, from submissions and editing to openly accessible publica-
tions. Another successful journal only uses the editorial workflow, with con-
tent presentation outside of OJS. For some journals, as mentioned earlier, the 
library team has digitized issues from the print legacy beginnings continuing 
to the present with current born-digital issues. While other journals have 
editors who are models of cooperation, others are completely unresponsive. 
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Simply put, each journal is different, but for each, the library team must be 
realistic about the roles that the librarians and journal editors play. At Texas 
A&M, it is the responsibility of editors and their teams to invest time in learn-
ing how to operate the software using the excellent OJS training materials 
from PKP. Librarians supporting OJS in the Texas A&M Libraries limit their 
contribution to technical concerns, getting the journals up and running, and 
maintaining service. To invest too much time and resources would set the 
journal editors up for failure and overcommit the library’s small service team.

Sam Houston State University Libraries

The support for OJS journals is part of the Digital Initiatives area in the 
Technical Services Department at Sam Houston State University. The library 
supports six journals with the support of TDL and approximately 25 percent 
of the time of one librarian. These journals range from student works to well-
established journals that decided to go online only and needed help setting 
up and running the journal.

The TDL OJS user group benefits Sam Houston State University Libraries 
through the ability to see how other members support their journals. These 
differences were eye-opening for Sam Houston State University because the 
program is still relatively young. The library initially believed that extensive 
contact and support were required and was overly encouraging and involved 
with journal support. The library was often involved in setup, policy develop-
ment, training, and answering all types of questions for multiple journals. 
The library team would send out emails offering to help when an issue had 
not come out in a while and got overly involved in the success of the journals. 
While this may not be wrong, library personnel were concerned about main-
taining a high level of involvement as the number of journals increased. 

Learning that other libraries did not offer this level of support was reas-
suring. The library team could use a different support model and still help 
journal editors succeed. While the library still helps with setup and training, 
it has slowed down its outreach and offers less help to journal editors. Setting 
boundaries about what the library can offer has helped set expectations for the 
journal editors. For example, they are responsible for keeping up with their 
publishing schedule. Although some journal editors still email the library for 
support and technical questions, others now only contact the library when 
there is an access problem. Not all journal managers have noticed the support 
changes, and the librarian has appreciated having a more reasonable workload.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 A Consortium Approach to Library Publishing 193

Recommendations

Over the last few years, academic libraries striving to support open access 
publishing have started adopting programs that provide software support.18 
Although an individual institution can develop local policy structures with fi-
nancial backing and staff with expertise, it is not a feasible or sustainable model 
for many academic libraries with limited financial resources or staff. Only 
providing the software publishing tools is not a sustainable model for libraries 
either, as it fails to address the overall complexities of managing journals.19

Many online publishing systems, such as the Open Journal System, are 
open-source platforms, and although an option for any academic library or 
institution to launch a journal, there are numerous considerations to sustain-
ing a successful journal that publishes academic research. Open-source sys-
tems, with their numerous benefits and advantages, do not equate to a “free of 
cost” model. The open-source software needs to be maintained, updated, and 
improved by the wider community. In this sense, it is equally important for 
any open access journal, regardless of platform, to be sustained and supported 
by a larger community involved in its success. It takes a village.

The consortium model presented through the TDL OJS User Group repre-
sents both a shared infrastructure through a hosted platform for open access 
journal publishing and a shared community of support. The model repre-
sents a balance between library publishing models of “library as platform” 
and “library as publisher” as it tries to strike a balance between community 
needs and available library resources and expertise. This model allows the 
consortium to reduce costs through shared infrastructure, expand distributed 
expertise through collaboration, and reduce library staff effort through a dis-
tributed workload.

There are, of course, limitations to the model. Early in the collaborations, 
the consortium members recognized the need for additional policy structure 
and institutional support to make individual journals successful. A review 
of all TDL-hosted OA journals clearly showed that journals run by editorial 
teams that had limited interactions with their library staff or TDL tended to 
fail. Likewise, those editorial teams that failed to take significant responsibil-
ity for the management of the OJS system also had journals that tended to 
fail. Since TDL has established clear policies and guidelines on the roles and 
responsibilities of the TDL staff, library staff, and journal teams and has iden-
tified the critical services that journal teams require, the consortium has been 
much more successful at establishing and sustaining TDL-hosted OA journals.
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Publications Oversight Board for  
Open Access Journals at the  

University of Memphis

A Case Study

Caitlin Harrington and Kenneth Haggerty

As technological advances and financial pressures have changed the 
landscape of scholarly research and publishing, the library is uniquely 

positioned to play a new role in scholarly communication: the open access 
publisher. In Spring 2021, the University of Memphis’s (UofM) University Li-
braries (UL) embarked on a collaborative endeavor to transform their Digital 
Commons digital repository into a platform to host open access (OA) jour-
nals and to develop a Publications Oversight Board (hereafter Board), com-
posed of UL personnel and campus stakeholders, for managing OA journals. 
As a public institution with a limited resource budget, the UL has been unable 
to financially support OA publishing on campus by funding article process-
ing charges (APCs) for faculty, negotiating transformative read-and-publish 
licenses with publishers, or supporting crowdsourced OA efforts. Therefore, 
when the UL migrated their digital repository to a platform with OA journal-
hosting capabilities, there was finally a sustainable opportunity to support OA 
publishing by hosting OA journals in the UofM Digital Commons.

This chapter presents a case study of how the UL at the UofM collabo-
rated with internal and external stakeholders to develop the Board for OA 
journals. This project has brought together interested campus colleagues 
who possess expertise in various areas of scholarly communications, includ-
ing metadata and licensing, journal editing, OA publishing, and supporting 
digital repositories in order to expand the UL’s mission of facilitating OA 
scholarly publishing. The authors discuss the primary purpose of the Board 
and its role in reviewing OA journal proposals to ensure that each submis-
sion meets standards set for the platform. The Board’s principal concerns 
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have been the creation of a useable Memorandum of Understanding and 
other applicable policies, marketing the newly created publishing platform, 
determining reasonable barriers for entry that encourage participation, and 
maintaining a high-quality standard.

Literature Review

Open access publishing is a movement that has gained momentum over the 
last two decades, and as the expected providers of information in academic 
settings, libraries have become more involved in providing OA resources to 
students, faculty, and staff. This includes open educational resources (OER), 
in which many libraries have launched initiatives to promote OER for in-
structional use.1 According to Mihoko Hosoi, the Associate Dean for Collec-
tion, Research, and Scholarly Communications at Penn State University, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has “resulted in an increased interest in open access 
publishing.”2 Academic libraries may demonstrate support of OA publish-
ing through a variety of ways, including efforts that require funding, such as 
APCs for faculty and crowdsourced OA efforts, and those that support OA 
through discoverability and metadata, such as activating OA collections in 
the knowledgebase or discovery layer, or including OA content in LibGuides.3

Options for OA Publishing

OA publishing is commonly divided into two models: green and gold. 
Green OA involves self-archiving, usually in an online subject or institutional 
repository. Due to the restrictions of publishing agreements, it is common for 
only pre-printed versions of the text to be archived. Gold OA is character-
ized by the publishers making the content freely available online without any 
embargo or subscription requirements. Both green and gold OA publishing 
models incur additional costs for the author or the author’s funding source. 
Green OA requires that an author have access to a repository, preferably 
one with sufficient metadata and indexing results on the web.4 Subject and 
institutional repositories may be maintained by a professional society or an 
academic or research institution. While green OA has grown in popularity, 
access to an institutional repository is far from ubiquitous to researchers at 
colleges and universities in the United States. The global Directory of Open 
Access Repositories, OpenDOAR, reports 795 institutional repositories in 
the United States,5 while the National Center for Education Statistics reports 
that there were 2,679 four-year, degree-granting institutions during the 
2019–2020 academic year.6 This comparison of figures indicates that less than 
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one-third of degree-granting, four-year institutions in the United States offer 
an institutional repository.

Publishers have developed alternative fundings models to support gold 
OA publications, most notably APCs and transformative licensing agree-
ments. APCs are a publication charge assigned to an author who desires, or 
is required by a funding agency, to publish their research OA. Gali Halevi 
and Samantha Walsh’s recent study found that 50 percent of respondents at 
Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai include the cost of APCs in funding 
applications, while 16 percent of respondents will pay APCs personally.7 The 
transformative license agreement model, also known as a read-and-publish 
or publish-and-read agreement, is another mechanism by which gold OA 
publishing is funded. These agreements vary significantly between publishers 
and subscribing institutions, but their common purpose is for an institution 
to fund both subscription access to published content (read) and OA publish-
ing costs (publish). Critics of transformative licensing agreements point out 
that instead of lowering barriers for OA publishing, they simply move the 
institutional paywall from access to publishing.8

Role of the Library in OA Publishing

The library has long served as a resource to access published scholarly 
content. However, with the technological developments of institutional 
repositories and open journal publishing platforms, this role has expanded 
beyond subscriber and into publisher. Presently, libraries are engaging in a 
variety of OA publishing activities, some of which are outside the traditional 
journal and monograph publishing methods. Hosting digital content online 
has provided opportunities for libraries to digitize and publish their own col-
lections and archival documents, along with OER, datasets, digital humanities 
projects, and more as scholarly communications continue to evolve.9

While there is a spectrum of publishing services that a library may offer, on-
line hosting is a common core service. Expanded options to improve discover-
ability include assigning a digital object identifier (DOI) to all hosted content or 
registering an international standard serial number (ISSN) for published jour-
nal titles.10 Library publishing services may take a more hands-off approach to 
publishing than the traditional university press. For librarians and information 
experts, metadata and discoverability have a richer and more well-developed 
history in libraries than editorial considerations and workflows.

Challenges with OA Publishing

With the increased interest in OA, libraries face many challenges in meeting 
the new demand for OA resources. A study by Katie Wilson, Cameron Neylon, 
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Lucy Montgomery, and Chun-Kai Huang found that although library websites 
provide information on access policies, these policies need to be extended 
to include OA resources because outdated policies can result in differences 
between an institution’s OA policies and the library’s policies.11 Rachel Scott, 
Caitlin Harrington, and Ana Dubnjakovic’s 2019 study found that, over-
whelmingly, academic libraries are not incorporating OA into library policies 
at the department level, including collection development and cataloging.12

Lack of sufficient indexing and metadata also impacts the discoverability 
of OA journals. In order to reach the widest possible readership, scholarly 
journals need to be indexed by leading databases in the journal’s field. This 
can present challenges for library-published OA journals because their non-
traditional publishing practices may subject them to bias. Charlotte Roh and 
Vanessa Gabler highlight this bias in their difficulty with getting the peer-
reviewed journal Central Asian Journal of Global Partners, published OA by 
the University of Pittsburgh, indexed in Scopus.13

Other challenges documented include library technologies that are not 
able to “cater [to] the complexities of OA, particularly hybrid OA where 
title-level metadata about OA status do not necessarily match article-level 
metadata.”14 Daniel Tracy’s study explored the challenge of readers’ experi-
ences and preferences in library publishing and found that much of the data 
about readers’ user experience and behaviors goes unused.15 This is further 
complicated by the limited control libraries have over third-party publish-
ing software, which prioritizes convenience over customization. Other 
obstacles noted in the literature include creating a successful library pub-
lishing program, which introduces the need to develop intellectual property 
policies and, in many cases, a business model. Many of these complications 
were outlined in Lauren Collister, Timothy Deliyannides, and Sharon 
Dyas-Correia’s article on the library as publisher, which details a half-day 
preconference on the benefits of library publishing programs.16 Tina Neville 
and Camielle Crampsie also described other barriers, such as developing a 
system for OA journal selection.17

Need for Policy Development

Because OA publishing is still a new venture for many libraries, the devel-
opment of policies can go a long way to creating a sustainable and successful 
publication. Jenny Hoops and Sarah Hare shared library publishing resources 
that early adopters created to aid those just getting into publishing.18 These 
examples include editorial checklists for library personnel that are new to 
the inner workings of scholarly publishing, along with clearly defined re-
sponsibilities so that the publishing efforts may continue after the creators 
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have moved on. In fact, although many libraries have experienced success in 
OA journal publishing, institutions lack the robust policy development and 
promotion needed to appropriately address concerns with OA. For example, 
Christine Fruin and Shan Sutton found that “librarians must be able to suc-
cinctly articulate the policy’s benefits, confidently address any questions 
raised by faculty, and engage in nuanced discussion about the policy and its 
ramifications.”19 This need to develop policies that recognize and address the 
potential challenges and opportunities of OA led the UL at the UofM to create 
the Publications Oversight Board before beginning the process of OA journal 
publishing using Digital Commons.

Case Study: University of Memphis

The UofM is a public university, with an R1 Carnegie Classification of high 
research activity, located in the mid-sized city of Memphis, Tenessee. The 
UofM reports a Fall 2021 faculty of 1,027 and enrollment of 21,622 students. 
The UL at the UofM is comprised of the main campus library, Ned R. Mc-
Wherter Library, and three branch libraries. The UL has approximately sixty-
eight employees and an annual resource budget of three million dollars. As 
of December 2021, the Digital Commons is managed by one full-time faculty 
member, with input and support from the Publications Oversight Board.

Although the UL at the UofM has played a significant role in identifying 
and promoting OER both before and during the pandemic, the library has 
historically been unable to financially support more robust OA publishing 
efforts. There have been occasional funds contributed to crowdsourcing ef-
forts, but otherwise, a flat resource budget has made it impossible to provide 
ongoing financial support toward OA publishing. The UL also provides re-
search guides and other access to existing OA journals and content but has 
run into technical issues incorporating OA resources into the library catalog. 
For example, OA collections that are managed by a third-party vendor, such 
as EBSCO, may not be maintained with the same diligence as subscription 
content and are frequently reported for inaccuracy and access errors.

The Digital Commons at the UofM was created in early 2021 as a platform 
to host the UL’s digital archives and the electronic theses and dissertations 
of UofM graduates, to publish OA journals, and, eventually, to function as 
an institutional repository for faculty scholarship. As of November 2021, the 
UofM offers no options for green OA publishing because there is not an insti-
tutional repository where faculty and researchers can deposit their scholarly 
work. Although there are plans for the Digital Commons to host UofM’s in-
stitutional repository, thereby providing an option for green OA publishing, 
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the functionality and infrastructure have yet to be developed. Although the 
UL previously had a digital repository for over a decade, its scope was limited 
to hosting digitized materials from the UL’s Special Collections and other 
local archival partners.

The UL began experimenting with institutional OA publishing in 2019 
when approached by a faculty member in the Music department who was 
seeking to revive an OA journal they were involved with called the Journal of 
Arts Entrepreneurship Education. After an evaluation of journal management 
systems, the UL initially contracted with PKP Publishing Services to host this 
journal. Because the existing digital repository was no longer meeting the 
growing needs of the UL, and the labor of maintaining the digital repository 
and journal hosting platform separately was inconvenient, the UL eventually 
sought a new platform for both hosting the digital archive and publishing fac-
ulty OA journals. After searching for a suitable replacement, the UL decided 
to partner with bepress, an “institutional repository software [that] features 
professional-grade publishing and faculty profiles tools [to] openly publish, 
manage and showcase the full spectrum of your institution’s research, schol-
arship and expertise.”20 The functionality of bepress has allowed the UL to 
develop a new digital repository that is not just a platform for digitized special 
collections but is an expanded Digital Commons with publishing capabilities.

Publications Oversight Board

The Board was created by the UL’s Executive Director and the Digital 
Initiatives Coordinator in Spring 2021. As the sole person responsible for the 
administration and maintenance of the Digital Commons, the Digital Initia-
tives Coordinator chairs the Board, with the UL Executive Director serving in 
an ongoing advising capacity. To create a diverse Board, the Digital Initiatives 
Coordinator and Executive Director sought to balance the representation of 
UL personnel with interested and knowledgeable campus colleagues.

In its current formation, the Board is composed of eight individuals: six 
UL personnel, one faculty member in the Music department, and the Execu-
tive Director of the Benjamin L. Hooks Institute, an interdisciplinary center 
promoting civil rights and social change at the UofM.21 The members were 
selected based on previous experiences and knowledge of OA publishing. 
For example, many members either serve as an editor-in-chief or are on the 
editorial board for an OA journal. Also, the Digital Initiatives Coordinator 
and UL Executive Director sought to ensure that a variety of departments 
from the UL had representation on the Board. Thus, the Music Library, 
Health Sciences Library, Information Access Services, Special Collections, 
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Administration Department, and Research & Instructional Services are all 
represented on the Board. As outlined by the UL Executive Director, the 
Board’s purpose is the following:

to review and approve/reject the applications of potential editors of scholarly 
publications to ensure that the proposal addresses appropriate managerial 
and administrative considerations, identifies an editorial panel to ensure peer 
review, demonstrates the likelihood of author and reader support, reveals the 
presence of a management team to assure continuity, identifies commitment 
from administrative leadership, and makes the case for professional sustain-
ability, among other factors.22

Within the purview of UL but outside of the Board’s responsibility are any 
functions related to UL’s archival or Special Collections’ content or electronic 
theses and dissertations. Once a journal is selected for inclusion, the editorial 
team of the individual journal is solely responsible for journal content.

Purpose Statement and Criteria

As the first task, the Board needed to create documentation to define an 
official purpose statement and to construct criteria governing acceptance for 
OA journals published in Digital Commons. After the initial draft was created 
by the UL Executive Director, the board individually reviewed the documen-
tation during the summer of 2021. In August 2021, the Board reconvened 
to discuss potential changes, additions, and clarifications that needed to be 
made to the draft. Suggested changes were to remove the requirement for 
journals to be peer-reviewed to be accepted into the Digital Commons. Lead-
ing to the decision was the inclination to support a variety of journals, includ-
ing potential student organization publications and conference proceedings. 
Furthermore, even journals that publish peer review typically include a mix of 
editor-reviewed content as well. Journal applicants are encouraged to discuss 
peer review and/or any alternative practices they would employ for quality 
control. While peer review remains the standard for the UofM Digital Com-
mons, exceptions will be made as appropriate.

The Board also suggested adding more details on what the UL and the 
bepress platform would provide in terms of logistical and technical support. 
In addition, they requested clarification on the minimum acceptable role of 
UofM faculty in terms of the role they served within the journal itself and 
their title with the UofM. For example, could adjunct professors apply for a 
journal to be included in the Digital Commons? Also, could faculty members 
who served on a journal board but were not an editor of the journal apply on 
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behalf of the journal? After much debate, the Board decided to review each 
journal on a case-by-case basis but give preference to full-time faculty mem-
bers and faculty who serve in an editorial leadership position for the proposed 
journal. To support analyzing each journal on a case-by-case basis, a journal 
proposal form was created so the Board could examine each journal’s criteria.

The journal proposal form includes the following information: the con-
tact information of the UofM faculty, staff, or student submitting the form; 
journal information such as the title; the current owner of the journal; the 
journal editors and board members; and several questions to help the Board 
determine if the journal is suitable for the Digital Commons. For example, 
what is the purpose of the journal, and how would the Digital Commons 
help fulfill the journals objectives? Also, what types of content will be 
published in the proposed journal (e.g., research, essays, reviews, etc.)? 
Additional information requested includes whether the journal is a new 
or existing journal, if the journal uses Creative Commons licenses, and the 
history of the journal, such as how it was created and the format/amount/
availability of back content. After each journal proposal form is submit-
ted, the Board reviews the proposal and accepts or rejects it based on the 
journal producing “academically grounded, discipline-focused, relevant, 
and contemporaneous scholarship” that represents “prevailing standards of 
research and writing relevant to the discipline.”

Memorandum of Understanding

Once accepted to be included in the Digital Commons, the journal repre-
sentative is required to complete a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). 
The US Department of Homeland Security defines an MOU as a “legal docu-
ment describing a bilateral or multilateral agreement between/among parties. 
It constitutes a legally binding contract when properly executed (i.e., signed) 
by all the parties.”23 Using sample text and examples provided by bepress 
and the draft of the purpose statement and criteria, the Digital Initiatives 
Coordinator created a draft MOU to be shared with the UofM legal counsel. 
The MOU is composed of four sections: prologue, grant of rights, duties, and 
miscellaneous.

In Section 1 (prologue), the purpose of the document and associated par-
ties were identified. Section 1 contains the following elements:

• Purpose statement of why the University Libraries, University of Mem-
phis is making web hosting services available to journals associated with 
the University of Memphis community.
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• Identification of the Digital Commons as the platform for Open Access 
Journal Publishing

• Statement identifying the purpose of the POB
• Identification of Publisher and Journal

While drafting Section 1 was straightforward, complications and ques-
tions arose when drafting Sections 2 through 4. In Section 2, the sponsor or 
publisher must declare who holds or will hold copyright over the journal. 
Initially, the MOU provided three options for the sponsor or publisher to 
declare copyright. However, after a discussion among Board members, it 
was decided to simplify the process and eliminate the third option, which 
was granting the UL ownership of the e-journal. Thus, the final version of 
the MOU provides two options:

• The publisher retains ownership with “full authority to enter into” the 
agreement but agrees to assign the University of Memphis a non-exclu-
sive right “to distribute and publicly display the contents of this publica-
tion on the University of Memphis Digital Commons.”

• The University of Memphis will hold copyright over the e-journal in-
cluding, but not limited to, “title, digital files, and all rights, if any, to 
content or articles granted by authors.” This option would be selected if 
the journal does not have any existing owner or publisher.

The expectation is most journals will already have a publisher and decide 
to retain copyright but allow the UofM the right to distribute and display the 
journal in the Digital Commons (Option 1). However, in the rare instance 
that the journal does not have an existing owner, publisher, or sponsor, Op-
tion 2 allows the journal editor to designate the UofM as the owner.

In Section 3, the duties of the UL, the Board, and the Sponsor/Publisher are 
outlined. The responsibilities of the UL include:

• Making journal content available through the Digital Commons free of 
charge,

• Providing editors 24/7 Digital Commons access to manage journal con-
tent, and

• Advising editors on improving and maximizing the visibility of the 
journal.

It was decided that the UL would primarily serve as a software technical 
support provider only since the libraries will not play a role in making content 
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decisions pertaining to the individual journals themselves. The same is true 
for the Board after journals are approved for publication. The responsibilities 
of the Board include:

• Reviewing and approving journals for publication and advising journal 
editors on the applicable standards and procedures,

• Communicating publication recommendations to the Provost, and
• Notifying the publisher of a written notice if hosting services are dis-

continued.

After journals are approved to be included in the Digital Commons, most 
of the work then falls on the publisher of the journal to create and maintain 
the journal. These responsibilities include:

• Determining the content of the journal, obtaining peer reviews when 
appropriate, appointing editorial boards, and formulating policies for 
the journal;

• Obtaining author agreements;
• Participating fully in designing the journal interface, creating a style 

guide, and training editors how to use the Digital Commons; and
• Providing the Board with a written notice six months prior to discon-

tinuing the agreement with the understanding that the Digital Com-
mons may continue to host journal content during the time period of 
the agreement.

Originally, the final section of the MOU was solely for the authorized 
signatures of the publisher representative, the procurement representation, 
and the UL, after which each party has ninety days to provide written no-
tice of its intent to terminate. However, after creating the initial MOU, the 
draft was sent to the UofM legal counsel for review and final approval. As 
expected, legal counsel’s primary suggestions revolved around protecting the 
University from any potential claims, damages, penalties, and fees that might 
arise from the agreement. Legal counsel suggested adding a section to outline 
miscellaneous items along with authorized signatures, which included force 
majeure, no agency, insurance claims, non-exclusivity, and compliance with 
laws. Force majeure states that the obligations can be voided “in the event of 
an occurrence beyond the parties’ control that could not be avoided by the 
exercise of due care, including, but not limited to, acts of God, riots, wars, 
epidemics or pandemics, declaration of a federal, state or local state of emer-
gency, or any other similar occurrence or cause.” The insurance and claims 
sub-section states that the “State of Tennessee is self-insured and does not 
carry or maintain commercial general liability insurance.” The no-agency 
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and non-exclusivity sub-sections were about clarifying that the agreement 
is in no way to be interpreted as creating an agency or an exclusive relation-
ship between the parties. Legal counsel also recommended that statements 
be included that declare that each party “shall comply with applicable laws.”

The creation of the MOU has demonstrated that OA journal publishing 
needs to be a collaborative effort to successfully produce documentation to 
protect all involved parties. By including librarians, potential journal pub-
lishers/sponsors, and the UofM Legal Counsel in the process of creating an 
MOU, the interests of each party were represented.

Digital Commons Journal Setup Form

After acceptance of the proposal and signing the MOU, the final docu-
ment the editor or sponsor must complete is the Digital Commons Journal 
Setup form.24 This form helps bepress create the proper formatting, workflow, 
and page design specific for each journal. Journal editors have the option of 
choosing a design that matches the Digital Commons, a design that is more 
unique with a customized banner, or a design that is completely independent 
from the look and feel of the Digital Commons. Journal editors/sponsors are 
also able to include a logo, images, and cover art specific to the journal. After 
journals are approved by the Board, the initial setup of the journals requires 
back-end configuration by the bepress technical support. However, after the 
initial setup of design and formatting is set, responsibility of the journal falls 
primarily on the editorial board and reviewers of the journals themselves.

Moving Forward with OA Publishing

In Fall 2021, before the UL’s OA journal publishing platform had formally 
launched and begun advertising its services, the Board had five titles under 
consideration. The Journal of Arts Entrepreneurship Education will become 
the flagship title of the Digital Commons, which the UL began hosting on the 
PKP Publishing Services platform in 2019. Additional titles under consider-
ation by the Board have come from UofM faculty that serve in a management 
or editorial capacity for an OA journal that has been stagnant, has lost its 
hosting platform, is newly formed, or is under new leadership. Two of the 
potential journals are newly created by professors at the UofM and are in the 
early stages of development and publication: Findings in Sport, Hospitality, 
Entertainment, and Event Management and an unnamed/unhosted journal 
that will focus on “technology-integration lesson plans for teacher educators.” 
Other potential journals are standing titles looking for a change/upgrade in 
hosting platform: the West Tennessee Historical Society Publications and the 
Benjamin Hooks Policy Papers.
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Marketing and Outreach

The current roster of OA journals under the Board’s consideration was all 
the result of individual inquiries by interested faculty members. The ongoing 
success of the Digital Common’s OA journal publishing will require regular 
title additions to the platform. Marketing efforts by the Board were postponed 
until the MOU was approved, but in the meantime, the Board was consid-
ering targeted marketing efforts. Mass campus communication is limited, 
which prohibits the Board from contacting all UofM faculty and staff via a 
general email, so marketing of the Digital Commons OA journals publishing 
will require collaboration with various campus entities. The UofM publishes 
a weekly marketing newsletter, “This Week,” which is distributed to all stu-
dents, faculty, and staff, where the Board plans to introduce the Digital Com-
mons. The authors anticipate that UofM’s Division of Research & Innovation 
will be interested collaborators due to their extensive involvement in campus 
research and scholarship.

Ongoing Maintenance

Ongoing maintenance is a matter of significant consideration for the long-
term success of the Digital Commons OA Journal Publishing. With approval 
of the MOU secured, the Board will reconvene to create reasonable require-
ments that OA journal editorial boards must meet for the UofM’s Digital 
Commons to continue publishing their journal. Current considerations for 
sustaining a journal include:

• Regularity of the publishing schedule;
• Editorial affiliation with UofM; and
• Continuity of editorial management.

As the only Board member with essential job duties related to the Digital 
Commons, the Digital Initiatives Coordinator will serve as the primary indi-
vidual responsible for the ongoing maintenance of the Digital Commons’ OA 
journals publishing. Other members of the Board will have the opportunity 
to rotate off the Board at a regular interval of two years.

Faculty Attitudes Toward OA Publishing

As the first effort by the UL and the UofM to publish OA journals, the suc-
cess of this project in the future will depend on the interest and participation 
from UofM faculty. The attitude of UofM faculty toward OA publishing will 
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be explored by the authors and other members of the Board moving for-
ward. For scholars, OA publishing comes with the association of high cost, 
usually due to APCs. Those UofM faculty working in editorial or manage-
ment capacities of OA journals already possess a supportive or approving 
attitude toward OA publishing, and are therefore a good group to work with 
for starting collaborative projects. As the profile of the Digital Commons 
expands to include an IR, the UL must develop its approach to encourage 
archiving practices among faculty. At this time, the UofM does not have an 
endorsement or requirement around archiving faculty scholarship, and any 
steps toward such a measure will require widespread buy-in from UofM 
faculty and administration.

Conclusion

Still in its early stages of development, the UofM OA journal publishing plat-
form’s success will depend on ongoing collaboration with campus stakehold-
ers. The ability to borrow existing language from a local software provider 
for the MOU, along with effective communication with the University’s legal 
services, were crucial for the MOU’s timely approval. The authors recom-
mend that libraries seeking to develop their own OA journal publishing 
workflow recruit faculty and campus stakeholders that are known supporters 
of OA publishing.

Like many academic libraries, the UL faces a flat budget and staff shortages, 
so the creation of the Board will be essential for the long-term sustainability of 
publishing OA journals. With only one person responsible for managing the 
Digital Commons, it would be impossible to maintain high-quality OA jour-
nal titles while also tending to the other components of the Digital Commons. 
To ensure a sustainable OA publishing program, the authors suggest that 
responsibilities be well defined for both the dedicated library faculty or staff, 
along with the roles for the oversight board, such as the Board at the UofM.

As libraries continue to develop their own publishing practices, they may 
depart drastically from the traditional scholarly models that have dominated 
the field. The expansion of OA library publishing has the potential to address 
information inequities and perhaps mitigate some publishing practices that 
have become increasingly unsustainable for library budgets. Library publish-
ing ties the researcher more closely to the library for the entire lifecycle of 
their project—from early research stages to the published work. For library 
publishing to affect permanent disruption to the traditional publishing 
model, libraries will need to publish sustainable and high-quality OA for the 
researchers they serve and beyond.
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12

Leveraging Research Information 
Management to Center the  
Library as Campus Leader

Clarke Iakovakis, Megan Macken, and Matt Upson

By administering the new university-wide Research Information 
Management (RIM) system, a software platform providing a single 

source of data on faculty biographical information, scholarship, teaching, 
grants, and service activities, the Oklahoma State University (OSU) Librar-
ies have positioned themselves as a campus leader. Through the process of 
recommending, selecting, promoting, implementing, and supporting the 
RIM system, the library has developed new partnerships, established itself 
as a campus expert on scholarly communication, and shifted from a service 
provider to a valued collaborator.

Developing connections across the university, as well as within the library, 
has been vital to the successful adoption of this new area of research support. 
The library’s representation among the Associate Deans for Research and ex-
isting network of connections with faculty has served as a strong foundation 
for building trust with additional administrative units, such as information 
technology, human resources, and the offices of research communications, 
the registrar and grants, as well as new faculty contacts across campus.

Administering RIM systems requires a diverse and unique set of technical 
and professional competencies, many of which librarians have already devel-
oped, including a broad experience ethically managing research information, 
working with vendors, and building and cultivating relationships. While 
traditional academic librarian skills—such as training faculty, collecting cita-
tions, and working with metadata—may be utilized, more peripheral skills—
such as mining and modeling data, working with application programming 
interfaces (APIs), and database development—may also be brought together 
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to help faculty manage and promote their research output. Furthermore, 
managing the system has opened up excellent opportunities to lead discus-
sions pertaining to privacy, responsible interpretation and use of bibliometric 
indicators, open access, and other campus priorities, such as community en-
gagement and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Because 
of its expertise in research information, the library has become instrumental, 
not as a service provider but as a partner in many university processes for the 
first time. This case study describes OSU Libraries experience implementing 
a RIM system, with a specific focus on adapting existing library roles and 
cultivating technical skills to position librarians as research information man-
agement experts on campus.

Literature Review

A RIM system provides comprehensive data on faculty biographical infor-
mation, scholarship, teaching, grants, and service activities from a single 
platform. European universities began developing RIM systems in the 1990s, 
predominantly to help them meet government reporting requirements.1 A 
number of open source and proprietary RIM systems have since been de-
veloped, and many universities across the globe have either adopted one of 
these tools or created their own.2 In March 2021, OCLC Research convened a 
team to explore “Research Information Management Practices in the United 
States,” citing the “characteristically decentralized” course that RIM practices 
at US universities have taken, involving “a complex variety of stakeholders” 
and “similarly complex mix of use cases.”3 A 2017 position paper by the same 
organization sought to define the library’s role in RIM, asserting that librarian 
specialization in multiple facets of “research lifecycle support” makes them 
“critical partners” in institutional research information management.4

A growing body of literature reflects the fact that research information 
management has become a central area of professional concentration for 
some academic librarians.5 Specifically, librarians are well-positioned to 
provide thoughtful leadership in collecting and modeling data structures for 
capturing institutional data in RIM systems. This may include, for instance, 
developing crosswalks to integrate data across multiple existing systems, 
harvesting author identifiers and bibliographic metadata from publications 
databases, and configuring the RIM system to deposit to and extract schol-
arship from institutional repositories (IRs). Libraries have long supported 
instruction and outreach to authors in the usage of research identity tools to 
ensure their work is accurately attributed to them, and this expertise can be 
channeled into aggregating these identifiers and the metadata associated with 
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them for use in the campus RIM system.6 However, although the competen-
cies required for research information management may have some overlap 
with those required for data curation, research on the subject of RIM-specific 
skills is in the early stages. Besiki Stvilia, Dong Joon Lee, and Na-eun Han 
provide an excellent starting point for understanding the scope and effective-
ness of research information services, including how libraries can learn more 
about obstacles and approaches to RIM system adoption.7

Librarian Roles and Perspectives on Research Information

Libraries collect books written by affiliated researchers in their stacks and 
archives and the articles, presentations, and the research data of faculty and 
students in their institutional repositories. The associated author data and in-
formation about publications, when curated specifically for campus authors, 
may be collectively identified as research information. Libraries manage this 
information in library systems, and librarians catalog books and contribute to 
name authorities. Additionally, they provide training on managing citations 
in Zotero or EndNote and developing researcher profiles in ORCID.

Along with author and publication data, RIM systems may incorporate 
other aspects of the public life of the university typically recorded on a cur-
riculum vitae and less frequently collected by the library. This may include 
grants, student advising, courses taught, and editorial and service activities, 
as well as other types of “publications” such as artworks, musical perfor-
mances, and digital projects. An annual appraisal and development or tenure 
review process may be tied into the system as well. While these activities are 
less familiar data points for libraries, librarians on the tenure track are quite 
familiar with tenure review processes, and instruction and subject librarians 
may be well acquainted with the professional, teaching, and service activities 
of instructors and researchers on campus.

A research information management system, as a catalog of sorts, is not 
immune from the shortcomings of other library information systems, includ-
ing those impacting the Dewey Decimal and Library of Congress Classifica-
tion Systems. The infrastructure of information retrieval reflects its cultural 
context and requires frequent reshaping to maintain relevance and to correct 
for biases.8 Since a variety of other systems—such as those for human re-
sources and grants—may be rolled into RIM systems to expose existing data 
for discovery, there is an opportunity either for flawed information models 
to be perpetuated or for librarians to enhance these systems by sharing their 
unique perspectives on systemic biases impacting research information. In 
RIM systems specifically, human resources data and sensitive research raise 
privacy concerns. The inequity between faculty on the tenure track and  
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temporary instructors becomes apparent as faculty HR classifications include 
or exclude particular scholars automatically from the system. Other systems 
may only present primary investigators or lead instructors, continuing to 
obscure the hidden labor of the many contributors to these projects. An em-
phasis on quantifiable, monetizable research over less lucrative, more quali-
tative scholarship in the humanities may be reinforced; likewise, an undue 
weight may be placed on citation metrics. While a university’s strategic goals 
may address these concerns, their reporting systems, including the research 
information management system, may not adequately measure alternative 
forms of scholarship, particularly in the arts, community engagement, and 
the support networks that contribute to the university’s success. While librar-
ians may not single-handedly change these things, their unique experience 
with the ethical implications of information systems allows them to positively 
impact university information infrastructure and reporting by asking probing 
questions that illuminate these issues.

Case Study: Oklahoma State University Libraries

In the fall of 2018, representatives from the Oklahoma State University (OSU) 
Libraries became aware of an informal request from the president of the 
university regarding more comprehensive and frequent (possibly quarterly) 
updates on research publications by OSU faculty. This request was not made 
of the library, nor had the library been involved in the previous reporting of 
publications. At the time, reporting had been completed in a decentralized 
fashion, with department heads and colleges relaying data up to the Vice 
President for Research (VPR). By virtue of representation in the Associate 
Deans for Research (ADR) group, the library was privy to conversations 
about the state and nature of the reporting process and was able to intervene 
with suggestions regarding the possible implementation of a RIM system.

Representatives from the library felt it would be appropriate to exercise 
leadership in this scenario, as it is a central entity and a relatively neutral or 
disinterested party that recognizes the importance of local data ownership, 
has experience working with vendors, and could contextualize and offer guid-
ance on research metrics. Like many libraries, OSU’s library has historically 
been viewed as service-oriented and filling a support role. While the library’s 
role continues to shift to one of collaboration, this history—combined with its 
positioning at the literal and figurative center of campus and array of broad 
interests, expertise, and skills—has contributed to its status as a trusted me-
diator. Having a seat at the table with the ADRs and the VPR office positioned 
the library to easily make the case that they were capable and interested in 
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managing this project and that it made sense in terms of their expertise in 
managing scholarly publications and bibliometric data, a point that Rebecca 
Bryant et al. have emphasized.9 The timing of the request coincided with the 
hiring of the library’s first scholarly communications librarian, collections 
strategist, and digital scholarship librarian. These roles have allowed the li-
brary to better position itself to not only more significantly contribute to but 
also to drive the conversations the campus has had on research metrics and 
assessment, scholarly publishing, open access, and more.

That being said, even with some newfound expertise and a clear opportu-
nity for involvement, the library had never truly managed something of this 
scale, which spanned the breadth of campus and which would require signifi-
cant levels of buy-in and support from administrators, faculty, researchers, 
and staff. There were pockets of significant hesitation in the library due to 
the size of the project and possible “mission creep.” It became apparent early 
on that some boundaries and limitations on what is expected of the library 
would be necessary. Upon reflection and some internal conversation, the 
library team determined that much of the hesitation was due to a desire to 
manage expectations, which is arguably difficult for librarians, who are often 
positioned as service providers asked to perform certain tasks for, rather 
than with, faculty. In the authors’ personal experiences, librarians have often 
sought to say “yes” to requests to feel more relevant and involved, often at the 
expense of their own well-being and the ability to provide meaningful and 
consistent services. This project initially threatened to be a “yes” on a grand 
scale, with the risk of a limited team becoming inundated and overwhelmed 
not only by a daunting implementation process but also by the long-term 
management, maintenance, and promotion of the system. Indeed, Stvilia et 
al. found a “tension among motivations that shaped the object of a RIM activ-
ity” and a perceived “danger of not being able to complete a RIM service or 
project promised to a user”; therefore, “when determining the scope of a RIM 
project, RIM managers could be affected by the conflicting motivations of 
being helpful to researchers and safeguarding the reputation of their depart-
ment or library from the potential failure of a project.”10 Additionally, though 
it may be clear, it should be noted that this project constituted only portions 
of team members’ individual primary assignments. No one individual has 
more than roughly 15 to 20 percent of their position formally dedicated to 
this project. All the more reason to work to manage the effort with efficiency 
and good communication.

Therefore, this effort became an exercise in relationship building and ex-
pectation management. Key to this approach was the goal of positioning the 
library as a mediating agent. Again, the library has a demonstrated history of 
relationship building and trust on campus. Any effort that deals with percep-
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tions of faculty productivity, seems to position units against one another in 
a competitive stance, or has the appearance of administrative surveillance 
will naturally and rightfully be contested. A RIM system is a powerful tool by 
which an enormous amount of previously disparate and dispersed data can 
be collected and used, including what Christine Borgman has termed “grey 
data,” or the “data collected by universities about members of its community, 
including students, faculty, staff, visitors, patients, and other stakeholders.”11 
This puts the library in a position of power that should not be taken lightly, 
and privacy concerns have remained at the top of a list of priorities.12

One of the library team’s constant refrains, as a way to both build on the 
existing trust in the library and educate the campus, has been that the library 
is here to help faculty take ownership of the process and work with them to 
articulate how they want to use the system for their own purposes. The library 
does not want faculty to see this as something that is being foisted upon them. 
In fact, it is often noted that the library is attempting to play this mediating 
role by which administrators are made aware of the concerns of the faculty re-
garding metrics and how this data is used. The project team has presented to 
the campus faculty council on multiple occasions, keeping them apprised of 
activity, reaffirming the library’s role, and reassuring faculty. This messaging 
occurs in training sessions, as well. Again, there has been an intentional effort 
to position the library as an intermediary between faculty and administrators, 
promoting the benefits of the system that can be derived by the individual 
faculty member and the department rather than focusing on high-level re-
porting. It has been about recognizing that there are numerous stakeholders 
in this endeavor and tailoring the messaging to obtain significant buy-in from 
all parties. Up to this point in the process, the team believes they have been 
able to solidify the library’s reputation as a trusted entity who will both listen 
to faculty concerns and feedback and speak up when necessary.

As noted previously, one of the values and concerns the library brought to 
the table was the need to support a broad understanding of research metrics 
and help reassure some departments, which, traditionally, may not be as pro-
lific in terms of producing the type of content that shows up in the automated 
feeds for the system. The library has consistently communicated to faculty 
their intent to help an individual faculty member or department tell the story 
they want to tell about their scholarship. As representatives from Texas A&M 
University Libraries have stated regarding their own RIM efforts, a goal of 
the project should be to “support the ability of faculty/colleges to craft rich 
narratives of the significance and impact of their work.”13 As an example, the 
library has emphasized, from day one, a willingness and intent to work with 
those in arts and humanities to ensure that their work is accurately and fully 
represented within the system. As one of the project managers and authors 
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of this paper is the library’s Digital Scholarship Librarian, who has already 
gained the trust of these faculty through her work in supporting their schol-
arship, the authors feel that faculty recognize a commitment to ensuring that 
their work is appropriately considered. Additionally, the library has found an 
increasing number of opportunities to discuss the value and limitations of 
various research metrics with faculty and administrators. When the library 
is viewed as central to the management of this data, there will be naturally 
occurring opportunities for exerting influence on how that information 
should be used. To remain a trusted manager of this type of project, libraries 
should not only share and refer to documents such as the Leiden Manifesto 
and the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA) but also 
incorporate their tenets into the practice and processes by which this data is 
collected and used.14

Charting a Path Forward for Library Leadership  
in Research Information Management

Although some libraries do have a dedicated RIM system manager, the 
day-to-day work of the RIM system encompasses a skillset typically found 
across several positions in a library. At OSU, a small team comprising the As-
sociate Dean for Research and Learning Services, the scholarly communica-
tions librarian, and digital scholarship librarian led the implementation, with 
additional support from digital services and metadata librarians for specific 
tasks. Many functions overlap with metadata and liaison areas. Other relevant 
positions may be found in digital archives, repository services, digital scholar-
ship, digital asset management, digital curation, visual resources, electronic 
resources management, and other digital services positions. While many li-
braries are not large enough to support individual positions for each of these 
roles, and the responsibilities of these positions themselves vary widely, spe-
cific skills and experiences are the most useful for research information man-
agement: cultivating relationships, communication, and working with data.

Recommendations for Cultivating Relationships Relevant  
to RIM Systems

Though its name may suggest otherwise, a research information man-
agement system is centered on researchers. To create a useful RIM system, 
librarians need to know their researchers, just as they do to develop relevant 
collections and services. There are many effective ways of developing rela-
tionships, from “embedding” a librarian in a department, to getting coffee 
with a colleague, serving on committees, filling book orders, or even sheer 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



224 Clarke Iakovakis, Megan Macken, and Matt Upson

persistence. Connecting with patrons has traditionally been the role of liaison 
librarians, and RIM systems both profit from that experience and enhance 
the liaison relationship. The authors’ experiences confirm the findings of 
Shuheng Wu, Besiki Stvilia, and Dong Joon Lee: librarians can truly help 
improve processes that consume a lot of time and energy for researchers—
harvesting publications, making publications openly available, finding and 
generating citations for CVs, keeping track of service activities, and creating 
public profiles (through ORCID or a RIM system).15 It’s essential to know 
enough about how various community members—the university administra-
tor, the adjunct instructor, the research officer, the tenured faculty member, 
the post-doctoral researcher, the department head, the extension agent, or the 
graduate student who might interact with the system—to craft accurate user 
stories that increase both usability and usage of the RIM system.16 This could 
be a subject liaison who helps faculty with the RIM system and/or the subject 
liaison who works in tandem with RIM system specialists to develop avenues 
for communication. At OSU, both approaches have been effective. Although 
the scholarly services librarian conducted the initial RIM system trainings, 
liaisons were included as a familiar contact point for follow-up questions in 
addition to the RIM system implementation team.

RIM system management also allows the library to develop mutually ben-
eficial relationships with offices and individuals across campus with whom 
they may not typically work closely but who may need RIM system data for 
various purposes. For example, at OSU, the library collaborated with the 
Director of University Accreditation to design and launch a survey to collect 
the highest degree each faculty member held. While this data was required 
for university accreditation, it was also used to populate faculty profiles in the 
RIM system. Data from the Global Research Identifier Database (GRID) was 
integrated into the survey, which allowed normalization by institution name 
as well as geographical information, such as state, country, and even latitude/
longitude coordinates (of potential interest for downstream analysis). Fac-
ulty were given the option to provide data on other degrees they held, which 
would likewise be added to the system on their behalf. As a result, degrees for 
over 1,000 faculty members were added, which can be used for accreditation 
reporting, and faculty can display the data on their public profiles if they wish.

The ability to use a RIM system to quickly label and identify research on 
a given topic has already provided multiple opportunities for the library 
to handle queries from various units and plan for future approaches to 
highlighting publications and activities for a variety of purposes. For ex-
ample, in the spring of 2021, the VPR requested that ADRs provide a list 
of published or in-progress work on COVID-19. Even midway through the 
campus implementation process, the system was invaluable for providing a 
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solid basis for the creation of a report for campus stakeholders and provided 
further incentive to encourage faculty curation of their profiles. Another 
promising opportunity for relationship building has been with the School 
of Global Studies and Partnerships, which manages the campus reporting 
efforts on activities related to the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG). The ability to add custom label schemes for works and activi-
ties provides an easy mechanism by which researchers can indicate where 
their work engages with a particular goal, enabling the library to facilitate 
more complete and effective reporting.

Communication (Training, Listening, and Translating)

In a RIM system, researchers truly are the experts on their own research 
profile—they know exactly what type of data capture or support model works 
for them and what doesn’t, what is important for establishing their reputa-
tions and what they are indifferent about, and what is simply confusing and 
needs to change. User training sessions for RIM systems are similar to other 
types of technical trainings led by librarians, such as workshops on using 
instructional technologies or digital scholarship tools. These trainings can 
serve a dual purpose as opportunities for feedback, not simply conveying 
information about where to click. As researchers learn the system, they may 
share aspects that are difficult or nonsensical and reveal where their research 
does not fit into the data structure. Sometimes an improvement can be 
made—especially for annual processes like performance reviews or names of 
categories—and sometimes not, such as when the change suits one researcher 
but not the thousands of others on campus or would impact data fidelity. In 
either case, listening carefully to researchers can improve the user experience 
and further improve the relationship between the library and researchers.

Another aspect of developing training is documentation or a library guide 
for using the RIM system. Clearly documenting the system is another verifi-
cation check that the system is usable. If it’s difficult to write simple instruc-
tions or create brief, coherent training videos, then there may be room for 
improvement. OSU developed a “What Goes Where?” Table, adapted from 
the University of Georgia, for the RIM system support site to help researchers 
consistently enter information in its designated category.17

The implementation of a RIM system requires the support of IT profes-
sionals or a vendor who provides similar services to bring data from many 
sources into a single system. Librarians, who are familiar with these processes 
and professionals, are essential for interpreting complex technical informa-
tion between stakeholders. Data managers on campus may specialize in a sin-
gle data source or system and be unfamiliar with the concept of mapping data 
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from one system or schema to another that metadata librarians frequently 
encounter. The vendor, an expert on their system and experienced with many 
others, is a stranger to the particular customizations of university databases, 
especially homegrown ones. Faculty or administrators, who understand the 
final product—research information that appears in profiles or reports—may 
have difficulty with the terminology of IT professionals and vendors. At OSU, 
university administrators perceived librarians as professionals with the IT 
skills they lacked, but IT professionals saw librarians as having other skills, 
particularly content knowledge. Librarians can help interpret the meaning of 
the data for IT and the implications of data retrieval for faculty and adminis-
trators, in order to build a useful data structure for the RIM system that meets 
needs across colleges, departments, and disciplines.

Working with Data in the Research Lifecycle

Over the last several years, academic librarians have branched into a wid-
ening range of research support services at multiple points in the research 
lifecycle, bridging public and digital services. These include education and 
outreach on researcher identity systems, conducting text and data mining in 
bibliographic databases, collecting and interpreting bibliometric data, devel-
oping and teaching data and computational analysis skills, and stewarding 
digital institutional information. The competencies associated with services 
in these areas map well to those required for successful RIM system imple-
mentation and administration. Assuming leadership in supporting RIM sys-
tems provides further opportunities for deepening these skills and extending 
them into new areas.

Metadata and digital collections librarians already work with data in many 
of the ways needed to manage research information: developing crosswalks 
for data sharing across existing systems; applying or developing content stan-
dards, sometimes called a data dictionary; adopting or creating taxonomies or 
controlled vocabularies for tagging and pick lists; or building a data model for 
meaningful data capture. In practice, OSU purchased a RIM system designed 
for Tier One research institutions, whose main output are research articles 
and books. But those are not the only form of research and scholarship at 
OSU, a land-grant institution focused on outreach and community engage-
ment. The university’s extension program offers everything from television 
programming to fire service training and research-based publications, called 
fact sheets, on topics ranging from agriculture and economic development to 
family and consumer sciences. This publication type did not fit neatly into the 
existing categories in the RIM system, so, in dialogue with the extension spe-
cialists, the RIM implementation team created a place for faculty to enter that 
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data. Veterinary Clinical Sciences, one of the OSU RIM system pilot depart-
ments, is another good example. These veterinarians, who work long hours in 
the teaching hospital, extensively document the impact of their teaching and 
service work. In close collaboration with faculty and the department head, 
the RIM implementation team built out custom fields in the system, not just 
for public profiles but also for the annual appraisal and development process, 
where faculty could record their hours of emergency service in the hospital 
treating animals and training future veterinarians.

Harvesting Metadata from External Sources

As discussed previously, one of the key functions of RIM systems is to serve 
as a source for metadata relating to articles, books, chapters, and other schol-
arly work authored by researchers at the institution. Information about these 
publications may exist in multiple locations, such as the author’s own CV or 
reference management software, on department or lab websites, or in exter-
nal databases such as ORCID, Google Scholar, Scopus, or ResearchGate. The 
experience at OSU again supports the conclusions of Stvilia, Lee, and Han 
that it is challenging for researchers to maintain multiple profiles and they 
may be reluctant to add yet another one.18 The library’s role here has been to 
link this external metadata (author identifiers and the publications metadata 
associated with them) to the faculty in the RIM system.

Librarians’ knowledge of the landscape, affordances, and limitations of 
bibliographic databases and research identity tools can be particularly valu-
able in this regard. For instance, some databases, such as Scopus and Web of 
Science, have integrated sophisticated author disambiguation algorithms that 
analyze metadata (such as author names, affiliations, publication venues, and 
topics) to identify and link publications to specific individuals.19 The system 
then assigns each individual a unique identifier (e.g., Scopus Author ID or 
Web of Science ResearcherID). Although these identifiers can be helpful for 
gathering institutional publications, if an individual has published with dif-
ferent name variants or at different institutions, that person may have been 
mistakenly assigned multiple identifiers. Librarians can identify researchers 
who have this issue, initiate conversations with them to elicit their participa-
tion in consolidating their profiles, or potentially do so on their behalf. Fur-
thermore, librarians have a broad understanding of the types of scholarly 
work, disciplines, and fields that may be excluded from these databases and 
can offer solutions for systematically gathering metadata from other sources 
or by other means that can be imported directly into the RIM system.20

The work of harvesting institutional scholarly metadata can be strength-
ened and automated with the use of application programming interfaces 
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(APIs). Some external databases provide APIs that enable programs, such as 
those integrated in RIM systems, to systematically query and extract data.21 
Specifically, authors can “claim” their external author identifiers in the RIM 
system, triggering an automated query to the API and harvesting publications 
metadata associated with those identifiers. The librarians at Oklahoma State 
developed a process to query the Scopus and ORCID APIs to obtain identifi-
ers for people affiliated with OSU and used fuzzy name merging to link them 
to researchers in the RIM system database, thereby “claiming” the identifiers 
on their behalf.22 While this was an intensive process that faced the expected 
complexities associated with fuzzy name merging (such as handling people 
with the same or similar names), it resulted in thousands of institutional 
publications being added to the system from the outset.

This work can reduce the time it takes authors to curate their profiles and 
potentially enhance the quality and completeness of data in the system, but 
it can also be time- and resource-intensive, particularly as data integrity is a 
high priority. At OSU, the library’s objective has been to efficiently establish 
a baseline of institutional publications metadata that could then be enhanced 
through manual curation by faculty themselves. An optimal “RIM workflow” 
must be developed that balances these areas of librarian expertise with the 
“motivations, priorities, and skills” of researchers and the unique knowledge 
of their contributions that only they can make, as well as the support of ad-
ministrative staff within the colleges and departments who may be able to add 
and modify data on researchers’ behalf.23

Developing and Cultivating Technical Skills  
for RIM System Administration

In addition to the technical skills already discussed, the OSU team has 
developed several additional skills that have enabled them to take owner-
ship over essential RIM functions. For example, the team has used R, SQL, 
and POSTMAN for harvesting, wrangling, verifying, and writing data to the 
system; Microsoft SQL Server Data Tools for creating custom reports; and a 
multiplicity of data formats (CSVs, JSON, XML, RIS, and BibTeX). That the 
team has not depended on programmers outside the library can be attributed 
to dedicated professional development in the areas of coding and data wran-
gling. Again, though some of these competencies were initially developed 
for other primary purposes—such as supporting Carpentries instruction, 
research data curation, and conducting collection analysis—they have been 
extended in new directions as part of the implementation and administration 
of the RIM system.
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Conclusion

In their analysis of the skills necessary for administering RIM systems, Stvilia, 
Lee, and Han conclude that “libraries may be better prepared to serve as the 
focal points of such efforts than any other units on university campuses.”24 
The experience of Oklahoma State Libraries in leading the procurement, con-
figuration, implementation, and management of the institutional RIM system 
validates the complementarity of librarian competencies with research infor-
mation management. The library is positioned as a mediating agent, working 
closely with individual faculty to ensure the system supports their needs, 
while also configuring it to fulfill the reporting demands of administrators in 
the departments, colleges, and the university as a whole.

This positioning has given the library a measure of influence over what 
data is collected, presented, and reported. Indeed, how the data is struc-
tured has long-term ramifications for activity reporting and may affect 
the perceived performance of faculty and departments. This influence has 
translated into the advancement of specific concerns of importance; for 
instance, ensuring alternative forms of scholarship in the arts are repre-
sented, promoting the university’s goals for collaboration across colleges, 
and addressing inequities in representation and recognition of labor. The 
library has also used this influence to further internal strategic goals, such as 
enhancing open access to faculty publications. As of March 2022, the library 
is working to integrate a pipeline between the RIM system and ShareOK, 
the university’s institutional repository (IR). This will harvest existing 
scholarship from the IR into the RIM system and also enable faculty to 
deposit their work directly to the IR from within the RIM system interface. 
Librarians are well-trained to support this configuration, as it involves de-
veloping crosswalks between different metadata schemas. Further, as the IR 
manager, the library is well acquainted with its schema and content. This 
functionality is expected to provide further opportunities for the library to 
educate and advocate for open access. It is anticipated that the repository 
integration will lead to an increase in authors exercising their rights to make 
their manuscripts openly available and to authors choosing to share a wider 
range of scholarship (such as datasets, conference papers, slides, posters, 
and so on) with the public. The library’s role in university research infor-
mation, which touches on many key aspects of university life, from annual 
reviews to university accreditation, has not only established the library as a 
university leader but also furthered the land grant mission of the university 
to share its expertise with communities across the globe.
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Soften Up Your Skills

Tips, Strategies, and Methods to  
Practice and Enhance Interpersonal Skills

Jay A. Edwards

The University of Oklahoma (OU) Libraries considers itself the 
“intellectual crossroads” of the university; a place and people with the 

space, programming, resources and services necessary to “facilitate knowl-
edge creation.”1 This purpose echoes R. David Lankes’ assertion of the 
mission of librarians “to improve society through facilitating knowledge 
creation in their communities.”2 By providing access to materials, reference 
and instruction services, and space and programming, libraries have pri-
marily allowed for community members to create knowledge on their own. 
The library provides research materials, but with few exceptions, it does not 
do a user’s research for them. As several authors in this book discuss, the 
position of the library as a central hub—both physically and intellectually—
provides opportunities to collaborate with colleagues across institutions on 
research and creating new knowledge.

The question, then, is how do librarians facilitate knowledge creation in 
the communities they serve? How do they collaborate with others on research 
and publishing? In order to collaborate to facilitate scholarly communication 
librarians must first be able to communicate. Many library-related skills (e.g., 
cataloging, collection development and management, and even coding) are 
already taught through graduate school curricula and on-the-job training 
programs, but training is much more challenging for soft skills. Experts in 
education, libraries, and corporate fields have wrestled with the same prob-
lem: How can training programs replicate the immediacy and spontaneity of 
interacting with other people? How can libraries provide training for inter-
personal skills in safe, low-anxiety, inclusive, and accessible settings?
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Interpersonal skills are recognized as crucial in an increasingly service-ori-
ented economy and especially in the library. These skills consistently rank at 
or near the top of surveys of necessary skills for librarians and staff.3 Even be-
fore the rise of COVID-19, librarians understood that libraries should devote 
substantial time and resources to professional development in these areas. In 
the post-COVID environment, after a lengthy period of isolated work and 
education for some and stressful in-person work for others, the importance 
of safely revisiting and rebuilding interpersonal skills will only increase over 
the next few years.4

Interpersonal skills may be developed in many ways, not limited to the 
occasional webinar or workshop. This chapter explores several concepts, 
techniques, applied activities, and exercises that OU Libraries uses to enhance 
interpersonal skills and resources and opportunities for professional develop-
ment for librarians. According to Miriam Matteson, Lorien Anderson, and 
Cynthia Boyden, “Critical to any of these methods is supplying employees 
with the requisite knowledge base, the opportunity for meaningful practice, 
and feedback on their performance.”5 Therefore, although all the areas may 
overlap, for ease of reference, the chapter is divided into three primary cat-
egories of focus: 1) building a knowledge base; 2) finding opportunities to 
practice interpersonal skills; and 3) assessing the need for improvement. This 
chapter also explores concepts and techniques of soft skill development, ap-
plied activities and exercises that can be used to enhance interpersonal skills, 
and resources and opportunities for professional development.

Literature Review

“Soft skills” are loosely defined as learnable, abstract cognitive and meta-
cognitive abilities that apply to interpersonal, intellectual, or practical areas.6 
Soft skills are usually defined in relation to “hard skills,” which are technical 
and concrete. The abstract nature of soft skills presents a challenge for both 
research and training. Although technical skills may be challenging for indi-
viduals to learn and perform correctly, they are easily measurable, demon-
strable, and repeatable, and they can be standardized. Soft skills, such as active 
listening or adaptability, are not so easily defined, demonstrated, or repeated, 
and they are highly contextual.

The abstract nature of soft skills encompasses the definition of “soft skills” 
itself. Despite the plethora of literature on soft skills and their high demand 
and ubiquity in people-centered services, there is no universally accepted 
definition, taxonomy, or theoretical model to understand them.7 Elena 
Dell’Aquila et al. has provided a count on definitions, listing thirty-four at-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 6:11 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Soften Up Your Skills 237

tempts by multiple authors to define soft skills.8 Joann Keyton et al. identified 
up to 343 verbal communication behaviors alone.9 For skills that are hard to 
define, index, and study, it makes sense that the concept itself is also hard to 
define, index, and study. A poorly defined and unclear concept also makes it 
difficult to develop accurate research.10

Tacit Knowledge

The concept of soft skills shares similar aspects to “tacit knowledge,” which 
is knowledge that is difficult to express in written and verbal language and is 
typically best learned through experience.11 Playing an instrument, for ex-
ample, may involve studying written notation and theory, but it also requires 
years of applied practice, rehearsal, and performance participation. Similarly, 
a library’s collection and services can be well documented, but determining 
which resources and services are most relevant to a user requires practice and 
experience. Because tacit knowledge is generally “inaccessible for verbaliza-
tion,” sharing it “occurs largely through social interaction, often in sponta-
neous or serendipitous fashion.”12 This presents its own conundrum; tacit 
knowledge requires soft skills to teach to others, yet soft skills are themselves 
a kind of tacit knowledge.

Emotional Intelligence and Interpersonal Skills

A great deal of research on library training has focused on Daniel Gole-
man’s conception of emotional intelligence, or the awareness of the emo-
tional state of yourself and others.13 It encompasses the ability to understand, 
manage, and express your own emotions, perceive and understand the emo-
tions of others, and manage your relationship with others. Goleman splits 
emotional intelligence into five categories: 1) self-awareness of one’s own 
emotion and character, 2) self-regulation of one’s emotions, 3) motivation for 
achievement and improvement, 4) empathy for the emotions of others, and 5) 
the social skills to manage relationships.

Interpersonal skills, also known as social or people skills, are soft skills used 
to interact with other people in face-to-face or online contexts. Although no 
universal definition or taxonomy of soft skills exists, Cameron Klein, Renee 
DeRuin, and Eduardo Salas attempted to develop the most comprehensive 
framework for interpersonal skills.14 They define interpersonal skills as “goal-
directed behaviors, including communication and relationship-building 
competencies, employed in interpersonal interaction episodes characterized 
by complex perceptual and cognitive processes, dynamic verbal and nonver-
bal interaction exchanges, diverse roles, motivations, and expectancies.”15 
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After conducting a systematic review, they have developed twelve categories 
of interpersonal skills. The first five skills are grouped as “communication 
skills,” which rely on the knowledge and choices of the individual, with others 
taking the role of an audience who receives and interprets the message.

1. Active listening: Awareness of what is being said, coupled with ques-
tions to clarify meaning and intent.

2. Oral communication: Information that is conveyed verbally. This 
communication includes word choice and grammar but might be 
complicated by non-verbal cues that reinforce the speaker’s intention.

3. Written communication: Information that is conveyed in writing. This 
method of communication also includes wording and grammar but 
may be open to misinterpretation due to the lack of non-verbal cues.

4. Assertive communication: The ability to express one’s rights, as well as 
finding the most appropriate and effective time and methods to do so.

5. Non-verbal communication: The physical and sometimes subcon-
scious indications of thoughts and feelings (particularly as perceived 
by someone else).

The final seven “relationship-building skills” involve others as participants, 
whose responses and input are not fully predictable or controllable by the 
individual, and in this way, they are more difficult to practice on one’s own.

6. Cooperation/coordination: The ability to modify behavior to meet the 
needs of the group and negotiate with others to do so.

7. Trust: Taking the risk that a person or group will perform an impor-
tant action without unnecessary supervision or scrutiny. Being trust-
worthy requires being reliable and honest, while building trust may 
require shared experiences over time and sharing relevant information 
with each other.

8. Intercultural sensitivity: Understanding the differences between cul-
tures, having empathy for others who are radically different, and 
developing the ability to change thoughts and behavior as one learns.

9. Service orientation: Behaviors that facilitate transactions to various cli-
ents in the service sector. This focus on “orientation” or attitude is a de-
parture from the rest of the framework, which focuses on learnable skills.

10. Self-presentation: Behaviors meant to influence how others perceive 
and react to you.

11. Social influence: Behaviors meant to persuade others into taking action 
or adopting beliefs.

12. Conflict resolution and negotiation: Behaviors meant to reduce inter-
personal conflict.
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Inclusion and Belonging

In today’s workplace, the ability to foster an inclusive and equitable envi-
ronment is a crucial element of an employee’s interpersonal skill set. Working 
in a diverse environment with people of different backgrounds, values, com-
munication, and conflict resolution styles “requires increased soft skills than 
working in groups where everyone is similar in these personal aspects.”16 An 
inclusive environment involves the fair and respectful treatment of all indi-
viduals, where their experiences, perspectives, and skills are valued.17

However, it is important to note that interpersonal skills have a limited 
power to redress issues of inclusion and belonging. Librarians must be 
aware of how systemic issues affect historically underprivileged people. 
This includes understanding how systematic racism impacts how one treats 
others and how an individual’s actions may perpetuate systems that oppress 
others.18 For example, when considering forms of professional development, 
librarians need to consider who has access to them. Convoluted methods of 
obtaining funding for professional development can create an environment 
where predominantly white employees frequently attend workshops and 
conferences that employees of color cannot, leading to further imbalance 
in multiple skill sets.19

Soft Skills in the Library

Because libraries are people-centered institutions, a great deal of effort has 
gone into research on the interpersonal skills of librarians, primarily focused 
on professionals in user services20 or leadership and management.21 Elaine 
Jennerich and Edward Jennerich have determined the optimal skill set nec-
essary to interact with library users, which they divide into five non-verbal 
and eight verbal skills. Their five categories of non-verbal skills include eye 
contact, gesture, posture, facial expression, and tone of voice. They divide 
verbal skills into the following: remembering, avoiding premature diagnoses, 
reflecting feelings verbally, restating or paraphrasing content, using encour-
agers (minimal responses to indicate interest, e.g., nodding), closing, giving 
opinions and suggestions, and asking open questions.22 Compared to Klein, 
DeRuin, and Salas’s framework, several of Jennerich’s and Jennerich’s catego-
ries of verbal skills fall under active listening and assertive communication.

Miriam Matteson, Matthew McShane, and Emily Hankinson interviewed 
librarians to determine the categories of soft skills necessary for successful 
librarianship.23 They categorized responses into three tiers, with the first tier 
comprising interpersonal skills. Much like Klein, DeRuin, and Salas, they 
divided interpersonal skills into communication and people skills. Com-
munication skills involve methods of transmission (written, oral, and non-
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verbal) as well as behavioral skills (listening, questioning, interpreting), 
and aspects of communication (tone, clarity, effectiveness). People skills 
included supervision, motivation, acceptance, conflict resolution, relation-
ship building, and so on.

In defining soft skills, Matteson, Anderson, and Boyden emphasized that 
soft skills are skills; attributes and personality traits are static, whereas “em-
ployees can develop skills of any kind.”24 Because so many variables go into 
how skills develop over time, from personal experience to psychological dif-
ferences, researchers have emphasized that, ultimately, everyone has different 
interpersonal strengths and weaknesses.25 This not only means that everyone 
has different skills to focus on in professional development, but also librarians 
may find different methods of professional development more helpful than 
others. Critical to the success of any of these methods, according to Matteson, 
Anderson and Boyden, are “the right knowledge set, the opportunity to prac-
tice the actions, and feedback on those actions.”26

Case Study: University of Oklahoma Libraries

The University of Oklahoma (OU) is a doctoral degree-granting research uni-
versity with an average of 30,000 students, including over 6,000 postgraduate 
students. OU Libraries includes over five million items, six locations, and 
a full suite of services to support the educational and research needs of the 
university and wider community. The OU Libraries considers itself the “in-
tellectual crossroads” of the university, providing the space, programming, 
materials, and services necessary to “facilitate knowledge creation.”27

University Libraries is committed to innovation, collaboration, diversity 
and inclusion, engagement, integrity, learning, and agility.28 In holding 
to these values, staff, librarians, and even graduate assistants and student 
employees are given year-round opportunities for professional develop-
ment, ranging from internally developed workshops to funded conference 
attendance and professional guest visits. The community encourages staff 
and faculty to determine their individual needs and to participate in their 
own professional development. Many of these professional development 
opportunities focus on concrete skills and topics necessary for librarianship, 
such as skills related to STEM librarianship, information literacy teaching, 
and employee health, but other opportunities include interpersonal skill 
development. The following sections describe the collection of methods 
and strategies utilized across the institution, divided into three categories:  
1) developing a set of knowledge, 2) practice and experience, and 3) feed-
back, reflection, and assessment.
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Developing a Set of Knowledge

Unfortunately, because there is not a universal set of agreed-upon facts and 
figures to help librarians study and implement interpersonal skills, simply 
listing them in a bulleted list is not feasible. Beyond the previously described 
research, the following are the methods and resources utilized by OU Librar-
ies for developing a working knowledge of library-based interpersonal skills. 
Although the following resources may also include practice and feedback (a 
well-developed webinar, for example, would begin with information, provide 
active exercises, and provide feedback), their primary focus is presenting in-
formation and best practices.

Human Resources Development

A certain benefit for a library that is a part of a larger parent organiza-
tion is the ability to utilize multiple resources that are available, especially 
those offered by human resources (HR) departments. OU’s HR department 
frequently holds workshops on best practices for workplace interaction, typi-
cally open to all employees. These workshops also provide opportunities for 
face-to-face and collaborative learning, which is an opportunity to network 
with faculty and staff in different departments. Employees or community 
members of a university also have wider access to additional resources on 
campus, such as auditing classes and visiting events hosted by other depart-
ments.29 Further, schools of communication or theater provide classes and 
events targeted toward interpersonal and communication skills.

Live Webinars and Archived Online Content

Multiple library associations and nonprofits provide online content year-
round, which include opportunities that are typically cheaper and easier to 
fit into busy schedules, and where attendance is not limited by geographic 
location.30 The American Library Association, Amigos, Bibliotheca, Lyrasis, 
OCLC, and other national, international, and state associations hold webinars 
year-round at a variety of price points. Although learning environments such 
as Zoom, Google Meet, and BigBlueButton do not hold the same power as 
face-to-face learning, they do provide interactive features, including screen 
sharing, chat, reactions, and drawing applications, in addition to the ability 
for attendees to stream live video and audio.

Although pre-recorded online content lacks interactive components to 
help practice interpersonal skills, they are a fount of professional develop-
ment that provides information both visually and verbally. LinkedIn Learn-
ing (formerly Lynda.com) has frequently updated content on several topics, 
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including emotional intelligence, effective listening, and building trust.31 
LinkedIn Learning provides the ability to stream from multiple devices, have 
those devices track progress, and download certificates after completion of a 
course. LinkedIn Learning typically requires participants to create a LinkedIn 
account, although after pushback from the American Library Association 
(ALA), LinkedIn can provide libraries with anonymous logins for users.32

Some websites and online tools are specifically tailored for or by librar-
ies. G. Edward Evans and Holland Christie recommend targeted resources, 
such as the Kentucky Department of Libraries, OCLC’s WebJunction, and 
InfoPeople.org, as well tools provided by the ALA and other library institu-
tions.33 In particular, OCLC’s WebJunction, developed by a grant from the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, offers multiple pre-recorded webinars 
on customer engagement.34 Although these videos are focused primarily on 
patron service and leadership, these skills can translate well into other people-
centered contexts.

Observation

Although the most powerful learning happens through practice and in-
teraction, according to Albert Bandura’s social learning theory, a great deal 
of learning happens through observation.35 Behavior modeling occurs when 
behaviors observed in peers and superiors are learned by employees.36 OU 
Libraries implements a voluntary peer-shadowing program (encouraged 
particularly for new employees, but everyone is welcome to participate), in 
which other institutions have also reported positive benefits.37 The program 
is not only a method of learning how other library departments work but also 
an opportunity to meet coworkers in depth, as well as observe how others 
interact with each other in various social situations.

Practice and Experience

Just like music, language proficiency, or any other skill, it is not enough 
to simply read and watch. Knowledge of theory and history may inform and 
improve approaches to skill development, but skills can only fully develop 
through regular practical experience. This practice may happen in regular, ca-
sual use of a skill through engagement or play, or by identifying specific skills 
that need improvement and exercising them in a controlled environment.

University Libraries schedules opportunities regularly throughout the 
year, providing a basis for continued learning of interpersonal skills. The 
following methods allow employees to engage with others in structured or 
semi-structured environments, which permit the targeted use of selected 
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interpersonal skills. Some of these methods also may provide opportunities 
for feedback and reflection.

Community of Practice Meetings

In 1998, Etienne Wenger described a community of practice (CoP) as a 
group of practitioners who learn from and support each other, characterized 
by mutual engagement with each other through a joint enterprise that binds 
them together and with a shared repertoire of literature and resources.38 At 
the OU Libraries, a group of librarians, each with their own role in the institu-
tion, will frequently meet to discuss issues of librarianship. Sasha Barab and 
Thomas Duffy add that the members of a CoP share overlapping histories 
with each other, and the CoP will replenish itself as members cycle in and out 
of the community.39

Christina Gola and Lisa Martin combine Wenger’s concept of a CoP with 
Goleman’s emotional intelligence.40 In this conceptualization, a community 
of practice acts as a network of support where members can practice, observe, 
and receive feedback on interpersonal competencies, particularly emotional 
intelligence. Through positive reinforcement and the sustained value of emo-
tional intelligence, a community of practice becomes a support structure that 
continually improves how its members interact with others.

The CoP at the OU Libraries is connected by frequent communication, 
where they share news, information, experiences, and tips, among other dis-
cussions. Although the community of practice may develop organically, regu-
larly meeting with each other outside of project-specific contexts reinforces 
these benefits. Several quarterly or monthly meetings are formal and revolve 
around discussions of related topics, guest lectures, or book clubs. Others are 
informal coffee klatches or happy hours (one after-hours group is titled the 
Bizzell Employee Engagement Roundtable, or B.E.E.R.), where people are free 
to come and go. Meeting with coworkers—from other librarians to colleagues 
throughout the university—outside the context of work or a project has 
helped librarians at OU Libraries understand each other better, in addition to 
practicing and observing interactions with each other.

Conferences and Workshops

While a CoP generally consists of local members who meet frequently, 
meeting with professionals outside of one’s own institution, city, state, or 
even country can provide additional opportunities for socialization.41 Mul-
tiple library associations hold in-person conferences and smaller workshops 
year-round, just as they hold webinars. Conferences are a chance to meet with 
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professionals outside of one’s own institution, providing a chance to practice 
new communication strategies with a larger audience of people. Additionally, 
opportunities for public speaking provide librarians with benchmarks and 
goals for developing new communication skills.

Mentorship

OU Libraries provide less-experienced professionals with support, encour-
agement, feedback, and information to help them with career and professional 
development, and even personal growth, through mentoring.42 Mentor-men-
tee relationships have been a popular method of professional development 
in the library, since they “can result in increased morale, productivity, and 
enhanced interpersonal working relationships.”43 A mentor typically works 
one-on-one with a less-experienced protege, although mentors may have 
more than one protege, proteges may have more than one mentor, and peers 
may mentor each other.44 Volunteer mentors at OU Libraries are paired with 
new employees and tasked with introducing them to the library community, 
which may involve tours, regular meetings, and professional development.

While the benefits of mentoring are primarily intended for the mentee, 
mentors are likely to benefit too. According to Raymond Noe, “mentoring 
relationships provide opportunities for mentors to develop their interper-
sonal skills and to increase their feelings of self-esteem and worth to the 
organization.”45 George McClellan, Kristina Creager, and Marianna Savoca 
also mention the mentor’s improved sense of purpose, communication skills, 
and understanding of others’ needs.46 Mentoring requires sustained use of 
interpersonal skills, such as active listening and emotional intelligence.47 The 
mentor must listen carefully and communicate impartial advice to others and 
must be reliable and honest in order to build a trusting relationship.

Applied Improvisation

“Applied improvisation” is an in-person training technique derived from 
improvisational theater.48 Improv theater requires interpersonal skills to 
participate in writing and performing well-thought-out scenes in real time. 
Improvisers must actively engage in active listening, oral and non-verbal 
communication, trust, and cooperation. It’s no wonder, then, that improvis-
ers have developed improv as a method of practicing those skills. Kate Dohe 
and Erin Pappas, and Anthony Stamatoplos, have further developed applied 
improvisation workshops geared toward librarians, particularly in the fields 
of management, user services, reference, and information literacy.49 John 
Upchurch and Kimberly Westbrooks find that the same skills transfer to in-
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terdisciplinary contexts; “While most applicable in the classroom and at the 
reference desk, these practices also have a place at the meeting table.”50

Applied improvisation was developed from improv theater, where it is 
common for performers to be put “on the spot” to create a character and 
scene in real time. However, training rarely puts people “on the spot” in this 
way; instead, it relies on group-based active learning exercises to build inter-
personal skills. Researchers have long understood that role-playing benefits 
interpersonal skills, particularly if “practice sessions [break] down tasks into 
manageable parts.”51 Applied improvisation is particularly suitable for devel-
oping exercises that isolate active listening, communication, cooperation, and 
trust, as well as each of the non-verbal and verbal skills previously listed by 
Jennerich and Jennerich.52

Games

Board games, card games, role-playing games, and some video games 
also provide various levels of interpersonal interaction through structured 
play. Playing and even developing board games improves collaboration, 
communication, and decision-making skills among children and adults.53 
An explosion in the number of independent game developers in the twenty-
first century has resulted in a wide variety of new games with innovative 
mechanics, which allows players to select games that target specific skills. 
Board game categories include:

• Competitive games where the players attempt to beat each other through 
a combination of skill and random chance (e.g., Monopoly and Scrabble);

• Cooperative games where the players work as one team toward a com-
mon goal (e.g., Pandemic and Flash Point);

• Social deduction games where some players use subterfuge while others 
must determine which players are lying (murder mysteries and games 
such as Werewolf, Avalon, and Secret Hitler);

• Low-stakes competitive games that downplay their competitive nature 
in favor of enjoyable gameplay (e.g., Apples to Apples and Superfight);

• Word-based games where players must employ judicious use of lan-
guage to communicate ideas (e.g., Dixit and Codenames); and

• Role-playing games (RPGs) where players portray characters, either 
playing out or describing their reactions to various scenarios (e.g., Dun-
geons & Dragons, GURPS, and Fiasco).

Library game events with the OU School of Library and Information 
Studies and informal gaming groups among staff provide opportunities for 
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librarians and community members to interact with others in controlled set-
tings. Even family centers, with laser tag, bowling, mini-golf, and other active 
games, provide either structured or informal participation. Players can prac-
tice awareness, communication, and other soft skills through the structured 
play presented by these games. If a library or college campus already holds 
such events, librarians should be highly encouraged to participate. If not, it 
is an option for outreach and programming with the community, or internal 
professional development with other library personnel.

Feedback and Reflection

A common misconception is that “practice makes perfect.” It is more accu-
rate to say “practice makes permanent,” solidifying a repeated activity in the 
mind regardless of its rightness. Practice without assessment may develop bad 
habits. While practice is essential for learning a skill, feedback and reflection 
are necessary to ensure that skills are being learned accurately and effectively. 
As much as employers are able to identify interpersonal skills they want 
employees to demonstrate, the difficulty of measuring those skills creates a 
challenge for employees who want to identify and improve them. Therefore, 
continuous assessment from multiple perspectives is necessary.

Feedback

Receiving communication about one’s behavior and how it affects others 
is an integral part of improving interpersonal skills.54 Many of the methods 
listed previously in this chapter include some form of feedback and assess-
ment. A more relevant source of feedback are the people librarians interact 
with regularly, such as peers, external customers, and direct reports, who 
can help identify where improvements are needed and how much progress 
has been made. Feedback from others consists of the subjective perspectives, 
but gathering multiple perspectives helps to create a clearer idea of one’s 
strengths and weaknesses.

It can be challenging to take criticism, but it is an opportunity to improve. 
Kevin Kruse and McClellan et al. recommend several tips for taking criticism 
constructively.55 Use active listening and be present and aware of the full mes-
sage, even if the feedback is awkward. Resist arguing, especially using clarify-
ing questions as a retort. Take some time to consider the feedback on its mer-
its and reflect on how it may be addressed. And finally, be mindful of one’s 
own behavior afterward, and look for instances where the feedback applies.

Reflection

While feedback from the people librarians interact with most provides a 
more objective perspective on skills that need to be improved, an individual 
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is really the only one who witnesses all of their own behaviors, experiences, 
thoughts, and feelings, albeit subjectively. Self-reflective capacity has been 
widely identified as an equally important aspect of self-improvement.56 Journ-
aling interactions with others and noting and revisiting what went right, what 
went wrong, and areas to improve can help bring awareness to individual 
actions, habits, and behaviors. Through this self-awareness and ongoing 
assessment of strengths and weaknesses, librarians will be able to track and 
improve their soft skills.

Michelle Reale also recommends writing details and thoughts down as 
soon as possible after an event or interaction (including the ones listed pre-
viously) and finding a regular time every week to review them.57 Honesty 
in personal reflections and a healthy detachment from ego are difficult but 
necessary. The process may be messy at first, but just like any other skill, re-
flection can improve skills over time. Additionally, this does not only have to 
be an individual exercise but can be used among colleagues in a community 
of practice, since although “the act of reflection is often private, the results of 
that reflection don’t have to be.”58

Conclusion

Reale quotes Osterman and Kottkamp’s credo for reflective practice:59

1. Everyone needs professional growth opportunities.
2. All professionals want to improve.
3. All professionals can learn.
4. People want to change.
5. People need and want information about their own performance. All 

professionals are capable of assuming responsibility for their own pro-
fessional growth and development.

6. Collaboration enriches professional development.

The goal of professional development at the University of Oklahoma 
Libraries is not to become the paragon of people skills; everyone from the 
shyest and inexperienced librarians to those with experience and talent in in-
teracting with others have the capacity to improve. And as Reale emphasizes, 
professionals must also have patience. Interpersonal skills will not be learned 
in one sitting, so librarians are constantly searching for opportunities for 
continued learning, experimenting with new methods, revisiting methods in 
new contexts, and undertaking reflection and assessment. These endeavors 
have opened the culture of OU Libraries, allowing for more adventurous col-
laboration among librarians and the wider university community.
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Several approaches to interpersonal development used throughout OU 
Libraries are a place to start. Webinars and archived content are sources of 
information on relevant skill sets, including history, research, and advice. 
Observation of others through formal mentoring programs and informal 
job shadowing can help identify skills in others to model. Formal and in-
formal community of practice discussions strengthen relationships between 
community members. Professional conferences and workshops provide op-
portunities to practice and “flex” interpersonal skills. Human resource de-
partments frequently hold resources for professional development of com-
munication skills. Mentoring not only provides the protege with support 
but also provides mentors with opportunities to engage in communication 
skills and emotional intelligence. Applied improvisation workshops create 
classroom environments where soft skills can be isolated and rehearsed. 
Board games and related media provide controlled settings for interactions 
with each other. Feedback and reflection provide multiple perspectives for 
an individual to assess their skills, identify where they need improvement, 
and track their progress.

These methods are both formal and informal at the University of Okla-
homa Libraries, from individually implemented endeavors to institutionally 
supported programs. This list is not exhaustive, and finding new innova-
tions for personal interaction should be encouraged for academic librar-
ians and staff. These are also not mutually exclusive; multiple activities 
may be scheduled throughout the calendar year and may be combined to 
strengthen their impact. Developing interpersonal skills is also personal; 
methods that work for one person or team may not work for another (be 
mindful, too, of team members’ comfort level when recommending or as-
signing interactive activities).

The importance of interpersonal skills used to connect with the wider 
university community should compel librarians to seek development, either 
independently or as part of a team. Likewise, academic libraries as institutions 
should devote substantial resources and time for interpersonal skill develop-
ment. These skills are as important as any technical skills, especially for a 
profession so focused on people and community. To reach their community, 
the best place to start is the best resource librarians have: each other.
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14

Expanding the Skillset

Data Literacy in Undergraduate Education

Susan E. Montgomery

Colleges, universities, and employers recognize the importance that 
students be information literate. The age of information, where content is 

easily available and accessible, has reinforced the value that students need to 
learn where to find quality information and to know how to critically evaluate 
it. Librarians have positioned themselves to provide relevant and meaningful 
instruction sessions to students on finding, accessing, and using information 
resources. Although the focus initially was on textual sources, librarians have 
begun to expand the definition of sources as researchers adopt new types of 
information formats in their scholarship.1 Data as an information source and 
data literacy knowledge have emerged as essential topics in this information 
literacy conversation. As the National Research Council states, “Data are 
facts, numbers, letters, and symbols that describe an object, idea, condition, 
situation or other factors.”2 The growth of a “data-rich society” and “data-
driven” research where massive amounts of data are created daily has under-
scored the increased need for students to become data literate.3 Librarians as 
information specialists must be engaged in the conversation and contribute 
to educating data-literate students.

This chapter discusses the intersections between data literacy and informa-
tion literacy in the context of the Association of College and Research Librar-
ies’ (ACRL) Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education.4 It also 
looks at how three different disciplines (history, sociology, and biology) define 
data and the expectations for students to use data to reveal the interdisciplinary 
nature of data literacy. Finally, using examples from several different academic 
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libraries, it provides approaches for how librarians can best support and serve 
students and faculty regarding data literacy on their campuses.

Literature Review

The exponential growth of data combined with quick, easy access to informa-
tion has meant that it is more important than ever for college students to learn 
how to find, access, evaluate, and ethically use information. Librarians have 
long educated students to be competent and critical information consumers. 
With the changing information landscape, librarians must now advance their 
instruction to include data. To be data literate, students need to be able to 
“collect, manage, evaluate, and apply data in a critical manner.”5 Recognizing 
data as a form of information can facilitate librarians’ involvement in devel-
oping data-literate students. For example, text-based data, or qualitative data, 
can be collected from various methods such as semi-structured interviews, 
content analysis, focus groups, and more. Numeric data, or quantitative data, 
can be collected through surveys, questionnaires, or polls. Despite the differ-
ences in the data format, librarians have often regarded the term data “to be 
almost indistinguishable from information.”6 In fact, Kristin Fontichiaro and 
Jo Angela Oerhli have proposed that data literacy be considered a subset of 
information literacy since students need to “move fluidly between text and 
visually represented information.”7 In addition, the overwhelming emphasis 
on statistics in everyday information has promoted the importance for people 
to develop statistical literacy to complement data literacy.8 Milo Schield has 
contended that at the core of information literacy, statistical literacy, and data 
literacy is critical thinking.9 He further stated that librarians are “eminently 
qualified to teach students how to think critically” about information.10 Li-
brarians should be committed to helping students develop the skills to be 
informed consumers and producers of information. Throughout the infor-
mation ecosystem, data is a form of information that people create, use, and 
reference in their work. Its increasing significance means that it is a necessity 
for academic librarians to incorporate data literacy as part of information 
literacy instruction programs.

ACRL Framework

Librarians can easily incorporate the concepts of data literacy into their 
instruction because of the close ties between data literacy and information 
literacy. In 2015, ACRL revised its standards for information literacy by 
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expanding the definition of the term: “Information literacy is the set of in-
tegrated abilities encompassing the reflective discovery of information, the 
understanding of how information is produced and valued, and the use of 
information in creating new knowledge and participating ethically in com-
munities of learning.”11 Accompanying the revised definition, ACRL adopted 
the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education, known as 
the Framework, replacing the previous Information Literacy Competency 
Standards for Higher Education, referred to as the Standards. The six frames 
included in the Framework are interrelated core concepts that recognize stu-
dents as information consumers and creators. The frames do not specifically 
define what information is and thereby gives librarians leeway to expand and 
modify the concept depending on the goals of their teaching. In the previous 
Standards, several of the outcomes included the term data as an information 
source citing terms such as “raw data” or “data set” in the document. Stan-
dard 3 Outcome 4.e recognized the importance of students evaluating data, 
stating that students should be able to determine “probable accuracy by ques-
tioning the source of the data.”12 Unlike the Standards, the Framework does 
not explicitly use the term data. However, the omission of the word from the 
Framework does not indicate that it is irrelevant. Instead, academic librarians 
have capitalized on the flexibility of the Framework to include data instruc-
tion in their teaching.13

Javier Calzada Prado and Miguel Ángel Marzal analyzed the relationship 
between the core competencies of data literacy with the prior Standards and 
discipline-focused standards.14 They concluded that data literacy and informa-
tion literacy “are complementary” and contribute to expanding the definition 
of information resources in knowledge creation.15 Their article proposes five 
data literacy competencies that they structure similar to the Standards. These 
competencies include the following: understanding data; finding and/or ob-
taining data; reading, interpreting and evaluating data; managing data; and 
using data.16 Each competency includes a definition or explanation on how 
students demonstrate their learning as well as instructional ideas to incorpo-
rate the competency into the classroom.17 Inspired by earlier research, the next 
section of this chapter examines the relationship between the data literacy 
competencies developed by Prado and Marzal and the Framework for Infor-
mation Literacy in Higher Education in order to highlight the intersections of 
both literacies (see Table 14.1). The data literacy competencies intersect with 
different “frames” illustrating the strong relationship with information lit-
eracy. The table focuses on the “knowledge practices,” or the demonstrations 
of student learning, which librarians apply in their instruction. The frames are 
presented in alphabetical order, as delineated in the Framework.
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262 Susan E. Montgomery

Authority Is Constructed and Contextual

The Framework expects researchers to understand that the entity respon-
sible for creating data or information may vary. This frame acknowledges the 
diversity of voices and perspectives that can be an authority for an informa-
tion source. Understanding the expertise of the person or group providing 
the data is essential to becoming data literate. Prado and Marzal emphasize 
the importance for students to determine the authorship of the data and its 
source in order to evaluate and use the content effectively. Similar to the frame 
“Research as Inquiry,” this frame expects students “to critically examine all 
evidence and to ask relevant questions about origins, context, and suitability 
for the current information need.”18 Determining who the authority is for a 
data source guides students on where to look for data and to understand that 
an authority has a viewpoint or perspective for providing the data. Students 
must realize that the data format may facilitate or impede its accessibility and 
use. Furthermore, students must also think of themselves as an authority in 
their own data collection and recognize that their data must be reliable, ac-
curate, and collected ethically.

Information Creation as Process

The Framework recognizes that the process to create information varies, 
and researchers must investigate how content is presented to understand 
how best to use it. Similarly, data is collected in different ways, and the 
method used reveals an understanding about the content. The type of data, 
either quantitative or qualitative, informs the researcher about the collection 
process, the possibilities for how to use the data to create new knowledge, 
and how to analyze it effectively. As delineated in the second data literacy 
competency presented by Prado and Marzal, “Reading/interpreting evaluat-
ing data,” students need to know about the “various forms in which data can 
be presented (written, numerical or graphic)” so that they can comprehend 
the various uses for the data.19 Similarly, the type of data dictates the limita-
tions of what researchers can do with it and what questions they can answer. 
Students need to familiarize themselves with the metadata of the source, the 
data about the data, to understand the creation of the data. As they use data 
in their own research, students must be aware that their own decisions for 
using it and their own creation process influences the message of the new out-
put. Beyond the data format, students must realize that the way they choose 
to present data (e.g., visualization) is also a process. Their design choices 
and techniques to present data conveys a message about the data. The data 
visualization needs to be clear, to avoid clutter, and to emphasize the most 
important aspects about the data.20
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Information Has Value

The concept of a “Big Data World” and a “data-rich society” where an en-
hanced “globalized networks of commerce, communication, and transport” 
collect individual data to maximize services is increasingly evident today.21 
Students need to understand that their personal data is part of this data-rich 
society. Businesses regularly gather, analyze, and sell data—often user data—
and this financial exchange of information illustrates that such content does 
have value. Furthermore, the access, use, analysis, and sharing of individual 
data is conducted often without users’ knowledge or permission. Individual 
data is a valued commodity, and students need to “make informed choices 
regarding their online actions.”22 Prado and Marzal identify this competency 
as “Data in society” and state that students must be informed about the role 
of data in the world, its creation, by whom, and its purpose.23 Similarly, stu-
dents need to understand that users may not have access to those data sources 
where their personal data is included. Furthermore, the data they locate for 
their own research may not be comprehensive and exclude some information 
from the content. The exclusion of those voices means these perspectives 
cannot be analyzed, which raises the concern for bias in the data output. Part 
of the “Big Data World” includes the increase in public data, particularly 
government data. The growth in accessible or readily available data for re-
searchers to analyze does not exclude the need or expectation that they cite 
who or what group provided the dataset. Students need to recognize that data, 
regardless of where it originated or where they found it, requires them to give 
it credit as a valued source in their research.

Research as Inquiry

The research process is a discovery process that requires an individual 
to understand the importance of asking questions. Developing a strong 
research question is a skill students must develop. Librarians, either in 
their teaching or during an individual meeting, regularly help students with 
this task. As stated in the Framework, “research is iterative and depends 
upon asking increasingly complex or new questions whose answers in 
turn develop additional questions or lines of inquiry in any field.”24 Data 
literacy requires students to understand data, whether that be quantitative 
or qualitative data, and question it. They need to understand where the 
data originated, who or what group created it, and why it was created. In 
the first core competency, titled “Understanding data,” Prado and Marzal 
specify the importance that students know how to recognize data, but under 
the third competency, “Reading/Interpreting and Evaluating data,” students 
must also question the data critically.25 In addition, they need to determine 
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whether the data is accurate and how complete it is for their research ques-
tion. The questions they ask of the data itself will help students determine 
what questions it can help them answer.

Scholarship as a Conversation

New knowledge or scholarship is inspired or influenced by the work of 
other researchers. Scholars or professionals “seek out many perspectives,” 
including unfamiliar ones and those outside their disciplines, when investi-
gating a topic or area of interest.26 Data sources contribute to new knowledge 
creation. Scholarship requires evaluation and a critical review of the argu-
ment to determine the validity and its contribution to the conversation. Stu-
dents who use data in their own work, regardless of the format, must use it 
ethically. Prado and Marzal emphasize the ethical use of data in the fifth com-
petency, “Using data,” stating students must acknowledge “the source when 
obtained or formulated by others.”27 Students must understand that scholar-
ship can privilege certain data collection methods and thereby pose barriers 
to inclusivity. Data may exclude perspectives or may not be representative of 
a general population. Students need to understand the argument or perspec-
tive that a data source provides and determine what other perspectives are 
necessary to develop a holistic and well-researched product.

Searching as Strategic Exploration

Librarians recognize that research is an iterative process that requires 
students to review results to decide how to proceed to find useful and mean-
ingful content. When trying to locate data, in any format, students need to 
determine which data would be useful to answer their question. In their quest 
for high-quality data sources, researchers “identify interested parties, such as 
scholars, organizations, and industries, who might produce information” and 
subsequently “determine how to access” it.28 The groups that provide the data 
may use various formats to collect and organize the content, thus students 
need to recognize that they should be purposeful in their search to locate the 
data they need. Furthermore, who or what group is providing the data will 
often dictate the format for the data, so students may need to expand their 
knowledge of data formats or revise search techniques to find the appropri-
ate format to match their data needs. Prado and Marzal outline the strategic 
importance of data access and use in the fourth competency, “Managing 
data,” which emphasizes the importance for students to know how to save 
and organize the data effectively.29
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Data in the Disciplines

Unlike information literacy, there are no nationally approved or standard-
ized competencies for data literacy to help guide librarians in their instruc-
tion. Nevertheless, data is information. Researchers and scholars use data as 
evidence to support their arguments, promote certain theoretical positions, 
or challenge claims. This section looks at three different disciplines (history, 
sociology, and biology) and discusses how these subject areas define and 
recognize data in student learning. The selected three disciplines represent 
diverse academic areas: humanities, social science, and science, respectively. 
The intention is to underscore the widespread use of data across academic 
departments and to provide an understanding about the relationship between 
data literacy and information literacy.

Data in History

In 2016, the American Historical Association, the most prominent asso-
ciation in the field of history, released the document “2016 History Discipline 
Core.” In it, the organization proposed six core competencies, with correspond-
ing learning outcomes, labeled alphabetically. The first three competencies 
include: 1) “Build historical knowledge,” 2) “Develop historical methods,” and 
3) “Recognize the provisional nature of knowledge, the disciplinary preference 
for complexity, and the comfort with ambiguity that history requires.” Each 
have four learning outcomes, labeled a through d. Competency four—“Apply 
the range of skills it takes to decode the historical record because of its incom-
plete, complex, and contradictory nature”—provides three outcomes, labeled 
a though c. The last two competencies include “Create historical arguments 
and narratives” and “Use historical perspective as central to active citizenship,” 
which each provide two outcomes: a and b. History faculty can incorporate 
the core competencies into their curriculum as appropriate “to reflect the 
distinct character of each institution and its students.”30 For historians, and 
other academics in the humanities, the research focus has always been on “pri-
mary materials” or “primary sources.” These appear in diverse formats, both 
quantitative and qualitative, and are “not perceived or referred to as ‘data.’”31 
However, these data sources are central to analysis in the field, and therefore, 
students need to develop the necessary skills to locate, access, and evaluate this 
form of data. Learning outcome b under the second competency, “Develop 
historical methods,” states that a history student should be able to “collect, sift, 
organize, question, synthesize, and interpret complex material.”32 If you replace 
the term “material” with “data,” this outcome is consistent with the data literacy 
definition posed earlier in this chapter. Moreover, under the third competency, 
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“Recognize the provisional nature of knowledge . . .,” learning outcome recog-
nizes data as a source to help historians develop “more accurate accounts and 
construct stronger arguments.”33 The fourth competency, “Apply the range of 
skills . . .,” expects students to apply various skills to “decode” history and out-
come includes the term “sources.”34 With the understanding that sources are 
forms of data, this outcome expects students to use multiple historical sources 
and evaluate them for “credibility, position, perspective, and relevance.”35 The 
History Discipline Core outlines strong expectations that students engage with 
research data and demonstrate it in their learning.

Data in Sociology

Sociology, a social science discipline, incorporates both quantitative and 
qualitative research methods. The mixed-method approach used by re-
searchers aims to uncover the “how” and “why” about people’s behavior.36 
The standard use of both forms of data indicates a need for students to de-
velop the skills to know how to locate, access, use, and manage diverse data 
sources in their research. The “Sociological Literacy Framework,” released in 
2015, proposed six essential competencies along with corresponding learn-
ing outcomes. The competencies identify the necessary skills students must 
demonstrate during their course of study in sociology. Two of the competen-
cies indicate data as a central component. Students are expected to be able 
to “evaluate the quality” of data used in research (competency four), as well 
as develop the skills to “rigorously analyze” data (competency five).37 These 
learning expectations complement the data literacy competency “Reading, 
interpreting and evaluating data” outlined by Prado and Marzal. The “So-
ciological Literacy Framework” further elaborates that, within this discipline, 
students need to assess “the empirical sociological research of others,” includ-
ing the methods completed, the data used, and the conclusions drawn from 
the research.38 They must also be able to “evaluate statistical information” 
as well as use analysis to determine if the proposed conclusions or claims 
are valid.39 This framework shows strong similarity to those competencies 
proposed by Prado and Marzal. The competencies and learning outcomes 
defined in the “Sociological Literacy Framework” reveal the importance of 
data as an information source in the discipline.

Data in Biology

Science education at the undergraduate level has long recognized the im-
portance of data literacy in the curriculum. In 2009, the American Associa-
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tion for the Advancement of Science published “Vision and Change in Un-
dergraduate Biology Education: A Call to Action.” The extensive document 
outlined six core competencies for undergraduate biology education that 
can be included in any biology course and are flexible and adaptable to meet 
the course learning outcomes regardless of the level.40 Similar to the ACRL 
Framework, each competency includes disciplinary practices that elaborate 
on the skills students must demonstrate. For the second competency, “Abil-
ity to use quantitative reasoning,” the associated disciplinary practice reads, 
“apply quantitative analysis to interpret biological data.”41 To demonstrate 
this competency, students must be able to use, read, and interpret data effec-
tively. In addition, depending on the size of the data set, students must also be 
able to manage data so that they can analyze it effectively.42 Science scholars 
agree that young science researchers need to understand the overall purpose 
to collect data, quantitative or qualitative, and “how those data can provide 
appropriate evidence to answer a question.”43 Like history and sociology, the 
growing emphasis on data literacy in biology is apparent.

As shown in the various data competencies for different disciplines, faculty 
outside of the library profession have adopted aspects of data literacy into their 
curriculum standards to help students become data literate. The competencies 
highlighted in this section illustrate that across disciplines, data, in all formats, 
is a form of information. The interdisciplinary nature of data supports the 
argument that data literacy is an transdisciplinary skill much like information 
literacy. Thus, incorporating data literacy across the curriculum allows stu-
dents to develop these skills as part of their learning regardless of the course.44 
Although there are discipline distinctions on what constitutes data, librarians 
need to gain professional knowledge about data literacy to help students meet 
the course learning outcomes and achieve academic success, in the same way 
they already incorporate information literacy principles into their teaching.

Recommendations on the Role of Librarians in Data Literacy Instruction

Librarians are dedicated to student learning and to helping students to de-
velop the skills needed to be informed consumers and producers of informa-
tion. They guide students on where to locate information sources that meet 
their needs. As information specialists, they are eager to share their expertise. 
Understanding and accepting data as a form of information that is widely 
used, librarians can begin to understand the importance of incorporating data 
literacy into their skillset. Fortunately, there are useful techniques librarians 
can adopt to achieve that goal.
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Conduct a Data Literacy Needs Assessment

Academic librarians can learn about data literacy needs on their campus 
by asking their faculty colleagues about where data literacy fits in their 
courses and research. For example, librarians at Miami University orga-
nized a listening tour on their campus with the goal “to better understand 
the types of data support faculty require.”45 At the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, librarians conducted a faculty survey to learn how 
they were “using data in their teaching and what issues they face[d].”46 From 
these conversations with faculty colleagues, librarians can design a “Data 
Literacy Needs Assessment”—essentially an analysis of faculty expecta-
tions for data literacy learning for their students and in their professional 
research—and learn more about what gaps exist and how the librarians can 
play a role in filling in the gaps.

Incorporate Data Literacy in Your Library Instruction

Academic librarians are often required to teach instruction sessions to 
help students meet course expectations and learning outcomes. Course-in-
tegrated instruction is a practice librarians can adopted to also help students 
develop data literacy skills. Don MacMillan, a life sciences librarian at the 
University of Calgary, has designed instruction sessions, in collaboration 
with a biology professor, to teach students data literacy concepts. These 
instruction sessions, taught in sequential courses across two semesters, have 
given students the opportunity to transfer their data knowledge across both 
courses and apply new skills in their learning.47 At UCLA, two librarians 
have adopted a similar approach in sociology courses. Following conversa-
tions with members in the department, the librarians designed introductory 
and advanced instruction sessions for sociology students to learn and apply 
data literacy skills in their research.48 Further, librarians at the University 
of South Florida St. Petersburg created a faculty learning community (FLC) 
with the support of the institution’s teaching and learning center. The goal 
of this collaborative initiative, which included faculty and librarians, was to 
learn ways to help students develop critical thinking and data literacy.49 At 
present, the author of this chapter is collaborating on a cross-disciplinary 
syllabus content analysis at her campus to learn how faculty colleagues 
define, explain, and incorporate data literacy competencies, as defined by 
Prado and Marzal, into their courses. The goal is to learn the diverse ap-
proaches adopted by faculty to educate students about data literacy with the 
goal to be better informed and engaged in student learning.
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Develop Expertise on a Data Literacy Topic or Tool

Data literacy, similar to information literacy, entails learning various skills 
or tools to help students develop basic competencies. As underscored by Prado 
and Marzal, these proficiencies include understanding the different types of 
data sources, locating reliable data, knowing how to clean data to create visu-
alizations, and citing data appropriately. Librarians interested in data literacy 
can dedicate time to learning data literacy competencies to be proficient with 
helping students and faculty. With this new knowledge, librarians can create 
opportunities to teach workshops for the campus community and to serve as 
a resource for students. One of the data literacy interests of the author is data 
visualization. She has developed expertise by reading material on the topic, 
following blogs and reviewing online learning modules. Consequently, she has 
designed and taught a micro-course, Intro to Data Visualization, and often pro-
vides consultations to students who need assistance creating data visualizations.

Data literacy, like information literacy, is an important skillset for college 
students to develop. The examples described in this section are just a few ways 
librarians can position themselves to best serve faculty and students. An es-
sential factor to these initiatives is that librarians learn from faculty members at 
their institutions about their data needs. Conversations with faculty colleagues 
about how they incorporate data in their classroom assignments and what they 
expect students to learn about data are essential to developing data literacy ini-
tiatives on campuses. With that knowledge, librarians can develop resources, 
lead workshops, and teach lessons that meet faculty and student needs. Work-
shop topics can include information such as defining data and finding relevant 
data sources, similar to sessions librarians already teach on finding articles 
in a database. Or librarians can teach students about creating their own data 
sources and ensuring they are aware of the campus IRB (Institutional Review 
Board) protocol. Sessions can also focus on different tools that can be used to 
collect and analyze data. These may include free tools such as Google Forms 
and Survey Monkey, or Qualtrics, which has a cost but which may be provided 
by institutions. The sessions can focus on developing questionnaires or surveys 
effectively and obtaining a strong response rate. Librarians can organize these 
sessions in collaboration with campus partners who are trained on a specific 
topics to create well-rounded sessions. Text analysis tools like Voyant (free) 
or NVivo (fee-based) can be taught in sessions that focus on qualitative data 
analysis. Excel, Google Sheets, or Tableau (another fee-based resource that of-
fers a free option) are tools that students can use to explore datasets or create 
data visualizations. Similar to information literacy instruction, librarians can 
create targeted approaches to support data literacy learning on their campus.
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Conclusion

Data is information, and regardless of the format, it is present across disci-
plines in higher education. Librarians need to develop new skills to be pre-
pared to assist faculty and students in their research. The ACRL Framework 
presents librarians with the foundation and space to correlate data literacy to 
information literacy. The strong intersections between information literacy 
and data literacy signifies to librarians the need to incorporate data literacy 
concepts into their overall instruction. For many librarians it may be a chal-
lenge to develop the knowledgebase to be proficient in data. Recently, there 
has been conversation surrounding the need to incorporate data literacy and 
statistical literacy alongside information literacy in graduate library and in-
formation program curriculum.50 Librarians who see themselves as generalists 
will need support and training to learn how to serve the data literacy needs of 
their faculty colleagues and students.51 Data literacy presents librarians with 
the opportunity to grow professionally and develop the skills to improve their 
own librarianship as well as the profession. The age of information includes 
data, and librarians must be actively involved to educate students about it.
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