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INTRODUCTION 
Computational thinking 
has become a popular 
term in recent years, a 
buzzword that just as 
easily finds its way 
into parenting maga-
zine articles as it does 
academic research. It 
is being touted as a new 
“literacy” (Snelling, 2018) 
and as a “fundamental skill 
used by everyone in the world by 
the middle of the 21st century…
as fundamental as reading 
writing and arithmetic. The 
third pillar of the scientific 
method” (Wing, 2016). 

The notion of computa-
tional thinking as a funda-
mental skill for the future has 
not gone unnoticed by governments, 
educators, and big businesses who 

are looking for ways to prepare 
children for the technology and 

economy of the future. In 
2016, President Obama 
announced the “Computer 

Science for All” initiative, 
which “identified STEAM 
(science, technology, 
engineering, and math) 

learning and computer sci-
ence as national priorities for 

all age groups” (Prato, 2017, p. 19). 
A year later, Google announced 

$500,000 worth of grants for 
libraries interested in partici-

pating in its Libraries Ready 
to Code initiative (Braun & 

Visser, 2017). 
Despite the call to arms 

for computational think-
ing education, schools are not 

flying the banner. According to Prato 
(2017), “nine in ten parents want their 

children to study computer science, but 
only one in four schools teach computer 
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programming” (p. 21). It is public libraries 
and youth services librarians who are being 
asked to fill this gap because of their role 
as informal learning spaces (Martin, 2017), 
the free access they offer to technology 
and internet, and in turn, their already es-
tablished commitment to bridge the digital 
divide (Braun & Visser, 2017). With so much 
money and attention being thrown in the 
direction of computational thinking, it is 
no wonder that libraries are attempting to 
take up the call to promote and facilitate 
these types of programs. 

However, while many youth services 
librarians begin to develop computa-
tional thinking programs for their patrons, 
several major challenges arise with the 
very concept of computational thinking. 
While research and literature, library blogs 
and workshops, enthusiastically tell youth 
services librarians they should offer this, 
there is little consensus on what “this” is or 
what it looks like. Computational thinking 
literature “is at an early stage of maturity, 
and is far from either explaining what 
[computational thinking] is, or how to teach 
and assess this skill” (Kalelioglu, Gulbahar, & 
Kukul, 2016, p. 583). 

As a whole, the body of computational 
thinking research contains varying defini-
tions of computational thinking, makes 
claims about the benefits of computational 
thinking that have yet to be substantiated, 
and provides inconsistent visions of what 
computational thinking programs should 
look like. Basic questions like, “What is com-
putational thinking?” and “What does it look 
like in practice?” do not have easy answers. 
This paper examines the challenges facing 
youth services librarians as a result of these 
issues inherent in computational thinking 
research and recommends best practices 
that consider the unique space of the public 
library for moving forward. 

DEFINITION(S): WHAT IS COMPUTATIONAL 
THINKING? 
Despite the popularity and excitement that 

surround computational thinking programs 
in public libraries, it is surprising to note 
that “there is not one unanimous definition 
of computational thinking” (Angeli, et al., 
2016, p. 49). Similarly, Brennen and Resnick 
(2012) note that “there is little agreement 
on what a definition for computational 
thinking might encompass” (p. 2). Even the 
recently released Libraries Ready to Code 
web collection (2018) states that “there is 
no one single list of the specific concepts, 
practices, and dispositions included in [com-
putational thinking].” 

The very first challenge youth services 
librarians face when implementing compu-
tational thinking programs is immediate: 
What exactly is computational thinking? If 
there is little agreement on a definition and 
no single list of concepts to practice, what 
exactly are librarians meant to be teaching 
or introducing to their young patrons? 

Computational thinking has been de-
scribed as 
• “defining, understanding, and solving 

problems; reasoning at multiple levels of 
abstraction; understanding and applying 
automation; and understanding the di-
mensions of scale” (Allan, et al., 2010, p. 1); 

• “a creative process that includes un-
derstanding concepts, processes, and 
perspectives of a designer” (Brennan & 
Resnick, 2012, p. 2); 

• “thought processes involved in formulat-
ing problems so their solutions can be 
represented as computational steps and 
algorithms” (Aho as cited in Tedre & Den-
ning, 2016, p. 120); 

• “an underlying set of skills foundational 
to computer science though also transfer-
able to broader applications” (Braun & 
Visser, 2017, p. 8); 

• “the way that computer scientists think, 
the manner in which they reason” (Riley 
& Hunt as cited in Kaleioglu, Gulbahar, & 
Kukul, 2016, p. 585); 

• “a set of thinking skills that may not 
result in computer programming (Syslo & 
Kwiatkowska as cited in Kaleioglu, Gulba-

har, & Kukul, 2016, p. 585); 
• and “solving problems, designing systems, 

and understanding human behavior, by 
drawing on the concepts fundamental to 
computer science” (Wing, 2006, p. 33). 

In these examples alone, computational 
thinking is somehow simultaneously a 
thought process, a design process, a set of 
skills, a problem-solving method, and an ap-
plication for automation, and may not nec-
essarily result in computer programming at 
all. Many words used are computer science 
jargon such as algorithm or abstraction. 

These definitions represent different 
visions of computational thinking and the 
computer science jargon used can be very 
daunting to anyone outside of the computer 
science field, including youth services librar-
ians tasked with facilitating computational 
thinking for children. Tedre and Denning 
(2016) note this is a challenge for educators 
saying that the “multiple [computational 
thinking] visions, although inspiring and 
ambitious, do not agree on what exactly 
should be taught about [computational 
thinking], how to assess whether students 
have learned [computational thinking], and 
who are the main beneficiates of [computa-
tional thinking]” (p.120). 

LIBRARY-CENTERED DEFINITIONS 
Initially, the library profession had begun to 
address this problem of vague and various 
definitions for youth services librarians. In 
Phase II of Libraries Ready to Code, an initia-
tive created from a partnership between 
Google and the American Library Associa-
tion, library and information science profes-
sors were tasked with creating a new curric-
ulum for master of library science students 
with a focus on computational thinking as a 
literacy. This would help close the skills gap 
that many youth services librarians point to 
as a reason for their reluctance to facilitate 
computational thinking programs (Braun 
& Visser, 2017). In doing so, professors cre-
ated a definition that defined it within the 
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context of a library: 
“[Computational thinking] within 

the context of libraries: youth learn 
through opportunities to uncover 
everyday personal or community 
problems and develop strategies to 
solve those problems. Through these 
problem-definition, data gathering, 
and problem-solving steps, they are 
mentored and coached by library staff, 
peers, and community members, and 
participate in activities that lead to 
an understanding of their community 
and the world around them and the 
ability to analyze, synthesize, produce, 
and organize information. Through 
these activities, they build decomposi-
tion, pattern recognition, algorithms, 
abstraction, and automation skills” 
(Drouillard, 2017). 

This was a good attempt to situate this 
concept into the realm of libraries. However, 
by the time the Libraries Ready to Code re-
source collection was released in June 2018, 
this definition was gone, replaced with a 
short description of computational thinking 
and links to outside sources: to the classic 
2006 Wing article, a Google-sponsored defi-
nition, a “leadership guide,” and a teacher 
association definition (Libraries Ready to 
Code, 2018), none of them attempting to 
define computational thinking in terms 
of a public library. This is a huge misstep. 
Creating a definition that is sound, specific, 
and aligns with public library standards 
and practices is necessary to overcome the 
obstacles of a vague definition. 

As Denning (2017) would argue, this 
vagueness is the point. Denning believes 
that “in attempts to appeal to other fields 
besides [computer science], [researchers] 
offered vague and confusing definitions of 
computational thinking…the claims that it 
benefits everyone beyond computational 
designers are as yet unsubstantiated” (Den-
ning, 2017, p. 33). Computational think-
ing was purposely positioned to become 
a catchall term that seemingly applied to 
any field or situation in an effort to make 
it more appealing outside of the computa-
tional science field. 

ORIGINS OF MODERN COMPUTATIONAL 
THINKING 
Despite their differences, most definitions 
harken back to or were influenced by Wing’s 
pivotal 2006 article on computational think-
ing. Wing’s essay is considered an origin 

point for educators and librarians because 
she manages to accomplish two things: She 
situates computational thinking outside 
the computer science field, and situates 
computational thinking outside of comput-
ers themselves. 

First, Wing (2006) claims that “compu-
tational thinking is a fundamental skill for 
everyone, not just for computer scientists. 
To reading, writing, and arithmetic, we 
should add computational thinking to 
every child’s analytical ability” (p. 33). That 
notion, that computational thinking, and 
therefore coding and computer science, 
are fundamental to everyone was novel in 
2006 and is what myriad researchers and 
educators have pointed towards when jus-
tifying the need for computational thinking 
in classrooms, public libraries, and other 
youth programs. Later, she added that 
“someone with the ability to use computa-
tion effectively would have an edge over 
someone without” (Wing, 2016). This is the 
origin of computational thinking as a new 
literacy that is fundamental to everyone 
and the impetus for many educators and 
librarians outside of the computer science 
field to take up the task of teaching it. 

Second, Wing goes so far as to explain 
that computational thinking is a tool used 
in everyday life, removing the notion of com-
puters or computational models completely: 

“When your daughter goes to 
school in the morning, she puts in her 
backpack the things she needs for the 
day; that’s prefetching and caching…
At what point do you stop renting skis 
and buy yourself a pair: that’s online al-
gorithms. Which line do you stand in at 
the supermarket?; that’s performance 
modeling for multi-server systems” 
(Wing, 2006, p. 34). 

Wing uses computational thinking 
outside the bounds of computer science or 
even computer use, claiming it as a fun-

damental skill for everyday life. It is little 
wonder why that belief is so appealing to 
educators and librarians. Wanting to be 
supportive of computational thinking but 
lacking computer science knowledge, librar-
ians can use Wing’s “everyday life” approach 
to create computational thinking programs, 
developing programs around everyday chal-
lenges like packing a bag. However, is this 
computational thinking? 

Not all researchers think so. The claims 
that computational thinking benefits fields 
outside of computer science or in everyday 
life are unsubstantiated (Denning, 2017). 
Denning asks, “Is it really true that any 
sequence of steps is an algorithm? That 
procedures of daily life are algorithms?” 
(Denning, 2017, p. 34). 

Some researchers in the computer 
science field are uncomfortable with a com-
putational thinking definition that removes 
computational models. To some, computa-
tional thinking requires the computational 
model or automation. The absence of any 
mention of computational models in Wing’s 
definition is considered a “mistake… we 
engage with abstraction decomposition, 
data representation, and so forth, in order 
to get a model to accomplish certain work” 
(Denning, 2017, p. 36). The point of compu-
tational thinking is specifically to work with 
these models. 

Similarly, Guzdial (2015) recounts 
pushback against computational thinking 
at a European workshop. “The educational 
psychologists thought it was unbeliev-
able that learning computing would in any 
way impact the way that people think or 
problem-solve in everyday life. Didn’t we be-
lieve that once about Latin?” (Guzdial, 2015). 
This comparison between computational 
thinking and the old outdated practice of 
teaching children Latin is a testament to 
how unconvinced some researchers and 
educators are as to the claims that it can be 
valuable in everyday life or in fields outside 
of computer science. 

THE FORGOTTEN HISTORY OF 
COMPUTATIONAL THINKING 
To further complicate matters, the myriad 
researchers and educators who credit Wing 
with coining the definition of computa-
tional thinking are incorrect. Wing’s article 
and definition certainly stirred a renewed 
interest in computational thinking in 2006, 
but the term itself dates back to 1980 when 
Papret used the term in his book Mind-
storms: Children, Computers, and Powerful 
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Ideas (which the LEGO coding tool is named 
after), to describe a “mental skill children 
develop from practicing programming” 
(Denning, 2017, p.35). 

In fact, the mainstream push to develop 
computational thinking programs in 
educational institutions already happened 
in the 1980s and 1990s. Much of this 
research is largely forgotten among the 
current cultural conversation and research. 
And perhaps with good reason—many 
researchers didn’t find evidence that teach-
ing computational thinking to students 
was particularly successful (Kafai, 2016). 
These early attempts at computational 
thinking in classrooms “did not deliver on 
promises. By the mid-1990s most schools 
turned away from programming” (Kafai, 
2016, p. 26). A lack of historical context 
forces educators, youth services librarians, 
and researchers themselves to reinvent the 
wheel and could lead to watered-down ver-
sions of these preceding programs (Tedre & 
Denning, 2016). 

PROGRAMMING: IS THIS COMPUTATIONAL 
THINKING? 
The various visions of and definitions for 
computational thinking in libraries means 
there isn’t one “right” way to offer compu-
tational thinking skills. The lack of direction 
mixed with Wing’s “everyday life” approach 
has resulted in an “anything goes” style of 
programming. From creating games that 
solve social ills (Martin, 2017) to simply 
making guacamole with your family (Librar-
ies Ready to Code, 2018), youth services 
librarians are creating programs based on 
their own interpretations of computational 
thinking definitions and their skillsets 
(or lack thereof). This had led to a heavy 
reliance on specialized tools and websites 
(Braun & Visser, 2017, p. 18), as well as the 
popularity of “unplugged” computational 
thinking programs, both of which have 
researchers questioning their validity as 
computational thinking programs. 

Reliance on Tools 
Youth services librarians who lack the skill 
set, but still want to facilitate computation-
al thinking, have heavily relied on popular 
block coding websites and robotics toys that 
promise to do the computational thinking 
facilitating for them (Braun & Visser, 2017). 

Websites such as Hour of Code and 
Scratch use simple block code, a visual 
programming language, where children 
drag and drop puzzle pieces into the desired 
order (an algorithm) to move a character 
across the screen. They are considered easy 
for both children to use and librarians to 
learn, but some researchers believe they 
oversimplify “coding and thus using these 
tools detracts from the ability of learning 
to grasp complex programming concepts” 
(Braun & Visser, 2017, p. 35). These visual 
programming languages bear little resem-
blance to the programming languages used 
in professional settings. 

Other popular tools are robots, such as 
Bee-bots and Cubettos. Robots serve as a 
visual expression of computational think-
ing (Prato, 2017), have an obvious coolness 
factor (Braun & Visser, 2017), and as Duill 
(2012) describes, feed the “humanoid 
robotic fantasies children derive from enter-
tainment media” (p. 96). 

Some of these robots use an app which 
helps to demystify computational thinking 
and coding skills by blending the digital and 
physical world (Braun & Visser, 2017, p. 23), 
helping children see how their computation-
al thinking efforts affect objects in front of 
them. Dash and Dot robots, for instance, use 
a block code app so children are working on 
a screen (the digital world) and seeing their 
robot move in front of them in the real world. 

Some robots are considered “tangible 
tech” such as Bee-bots and Cubettos, which 
do not use a computer or app to code; 
no screen is necessary. Instead, the robot 
features a series of buttons or manipulat-
ing pieces that are put into an algorithm. 
A child presses a button, and the robot 
completes the sequence in the code. 

While these tools make life easier for 
youth services librarians and may help 
attract children to programs, the focus on 
these tools can be problematic, according to 
Braun and Visser (2017). This focus “shows 
that library staff are less likely to acknowl-
edge the learning accomplished through 
these activities than the tools that are used 
in the learning” (Braun & Visser, 2017, p. 18). 
The novelty of the toys takes precedence 
over learning outcomes.  

Similarly, Duill (2012) notes that toys 
such as the Bee-Bots are “cognitively a 
‘black box’ with buttons…their main use is 
in teaching left/right turns and distance 
estimation, which are more simply and eco-
nomically incorporated in pencil and paper 
mazes” (p. 96). Duill believes that because 
such tools are closed to creation, they offer 
very little computational thinking value. 

Both Duill (2012) and Braun and Visser 
(2017) call for a more constructionist ap-
proach, where children create an object or 
project. However, they fail to recognize that 
the need for such tools in the first place is 
that they offer librarians an easy way to in-
troduce computational thinking skills. Criti-
cism that such programs are mere gateways 
(Braun & Visser, 2017) place youth services 
librarians in a dilemma with their program-
ming: They are encouraged to use these 
tools because they don’t know enough 
about computational thinking (Prato, 2017), 
but the critics claim the programs aren’t 
enough (Duill 2012; Braun & Visser, 2017; 
Denning, 2017). 

Unplugged Programs 
Unplugged activities take their lead from 
Wing’s (2006) notion that computa-
tional thinking can be used in everyday 
life situations. These programs include no 
technology or computers and often focus 
on pattern recognition, solving problems 
through challenges, or creating step-by-step 
instructions. They serve as a “low-stakes 
entry point for library staff just learning 
how to integrate computational thinking 

» The various visions of and definitions for computational 
thinking in libraries means there isn’t one “right” way to 
offer computational thinking skills. The lack of direction 
mixed with Wing’s “everyday life” approach has resulted 
in an “anything goes” style of programming.
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activities” (Braun & Visser, p. 18). Most of 
these unplugged activities take the form of 
algorithm design. For instance, the Librar-
ies Ready to Code website (2018) describes 
a computational thinking program where 
families are challenged to “create their 
own recipe for guacamole…they are finding 
patterns in the recipe and abstracting ideas 
to craft their own variations of the original. 
The step-by-step recipes they create are 
similar in flow to the algorithms a computer 
follows” (Haines, 2018). 

This everyday life algorithm is remi-
niscent of Wing’s (2006) assertion that 
computational thinking could be used to 
pack a bag or choose a line at the grocery 
store. However, Denning (2017) asserts 
that a computational model is necessary 
for an algorithm. An algorithm “is not any 
sequence of steps, but a series of steps 
that control some abstract machine or 
computational model without requiring 
human judgement. Computational thinking 
includes designing the model, not just the 
steps to control it” (Denning, 2017, p. 33). 
An everyday life algorithm, such as making 
guacamole, requires human judgement, 
which has never been considered a part of 
an algorithmic step. 

Are these two program examples, a reli-
ance on a tool such as a black-box robot and 
making an algorithm out of a recipe, compu-
tational thinking? Yes and no, depending on 
which research one subscribes to. A defini-
tive answer is impossible without a widely 
agreed-upon definition to draw from. While 
library blogs and workshops extol the ease 
of use of such tools, the academic literature 
criticizes them for not being effective or im-
pactful enough, creating a major conflict and 
challenge for youth services librarians. 

EVALUATIONS: IS THIS WORKING? 
As we’ve seen, the vague and varied defini-
tions of computational thinking have led 
to challenges in developing computational 
thinking programs for public libraries. It is 
little surprise then to find that these same 
issues have left librarians unsure of how to 
assess whether or not their programs have 
been successful (Denning, 2017). To compli-
cate matters further, the public library’s role 
as an informal learning environment also 
acts as a barrier towards traditional modes 
of assessment. 

The literature on computational thinking 
offers very little in reference to assessments. 
Benitti found that out of more than 70 
papers on computational thinking, only 10 

provided measurements of computational 
thinking in programs (cited in Toh, Causo, 
Tzuo, Chen & Yeo, 2016, p. 148). 

 
Skill vs. Knowledge 
First, the various definitions of computa-
tional thinking refer to it as both a “concept” 
and a “skill.” These terms are not inter-
changeable. How a librarian would evaluate 
a concept or knowledge is much different 
than how one might evaluate a skill. For 
example, Sullivan & Bers (2015), used a 
one-on-one style assessment on students 
in preschool through second grade who 
received training with a KIWI robot. Working 
with a researcher, they were tested for skill 
recall. Researchers asked, “What part should 
I use if I want my robot to turn its light on?” 
and the child would receive a point for cor-
rectly identifying five different robot parts, 
including three sensors, a light output, and 
the motor. It was reported that the young-
est students “struggled with mastery of the 
robotic parts” (p. 17) and were not success-
ful on this assessment. Does failing to learn 
this specific skill of pressing a sensor mean 
that the children did not practice or learn 
computational thinking concepts, such as 
abstraction or decomposition? The assess-
ment isn’t able to test for that. 

Likewise, evaluations that test for 
knowledge can give equally dubious results. 
In Brennan & Resnick (2012), measurement 
was conducted via product-based assess-
ments. Researchers looked at Scratch coding 
projects created by children ages 8-17 and 
asked questions about their experiences. 
In one example, an interviewer asked a 
student, “How does this work?” The student 
was unable to explain any part of it, reveal-
ing that he had seen a similar project on 

a website and copied the code. While this 
student lacks the knowledge to explain how 
his project works, it could still be argued 
that he used computational thinking skills 
by altering the block in the project that he 
had taken from the internet. 

Traditional Library Models of Assessment 
Ironically, the informal learning setting, 
one of the very elements that makes public 
libraries such an ideal computational think-
ing environment (Braun & Visser, 2017), also 
makes it difficult to evaluate and assess 
computational thinking programs for suc-
cess. Youth services librarians do not grade, 
and are not beholden to education stan-
dards or tests. Children can practice compu-
tational thinking “without the pressure of 
failing…you are not being graded in any way, 
so it is a safe environment for [patrons] to 
experiment” (Suramaniam cited in Snelling, 
2018). But this also means youth services 
librarians do not have tools to evaluate 
whether or not their programs are effective-
ly facilitating computational thinking. 

In fact, many library programs are not 
assessed for effectiveness. Many public 
libraries used output-based assessments, 
relying on participation numbers to deter-
mine whether or not a program was suc-
cessful (Matthews, 2010). In recent years, 
many libraries have moved towards an 
outcome-based assessment, relying on sur-
veys and focus groups that ask participants 
to comment on the content or the goals of 
the program itself (Cole, Walter, & Mitnick, 
2013). In the former method, 50 children at 
a program may be deemed a great success, 
but it would be unclear whether or not 
the program was effective in relaying any 
educational elements. In the latter, only 
5 kids may come to a program, but if one 
child commented that the program had 
value or that he met his personal goal for 
the program, then that program could be 
considered a great success even though the 
participation was low. 

Considering the lack of much of a prior 
history of program evaluation, the assess-
ment limitations of an informal learning 
environment, and the fact that researchers 
are unsure of how to assess computational 
thinking, youth services librarians again face 
another obstacle of determining whether 
their programming is successful in facilitat-
ing computational thinking. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
A key element in facilitating successful and 
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effective youth computational thinking 
programs in public libraries is framing them 
squarely within the context of the public li-
brary itself. While there may not be one widely  

accepted definition, method of execu-
tion, or assessment strategy (and any that 
might be created would most likely be 
done for the benefit of schools, and not 
the unique setting of a public library), an 
authoritative body such as the American Li-
brary Association, the Association of Library 
Services to Children, or the Libraries Ready 
to Code initiative could address these issues 
by creating their own definition framed 
around public libraries as a base on which 
youth services librarians could confidently 
build their programming. The fact that the 
Libraries Ready to Code initiative shied away 
from interpreting a computational thinking 
definition in favor of pointing to several oth-
ers, none of which mention public libraries, 
is a big misstep. 

Further, public libraries’ foray into 
computational thinking should play to the 
libraries’ strengths. It is the unique aspects 
of a public library that make it such an ideal 
place for computational thinking programs 
(Braun & Visser, 2017, p. 2). This includes its 
existing technology efforts, informal learn-
ing environments, its collections, and its 
already-successful programs. 

Technology and The Digital Divide 
A definition of computational thinking for 
public libraries must include the mention 
of a computational model (Denning, 2017). 
Technology should be utilized when pos-
sible in programs. First, if computational 
thinking is understood to be an “underlying 
set of skills” (Braun & Visser, 2017, p. 4) or 
foundation for coding, robotics, and com-
puter science, then it can be believed that 
practicing with computational models and 
tools should also mean practicing compu-
tational thinking. By creating a definition 
that focuses on these skills, the thinking 
concepts behind computational thinking 
may naturally follow. 

Furthermore, while the “everyday life” 
approach makes things easier for youth 
services librarians, it fails to tackle the 
digital divide, which is one of the other 
reasons public libraries were identified as 
an ideal place for computational thinking 
(Braun & Visser, 2017). Public libraries are no 
strangers to the term “digital divide,” which 
describes the unequal access to computer 
and technology (Reich & Ito, 2017). Teaching 
computational thinking, introducing chil-

dren to the tools and programs used, and 
teaching the skills necessary for computer 
science tackles the digital divide by offer-
ing equitable access to the tools, ideas, and 
concepts necessary to create technology, 
ensuring that all voices, especially those 
who are underrepresented in the computer 
science fields, can be heard. 

Despite the criticism that tech tools like 
robotic toys and coding game websites are 
not effective at teaching computational 
thinking (Braun & Visser, 2017; Duill, 2012), 
youth services librarians should make use 
of them, especially as they themselves are 
learning how to facilitate these new types 
of programs. It also introduces these tech-
nology pieces to children who, in the case of 
underserved children including those who 
are underrepresented in computer science 
fields, may not see them elsewhere, acting 
as another deterrent to the digital divide. 

Utilizing technology and computers in 
computational thinking programs, of course, 
means youth services librarians will have 
to learn to become more comfortable with 
technology, coding, and robotics. Libraries 
Ready to Code Phase II made some great 
efforts in this area by designing a curriculum 
for computational thinking that would be 
taught to prospective librarians during their 
master of library science studies. This way, 
computational thinking would be embedded 
into librarianship itself, establishing it as an 
essential concept or skill for the profession. 
Hopefully, such curriculum will not only 
provide the “what” and “why” of computa-
tional thinking, which, as can be seen from 
current research, can get tricky, but also 
provide training on the basic fundamentals 
of computational thinking and introduce 
practical skills such as coding with program 
languages. Youth services librarians do not 
need to be persuaded to teach patrons com-
putational thinking by providing numerous 
reasons on why it is important; they simply 
need training on all of the computer science 
concepts that computational thinking should 
be leading towards. 

Similarly, national and state library as-
sociations should consider offering similar 
workshops for youth services librarians that 
focus on practical technology skills that can 
be used to facilitate computational thinking 
programs. Youth services librarians will also 
need the support of their individual librar-
ies, who must find the time and budget 
necessary for librarians to learn, design, and 
facilitate these new types of programs. 

Outcome Based Assessments 
As an informal learning environment, public 
libraries have often struggled with creat-
ing assessments for an environment where 
experimenting and failing are celebrated 
(Snelling, 2018). As libraries move towards 
outcome-based evaluations in other areas, 
these same types of evaluations may help 
create successful stories to share about 
programming. Outcome-based evaluations 
offer individual assessments by encouraging 
children to make goals, and help libraries 
determine the impact of their programming 
by collecting stories and anecdotes about 
the value of the program. 

Building on Library Strengths 
While much of the research regarding com-
putational thinking focuses on the notion 
of problem solving, research fails to think 
about how to initiate and inspire solutions 
to these problems. Libraries have the key to 
that solution: books. 

In 2007, Newbery medal winner Neil 
Gaiman visited China for its first-ever state-
sponsored science fiction convention. When 
asked why the government was supporting 
the convention, a party official revealed that 
it was actually a well-researched initiative 
towards technological innovation. Frus-
trated with their tech industry’s lack of 
original ideas, the Chinese government sent 
researchers to tour facilities at Microsoft, 
Google, and Apple. What they found was 
surprising: many of the employees coming 
up with innovative new ideas had a deep 
love for science fiction (Gaiman, 2016). Elon 
Musk, Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerberg, among 
other famous names in computer science 
also count themselves as huge science 
fiction fans. In fact, product managers 
at Facebook were required to read Neal 
Stephenson’s 1992 novel Snow Crash, as it 
was used by Ben Narasin to develop theories 
about the commercialization of the early 
internet (Shenoy, 2016). 

Working with books is within the realm 
of even the least tech-savvy of youth ser-
vices librarians. Encouraging thought and 
discussion while using science fiction books 
like the ones that inspired our current com-
puter science celebrities, will help breed in-
novation and encourage the “feedback loop 
between science fiction and technological 
fact” (Shenoy, 2016) in the future. 

In addition, already established success-
ful programs such as LEGO Clubs or summer 
learning activity sheets could be adapted 
to add elements of computational thinking 
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into them. Challenging builders at a Block 
Party program to build a house for a Bee-bot 
that must drive into his new house, or add-
ing a game on the Hour of Code website as 
an activity option on their summer learning 
logs, will give youth services librarians a 
sense of comfort and confidence. Working 
within a familiar framework they know is al-
ready successful will give librarians a sense 
of ownership over the project, and encour-
age them to continue to learn and build on 
their successes. 

Finally, more research needs to be done 
pertaining to computational thinking specif-
ically in a public library setting. The majority 
of research is done for classrooms, a strange 
irony given the fact that public libraries 
were tapped to do computational thinking 
because only 40% of public schools offer 
computational thinking programs (Prato, 
2017). Research specifically targeting public 
libraries would ensure that the methods 
that rise as best practices are best practices 
for public libraries and not adapted school-
room methods. 

CONCLUSION 
The state of computational thinking 
research is still new and rather messy. 
Without an official definition of computa-
tional thinking from the computer science 
field, various visions of what computational 
thinking is and what it should look like for 
youth programming have emerged. With no 
foundation to base programs and methods 
on and no clear vision of what outcomes 
should be, youth librarians have faced 
several challenges in creating, implement-
ing, and assessing computational thinking 
programs. 

Ultimately, computational thinking for 
public libraries should be designed around 
their unique informal learning environ-
ment and existing technology services. An 
authoritative body such as the American 
Library Association or the Libraries Ready to 
Code initiative should help create this defi-
nition and framework so that youth services 
librarians can use it as a foundation for their 
own programs. 

Further, youth services librarians should 
create computational thinking programs 
around their strengths, such as their collec-
tions that may inspire innovation or their 
already-successful programming. This will 
give youth services librarians ownership 
of their computational thinking programs 
and encourage them to learn more about 
computational thinking. n

Copyright © 2018 by Marissa Guidara. 
This open access article is distributed under 
a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Inter-
national License (https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/). Originally published 
in Pennsylvania Libraries: Research & Prac-
tice, Vol. 6, No. 2. http://palrap.pitt.edu/ojs/
index.php/palrap/article/view/188

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Marissa Guidara 
(marissa.guidara@gmail.com) is district 
library youth services consultant at Reading 
Public Library.

REFERENCES: 
Allan, W., Coulter, B., Denner, J., Erickson, J., Lee, I., 

Malyn-Smith, J., & Martin, F. (2010). Computa-
tional thinking for youth. Retrieved from stelar.
edc.org/sites/stelar.edc.org/files/Computa-
tional_Thinking_paper.pdf 

Angeli, C., Voogt, J., Fluck, A., Webb, M., Cox, M., 
Malyn-Smith, J., & Zagami, J. (2016). A K-6 com-
putational thinking curriculum framework: 
Implications for teacher knowledge. Journal 
of Educational Technology & Society, 19(3), 
47-57. Retrieved from www.j-ets.net/ETS/jour-
nals/19_3/6.pdf

Braun, L. & Visser, M. (2017). Ready to code: 
Connecting youth to CS opportunity through 
libraries. Libraries Ready to Code. Retrieved 
from www.ala.org/advocacy/sites/ala.org.
advocacy/files/content/pp/Ready_To_Code_
Report_FINAL.pdf 

Brennan, K. & Resnick, M. (2012). New frameworks 
for studying and assessing the development of 
computational thinking. Boston, MA: American 
Educational Research Association. Retrieved 
from scholar.harvard.edu/kbrennan/publica-
tions/new-frameworks-studying-and-assess-
ing-development-computational-thinking 

Cole, N., Walter, V., & Mitnick, E. (2013). Out-
comes + outreach. Public Libraries, 52(2), 
38-43. Retrieved from publiclibrariesonline.
org/2013/05/outcomes

Denning, P. (2017). Remaining trouble spots with 
computational thinking. Communications of 
the ACM, (60)6, 33-29. doi: 10.1145/2998438 

Drouillard, C. (2017). Lecture on computational 
thinking. Personal Collection of C. Drouillard, 
Valdosta State University, Valdosta, GA. 

Duill, M. (2012, September). Reversing robotic 
regression: Why our culture rejects robotics 
in school. In D. Obdrzalek [Ed.], RiE 2012: 3rd 
international conference on robotics in educa-
tion. Prague, Czech Republic: MatfyzPress. 
Retrieved from www.ksi.mff.cuni.cz/rie2012/
proceedings/2012RiE-13.pdf 

Gaiman, N. (2016). The view from the cheap seats. 
New York, NY: HarperCollins 

Guzdial, M. (2015, July 13). Growing CS ED through 
schools of ED, and CT is unlikely: Report from Old-
enburg [Blog post]. Retrieved from computinged.
wordpress.com/2015/07/13/growing-cs-ed-
through-schools-of-ed-report-from-oldenburg 

Kafai, Y. (2016). From computational thinking to 
computational participation in K-12 educa-
tion. Communications of the ACM, 59(8). doi: 
10.1145/2955114

Kalelioglu, F., Gulbahar, Y., & Kukul, V. (2016). A 
framework for computational thinking based 
on a systematic research review. Baltic Journal 
of Modern Computing, 4(3), 583-596. Retrieved 
from www.bjmc.lu.lv/contents/vol-42016-
no-3 

Libraries Ready to Code (2018). The what and 
why of computational thinking. Retrieved from 
www.ala.org/tools/readytocode/computation-
al-thinking 

Martin, C. (2017) Libraries as facilitators of coding 
for all. Knowledge Quest, 45(3), 46-53. Retrieved 
from files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1125376.pdf 

Matthews, J. (2010). Evaluating summer 
reading programs. Public Libraries, 49(4), 
34-40. Retrieved from publiclibrariesonline.
org/2013/05/evaluating-summer-reading-
programs-suggested-improvements

Prato, S. (2017). Beyond the computer age: A best 
practices intro for implementing library coding 
programs. Children and Libraries, 15(1), 19-21. 
Retrieved from journals.ala.org/index.php/cal/
article/view/6238

Reich, J. & Ito, M. (2017) From good intentions 
to real outcomes: Equity by design in learn-
ing technologies. Irvine, CA: Digital Media 
and Learning Research Hub. Retrieved from 
clalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/
GIROreport_1031.pdf

Shenoy, G. (2016, October 21). India needs to read 
more science fiction to imagine and create. 
Factor Daily. Retrieved from factordaily.com/
india-read-more-scifi-imagine-create 

Snelling, J. (2018). Don’t stress about coding: 
Focus shifts to teaching problem solving not 
computer skills. School Library Journal. Re-
trieved from www.slj.com/?detailStory=dont-
stress-coding-focus-shifts-teaching-problem-
solving-not-computer-skills 

Sullivan, A. & Bers, M. U. (2015). Robotics in the 
early childhood classroom: Learning outcomes 
from an 8-week robotics curriculum in pre-kin-
dergarten through second grade. International 
Journal of Technology & Design Education, 
26(1), 3-20. doi: 10.1007/s10798-015-9304-5

Tedre, M. & Denning, P. (2016, November). The 
long quest for computational thinking. In Pro-
ceedings: 16th Koli Calling International Confer-
ence on Computing Education Research. Koli, 
Finland: ACM. Retrieved from denninginstitute.
com/pjd/PUBS/long-quest-ct.pdf

Toh, L., Causo, A., Tzuo, P., Chen, I., Yeo, S. (2016) A 
review on the use of robots in education and 
youth children. Journal of Educational Technol-
ogy & Society, 19(2), 148-163. Retrieved from 
www.j-ets.net/ETS/journals/19_2/12.pdf 

Wing, J. (2006). Computational thinking. Com-
munications of the ACM, 49(3), 22-25. doi: 
10.1145/1118178.1118215

Wing, J. (2016, March 23). Ten years later. [blog 
post]. Retrieved from www.microsoft.com/
en-us/research/blog/computational-thinking-
10-years-later

http://stelar.edc.org/sites/stelar.edc.org/files/Computational_Thinking_paper.pdf
http://stelar.edc.org/sites/stelar.edc.org/files/Computational_Thinking_paper.pdf
http://www.j-ets.net/ETS/journals/19_3/6.pdf
http://www.j-ets.net/ETS/journals/19_3/6.pdf
http://scholar.harvard.edu/kbrennan/publications/new-frameworks-studying-and-assessing-development-computational-thinking
http://scholar.harvard.edu/kbrennan/publications/new-frameworks-studying-and-assessing-development-computational-thinking
http://scholar.harvard.edu/kbrennan/publications/new-frameworks-studying-and-assessing-development-computational-thinking
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2013/05/outcomes
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2013/05/outcomes
http://denninginstitute.com/pjd/PUBS/CACMcols/cacm-trouble-ct.pdf
https://computinged.wordpress.com/2015/07/13/growing-cs-ed-through-schools-of-ed-report-from-oldenburg/
https://computinged.wordpress.com/2015/07/13/growing-cs-ed-through-schools-of-ed-report-from-oldenburg/
https://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?doid=2975594.2955114
http://www.ala.org/tools/readytocode/computational-thinking
http://www.ala.org/tools/readytocode/computational-thinking
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1125376.pdf
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2013/05/evaluating-summer-reading-programs-suggested-improvements
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2013/05/evaluating-summer-reading-programs-suggested-improvements
http://publiclibrariesonline.org/2013/05/evaluating-summer-reading-programs-suggested-improvements
http://journals.ala.org/index.php/cal/article/view/6238
http://journals.ala.org/index.php/cal/article/view/6238
http://clalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/GIROreport_1031.pdf
http://clalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/GIROreport_1031.pdf
http://factordaily.com/india-read-more-scifi-imagine-create
http://factordaily.com/india-read-more-scifi-imagine-create
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10798-015-9304-5
http://denninginstitute.com/pjd/PUBS/long-quest-ct.pdf
http://denninginstitute.com/pjd/PUBS/long-quest-ct.pdf
https://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=1118215
http://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/blog/computational-thinking-10-years-later
http://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/blog/computational-thinking-10-years-later
http://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/blog/computational-thinking-10-years-later


<8> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019

BY APRIL HATHCOCK

INTRODUCTION
At the 2017 annual meeting of the North 
American Serials Interest Group (NASIG) 
held in Indianapolis, Indiana, home of the 
Indy 500, the theme centered on “Racing to 
the Crossroads” with a particular emphasis 
on scholarly communication and access 
to scholarly materials. Indeed, it seems 
that work in scholarly communication is 
racing to a crossroads. There have been any 
number of developments in open access, 
publishing, digital scholarship, cross-insti-
tutional and international collaboration, 
and so much more. Academic libraries are 
increasingly becoming involved in in-house 
publishing efforts, as well as collaborat-
ing with content providers to provide 
new tools and services to researchers at 
all points of the research lifecycle (Library 
Publishing Coalition, 2017; Pooley, 2017). 
Academic libraries are also playing increas-
ingly vital roles in supporting all levels of 
institutional research: from brainstorming 
to literature reviews, to data collection and 
analysis, to drafting, to publication submis-
sion and self-archiving. As academia races 
to the crossroads of scholarly communica-
tion, libraries are clearly proving essential 
to this forward motion.

Nonetheless, with all this racing, it is im-
portant to pause and reflect, “Who is being 
left behind?” This reflection on who is being 
excluded from the forward motion in schol-
arly communication is of particular interest 
when considering where we are racing—to 
the crossroads—which brings to mind in-
tersections of participation and identity.  In 
fact, this reflection on intersections and 
exclusion is required if we are to examine 
the race in light of the role scholarly com-
munication plays in promoting democracy 
and democratic involvement.

INTERSECTIONALITY, DEMOCRACY, AND 
PROFESSIONAL VALUES
In reflecting on crossroads and the 
intersection of democracy and scholarly 

communication, the theoretical framework 
of intersectionality naturally comes to 
mind. Intersectionality is a critical theory, 
developed by legal scholar and Black 
feminist Kimberlé Crenshaw, in which 
identity is viewed as a matrix of both op-
pression and domination (Crenshaw, 1991; 
Dhamoon, 2011). Any single individual is 
comprised, not of a single identity, but of a 
multitude of identities that carry their own 
privileges and oppressions. For instance, a 
person can be white and have race privi-
lege, but also be working-class and bear 
the oppression of a classist, capitalist sys-
tem. Intersectionality is a useful framework 
in which to examine library and informa-
tion science work, particularly as it relates 
to the relationship between scholarly com-
munication and democracy. When examin-
ing the race to the crossroads, intersection-
ality encourages us to think intentionally 
about intersections of identity and reflect 
on who is not participating in the race or 
who is being held up in traffic.

One way to guide this intersectional 
examination of the race is through the lens 
of our professional values, as expressed by 
the American Library Association (ALA) in 
its Core Values of Librarianship. This docu-
ment, meant to be a codification of the 
“essential set of core values that define, 

inform, and guide our professional practice,” 
includes a set of concepts deeply relevant 
to a critical examination of our race to 
the crossroads of scholarly communica-
tion and democracy (ALA, 2004). These 
values—which include democracy itself, 
as well as access, diversity, education and 
lifelong learning, intellectual freedom, the 
public good, and social responsibility (ALA, 
2004)—are themselves interconnected and 
embody intersectionality. It is not possible 
to pursue one without also seeking to 
pursue the others. For example, diversity 
cannot exist without a commitment to 
social responsibility and the public good, 
as systemic exclusion and oppression exist 
fundamentally within our society to impede 
the democratic inclusion of marginalized 
groups. Likewise, intellectual freedom and 
the ability to participate in the democratic 
process are meaningless without access 
because one can never fully engage with 
knowledge unless they have access to it. In 
so many ways, these vital professional val-
ues intersect in the race to the crossroads of 
scholarly communication and democracy. In 
this article, I will pay particular attention to 
the intersections of democracy, access, and 
diversity, as they are of particular relevance 
to the practice and potentialities of schol-
arly communication work.

Racing to the Crossroads of 
Scholarly Communication 
and Democracy

Image 1. Scaled map of the world based on location of Web of Science authors by Juan Pablo Alperin using 
CartoDB

» But Who are We 
Leaving Behind?
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INTERSECTIONS WITH THE VALUE OF 
DEMOCRACY
There are many ways to examine how 
democracy, as a core value of librarianship 
and main thoroughfare in the intersection 
with scholarly communication, interacts 
with other values to ensure that no one is 
left behind in the race to the crossroads. 
It is important to note, however, that in 
looking at democracy as a value, we must 
be careful to start with true democracy for 
all, and not the democracy typically reserved 
for wealthy, literate, landowning white men 
that has been the foundation of American 
and other Western forms of democracy for 
centuries. If we are to take account for those 
left behind in the race to the crossroads of 
scholarly communication and democracy, 
we must engage in reflection that has veri-
table, inclusive democracy as its foundation.

As mentioned earlier, democracy 
intersects with intellectual freedom, as 
people need social, political, and physical 
agency to acquire knowledge in order to be 
able to engage meaningfully in the demo-
cratic process. In a related way, democracy 
intersects with the values of education and 
lifelong learning. Individuals must have 
access (another core value) to education 
and educational content in order to exercise 
intellectual freedom and engage in the 
self-determination of democracy. Essentially, 
developing and providing this educational 
content is a core function of scholarly com-
munication work. There are many examples 
of scholarly communication facilitating the 
democratization of research and allow-
ing more people, both within and outside 
the academy, to engage with subjects of 
enquiry. SciELO, an open access portal for 
scholarly publishing based in Brazil with ties 

throughout Latin America and beyond, has 
stood at the forefront of providing free and 
open access to knowledge. Likewise, African 
Journals Online (AJOL), “the world’s largest 
online library of peer-reviewed, African-pub-
lished scholarly journals,” helps to ensure 
access to knowledge created on the African 
continent (AJOL, 2018). Both the Wellcome 
Trust, based in the United Kingdom, and 
the Gates Foundation, based in the United 
States, have recently released new public 
publishing portals, allowing researchers to 
showcase work, from failed experiments 
and null results to preprints of work housed 
in toll-access publications (Wellcome Trust, 
2016; Mundel, 2017). Within the field of li-
brary and information science (LIS), the new 
Library and Information Science Scholarship 
Archive (LISSA) joins the long-standing and 
internationally renowned eLIS as a place 
for depositing open versions of LIS scholar-
ship for public access. With these efforts 
and many more to provide public access to 
research, the democratization of research is 
becoming more and more of a reality.

In addition to empowering more demo-
cratic research, scholarly communication 
is enabling intersections of education and 
lifelong learning with the public good, yet 
another core value. Open Educational Re-
source (OER) initiatives are taking off at in-
stitutions across North America and around 
the world (SPARC, 2017; Open Education 
Consortium, n.d.). In some institutions, 
public education is becoming a priority 
in an attempt to bridge the “town versus 
gown” gap and bring more inclusivity to the 
academy. At the City University of New York 
(CUNY), chief librarian, Polly Thistlethwaite, 
and sociology professor, Jessie Daniels, 
created JustPublics@365, a series of open 

courses and workshops designed to bring 
the work of academia out to the surround-
ing community and vice versa (Daniels & 
Thistlethwaite, 2014). The courses included 
professors, formally enrolled CUNY students, 
local activists and community organizers, 
journalists, and community members, all 
gathered together to learn digital skills and 
the ways those skills intersect in the various 
work they all do; but more important, the 
course, characterized as a “Participatory, 
Open, Online Course” allowed partici-
pants to create and curate knowledge and 
contribute back to the scholarly and public 
conversation (Daniels & Thistlethwaite, 
2014, p.4). As Daniels and Thistlethwaite 
(2016) note, “Being a scholar in the digital 
era means connection to the larger social 
world . . . It is now possible for scholars to 
connect their politically committed work to 
the world beyond the academy in ways that 
aim to make a difference” (p. 4). Through 
their work, Daniels, Thistlethwaite, and the 
staff at CUNY are making strides to include 
more voices and perspectives in academia 
to ensure that no one is left behind as they 
race to the crossroads of digital scholarship 
and learning.

Finally, democracy and access jointly in-
tersect with intellectual freedom and social 
responsibility in ways to ensure that fewer 
and fewer are marginalized or left behind 
in the race to the crossroads. In its “Rights, 
Action, and Social Responsibility” initiative, 
the German publisher DeGruyter partnered 
with a number of university presses—in-
cluding Columbia, the University of Toronto, 
Harvard, Princeton, and the University of 
Hawaii—to provide open access through 
the end of 2017 to more than 500 books 
and journal articles on key topics, such 

» There are many ways to examine how democracy, as 
a core value of librarianship and main thoroughfare 
in the intersection with scholarly communication, 
interacts with other values to ensure that no one is left 
behind in the race to the crossroads. It is important 
to note, however, that in looking at democracy as a 
value, we must be careful to start with true democracy 
for all, and not the democracy typically reserved for 
wealthy, literate, landowning white men that has been 
the foundation of American and other Western forms of 
democracy for centuries.
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as constitutional history, climate change, 
truth and ethics, and immigration (Fallon, 
2017). Director of the DeGruyter Publish-
ing Partner Program, Steve Fallon (2017), 
writes, “Broadening access to this scholar-
ship enables more people to address these 
issues in an informed manner: it helps us . . . 
to understand the struggles of all members 
of society.” Real democracy happens when 
everyone is able to gather at the intersec-
tion on equitable footing to learn about and 
discuss key issues; scholarly communication 
projects like those at DeGruyter, CUNY, the 
Wellcome Trust, and the Gates Foundation 
help to broaden the scope of democracy as 
a thoroughfare for intersecting with other 
core library values.

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE VALUE OF ACCESS
If democracy is the main thoroughfare of 
the intersecting crossroads, then access is a 
key side street that both intersects with and 
enables democracy and other core values. 
Indeed, access generally, and open access 
in particular, are hallmarks of scholarly 
communication work and the role it plays 
in building a democratic society. Questions 
of access are also essential to engaging 
in self-reflection, as a profession and a 
society, on issues of exclusion—that is, in 
recognizing who has access to participate in 
democracy, in scholarly publishing, in public 
discourse, and who does not. Librarian and 
historian Robert Darnton (2012) notes, “The 
history of libraries has a dark side. Far from 
demonstrating uninterrupted democratiza-
tion in access to knowledge, it sometimes 
illustrates the opposite: ‘Knock and it shall 
be closed’” (p. 2).

As discussed earlier, access is essential 
to the value of intellectual freedom, as indi-
viduals cannot engage with knowledge un-
less they have access to it. Access also, along 
with democracy, intersects with the public 
good and social responsibility. The public 
cannot enjoy the fruits of the democratic 
process without access to the knowledge 
on which that process is based. Projects like 

JustPublics@365 at CUNY or the “Rights, Ac-
tion, and Social Responsibility” initiative at 
DeGruyter are meaningless without public 
access for everyone to engage with the rel-
evant learning and research. This access be-
comes even more crucial when the knowl-
edge material in question has been created 
by members of marginalized communities, 
who often do not have access to the ivory 
towers and research bastions in which their 
content may be locked. Access is vital to true 
democracy that provides equitably to all, a 
democracy that goes beyond the systemic 
oppression and exclusion that marks mod-
ern Western democratic principles.

In addition to intersecting with the 
public good and social responsibility, open 
access can also enable democracy through 
the promotion of diversity. It is important 
to note, however, that open access only has 
the potential to amplify diverse voices and 
perspectives but does not do so automati-
cally without intentional action to disman-
tle systems of exclusion (Hathcock, 2016). 
As Charlotte Roh (2016) writes in her article 
on library publishing and diversity, “Library 
publishing [via open access] allows new 
voices to find their way into the disciplinary 
conversations, reach new audiences, both 
academic and public, and impact existing 
and emerging fields of scholarship and 
practice in a transformative way” (p. 83). 
One example of this potential broadening 
effect of access is a recent Mellon grant to 
the University of Arizona Press to republish 
out-of-print Indigenous and Latinx studies 
texts as open access monographs (Univer-
sity of Arizona Libraries, 2017). This Mellon 
grant of $73,000 to open up such founda-
tional cultural texts comes at a time when 
the state of Arizona recently lost an ongoing 
legal battle over its attempt to ban ethnic 
studies from K through 12 public schools 
(University of Arizona Libraries, 2017; Harris, 
2017). As University of Arizona Libraries’ 
Dean Shan Sutton explains, “I hope that by 
promoting a deeper understanding of how 
our shared history influences our world 

today, we can be a catalyst for broader rec-
ognition of how diverse communities and 
cultures are a foundation of the American 
experience” (University of Arizona Libraries, 
2017). Similarly, the U.S. Library of Congress, 
newly under the direction of Carla Hayden, 
pursues work on its National Digital Initia-
tives to “expand the use of” and access to 
the American cultural patrimony curated 
and preserved in its collections (Library of 
Congress, n.d.). Both the Library of Congress 
and the University of Arizona Libraries are 
intentionally and conscientiously working to 
improve access to materials so that no one 
is left behind in the race to the crossroads of 
democracy.

Nevertheless, it is important, when ex-
amining the value of access, to bear in mind 
that true access involves so much more 
than posting material online. As Daniels 
and Thistlethwaite (2016) acknowledge, 
“The conditions that constrain attention 
to some ideas and support attention for 
others cannot be addressed with technol-
ogy alone; they require social and political 
adjustments” (p. 118). In the realm of open 
data, software developer and educator Jer 
Thorp posits five criteria for the designation 
of truly open data. Thorp (2016) argues that 
data are not open merely because they are 
posted online for free, public access, that 
what we have now is largely no more than 
“open-ish data, openesque data at best.” To 
create data that are “actually open,” they 
should also be made accessible in other 
key ways, such as making them available 
in multiple languages or providing under-
standable documentation, to avoid shutting 
some users out of access (Thorp, 2016). In 
the realm of open educational resources, 
educators and open pedagogy leaders Robin 
DeRosa and Maha Bali both advocate the 
importance of acknowledging and correct-
ing for the digital divide when providing 
open resources to students (DeRosa, 2017, 
“Costs and Access”; Bali, 2017). They note 
that those most in need of open education-
al resources may not have the technological 

» If democracy is the main thoroughfare of the 
intersecting crossroads, then access is a key side 
street that both intersects with and enables democracy 
and other core values. Indeed, access generally, and 
open access in particular, are hallmarks of scholarly 
communication work and the role it plays in building a 
democratic society.
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skills or infrastructure to access it. With 
this consideration in mind, the Foundation 
for Learning Equality works to bring open 
educational resources to countries and 
regions lacking the infrastructure to access 
these resources on their own. Similarly, the 
Wikimedia Foundation (2018) and the Swiss 
open source company Kiwix are working to 
provide global offline access to Wikipedia 
and other Wikimedia sites. It is through the 
critical work of the Foundation for Learning 
Equality, DeRosa and Bali, Thorp, Wikimedia, 
and others that inequities in access can 
be dismantled to ensure true democratic 
participation for all.

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE VALUE OF 
DIVERSITY
One other key side street in the crossroads 
between scholarly communication and 
democracy is the core value of diversity. 
In many ways, diversity exists as the most 
important and pressing value in the race to 
the crossroads of democracy and scholarly 
communication. Diversity forces us to take a 
critical look at our tools, practices, services, 
and other values to address that vital ques-
tion asked at the beginning of this arti-
cle, “Who is being left behind?” Following the 
path of diversity as a core value also encour-
ages us to reflect on other related questions, 
essential to ensuring true democracy and 
access to information for all: Whose voices 
are being heard? Who is privileged with ac-
cess? Who is at the forefront of democracy? 
Who benefits most from the “public good” or 
“lifelong education?” In essence, the value of 
diversity interacts with and empowers work 
both within and through all of the other 
core values of our profession.

Addressing issues of diversity demands 
that we engage with key reflective ques-
tions like the ones above, lest we end up 
with exclusionary products and practices 
that privilege democratic participation 
of some over others. A particularly unfor-
tunate example of this lack of reflective 
interrogation in the race to scholarly com-
munication lies in a recent special Black 

Lives Matter issue of the Journal of Political 
Philosophy that failed to include a single 
black contributing author, or any author of 
color for that matter (Goldhill, 2017). The 
all-white journal issue, which focused on 
issues of importance to black communities 
and other communities of color, was merely 
one of a long line of issues that solely fea-
tured the voices and perspectives of white 
philosophers (Goldhill, 2017). In their race 
to participate in an ongoing social discus-
sion, the editors of the Journal of Political 
Philosophy never stopped to question who 
was being left behind or whose voices were 
being excluded. Likewise, on a more global 
scale, similar failures to engage in critical 
interrogation of diversity issues surfaces in 
the ways scientific citations are indexed and 
cataloged. In his map scaling the continents 
of the world based on citations indexed in 
Clarivate Analytic’s Web of Science, a widely 
recognized science citation index, Juan 
Pablo Alperin (2011) strikingly demonstrates 
how the work of certain world regions is 
privileged over that of others (Image 1).

Asia and Africa, the two most populous 
continents on the planet, are mere slivers 
of their representative sizes, whereas North 
America and Europe are highly enlarged 
with the number of their representative 
citations. The scientific work being done on 
the Asian and African continents are largely 
underrepresented in Web of Science, while 
publishing priority is given to the work of 
North American and European researchers.

These examples demonstrate the ill-
effects of failing to account for diversity in 
the race to the crossroads of scholarly com-
munication and democracy. These acts of 
erasing marginalized knowledge from the 
scholarly record not only affect the nature 
of research and knowledge today but pro-
vide very skewed dominant narratives to 
knowledge seekers of the future. Nonethe-
less, there are ways to intentionally bring 
diversity into the intersectional mix. For 
example, the Mellon Foundation recently 
awarded over half a million dollars to the 
Association of American University Presses 

(AAUP), along with the presses at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), 
University of Washington, Duke University, 
and the University of Georgia, to develop 
diversity residencies for members of under-
represented groups interested in working 
in academic publishing (Association of 
American University Presses, 2016). This 
Mellon grant to diversify scholarly publish-
ing comes at a time when it could not be 
needed more; as Alice Meadows noted at 
the 2015 meeting of the Society for Schol-
arly Publishing (SSP), “There’s a problem 
with racial diversity overall in terms of 
representation. There’s a teeny tiny number 
of ethnic minorities working in scholarly 
publishing; it’s terrible” (Cochran et al., 
2015). Similar diversity programs exist in 
LIS with the aim of bringing more members 
from underrepresented communities into 
the profession, including programs such 
as the Association of Research Libraries’ 
(ARL) and Society of American Archivists’ 
(SAA) Mosaic Program,  the ALA Spectrum 
Scholarship Program, and the Association 
of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) 
Diversity Alliance.

On a more global scale, organizations 
like Force11 are working to build a Schol-
arly Commons, a group of communities 
unified by a set of principles geared toward 
building more open and accessible scholar-
ship, with a particular focus on ensuring 
that the Commons represents a global and 
inclusive collective of scholarly communities 
(Force11, 2017). Each of these efforts to pro-
mote diversity in the race to the crossroads 
of scholarly communication and democracy 
help to build a more representative scholarly 
community in the service of true democracy. 
Essentially, racing to the intersection means 
nothing if, when we arrive, we see only the 
same faces.

MOVING FORWARD
Scholarly communications has tremen-
dous potential to help build and sustain 
a democratic society. Nevertheless, in our 
race to the crossroads of scholarly commu-

» One other key side street in the crossroads between 
scholarly communication and democracy is the core 
value of diversity. In many ways, diversity exists as the 
most important and pressing value in the race to the 
crossroads of democracy and scholarly communication
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nication and democracy, it is essential that 
we engage critically with our professional 
values—with particular attention to democ-
racy itself, access, and diversity—to ensure 
that we are building systems that lead to 
true democracy for all. Our goal should be 
to build what archival scholars Michelle Cas-
well, Ricardo Punzalan, and T-Kay Sangwand 
(2017) describe as “real democracy,” where 
power is distributed more equitably, where 
white supremacy and patriarchy and hetero-
normativity and other forms of oppression 
are named and challenged, where different 
worlds and different ways of being in those 
worlds are acknowledged and imagined and 
enacted” (p.6).

Thus, the race forward to the crossroads 
of scholarly communication and democracy 
should inevitably involve frequent “rest 
stops” for critical introspection and reflec-
tion, stops to lend transportation (perhaps 
public transportation) to those left behind 
or to clear away roadblocks for others, and 
even detours into new and unexpected 
areas. As library dean Lareese Hall (2017) 
notes, “It is in the places of intersection that 
real change and magic happen” (para. 10). n
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BY LAURA CAPELL & ELLIOT WILLIAMS

INTRODUCTION
Over the course of two years (2015–2016), 
the University of Miami Libraries undertook 
an effort to examine and improve the rights 
metadata in its digital collections. Although 
the library has been digitizing archival and 
special collections material for online access 
since the mid-1990s, providing comprehen-
sive item-level copyright information had not 
been prioritized, and as a result, the Univer-
sity of Miami Libraries’ digital collections 
contained an array of rights metadata that 
did not always provide useful or accurate 
information for researchers. Coinciding with 
the development of RightsStatements.org 
and the creation of a Florida service hub for 
the Digital Public Library of America, two 
librarians undertook a comprehensive project 
to evaluate and update copyright infor-
mation for the library’s digital collections. 
The project goals were to implement the 
RightsStatements.org recommendations, add 
item-specific copyright information to each 
object in the library’s digital collections, and 
develop workflows for including copyright 
information in all future digital projects. The 
project leads were Head of Digital Production 
and Electronic Records Archivist Laura Capell 
and Digital Initiatives Metadata Librarian 
Elliot Williams. Associate Dean for Digital 
Strategies Sarah Shreeves was a driving force 
behind the project, providing invaluable guid-
ance and support throughout.

This paper, reporting on the University of 
Miami Libraries rights project, describes the 
need for accurate rights metadata in digital 
collections, workflows to assess and add 
rights metadata in bulk to legacy collections, 
challenges in determining the copyright sta-
tus for the types of materials often found in 
digital libraries, and the ways in which the 
Libraries’ digitization workflows changed to 
better accommodate copyright concerns. 

It also serves to provide a model for other 
institutions that do not have access to a 
copyright lawyer. Neither of us started the 
project with an in-depth background in 
copyright or scholarly communication, but 
over the course of the project, we gained a 
greater understanding of copyright law and 
its implications for digital libraries. The goal 
of this paper is not just to provide a case 
study of a large-scale copyright analysis 
project for digital collections, but to also 
help bridge the gap between digital libraries 
and copyright librarianship by examining 
the ways in which copyright issues play out 
in the context of digital collections.

BACKGROUND ON RIGHTSSTATEMENTS.ORG
This paper will not go into great detail 
about the development of the RightsState-
ments.org recommendations or descriptions 
of the 12 rights statements, which can be 
found on the RightsStatements.org website. 
However, some brief background is impor-
tant for understanding the context and 
rationale of this project. 

RightsStatements.org is a joint initia-
tive of the Digital Public Library of America 

(DPLA) and Europeana, two aggregators of 
digital cultural heritage materials, to provide 
cultural heritage institutions with simple 
and standardized terms to summarize the 
copyright and reuse status of materials in 
their online collections.1 Historically, rights 
metadata has been characterized by an 
overall lack of standardization, with institu-
tions using their own terminology when 
creating rights statements for locally digi-
tized materials. For instance, DPLA analyzed 
a sample of 1.3 million records, discovering 
approximately 26,000 different rights state-
ments. When that number is extrapolated 
to the 16 million records in DPLA in July 
2017, that equates to more than 300,000 
unique rights statements (Shepherd, Capell, 
Han, Karl, & McAlister, 2017). These state-
ments vary widely: some are succinct and 
accurate, others are overly long and deal 
with topics other than copyright, and some 
are wholly inaccurate. The statements found 
in DPLA aligned to a great extent with the 
patterns found by Schlosser (2009), which 
indicated that copyright statements in digi-
tal collections have not changed extensively 
in the last 10 years, demonstrating the need 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The first step in the University of Miami Libraries copyright project was a review of the 
relevant literature. This was especially important because the project leads did not have a 
background in copyright law, and wanted to be well grounded in current best practices for 
evaluating the copyright status of both published and unpublished materials. The literature 
can be grouped into two categories: general copyright resources for cultural heritage institu-
tions and resources related to RightsStatements.org. 

For general copyright resources, we found three that were particularly helpful. Copyright 
and Cultural Institutions: Guidelines for Digitization for U.S. Libraries, Archives, and Muse-
ums by Hirtle, Hudson, and Kenyon (2009) is a key resource addressing copyright funda-
mentals for digital projects, and it was invaluable for working through some of the more 
complex copyright scenarios uncovered during the assessment project. Information on risk 
management, copyright permissions, and orphan works also proved helpful, especially dur-
ing the project design phase. Peter Hirtle’s copyright chart, Copyright Term and the Public 
Domain in the United States (https://copyright.cornell.edu/publicdomain), is another es-
sential resource for determining the copyright status of published and unpublished works, 
as well as sound recordings and architectural works. This chart was the basis of the decision 

Figure 1. List of the twelve rights statements from RightsStatements.org
Figure 1. List of the twelve rights statements from RightsStatements.org
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for more resources to encourage better 
rights description.

The RightsStatements.org statements 
are tools to provide standardization and 
consistency. They are meant to be simple, 
flexible, and informational, rather than 
provide proof of legal copyright status. The 
statements are an indication of existing 
rights, not licenses giving permission for 
reuse, and should be used in cases where 
Creative Commons licenses do not apply. 
They only address the copyright status of 
an item, not other rights that may exist, 
such as trademark or privacy protection, and 
they do not cover fair use or other uses that 
may be permitted for items in copyright. 
The rights statements are both human- and 
machine-readable. Each statement has a 
uniform resource identifier (URI), published 
as linked data, which can be used to pull in 
the text or icon of the appropriate state-
ment (for systems with that capability). As 
a leader in the development of RightsState-
ments.org, DPLA provides robust support for 
the new statements, strongly encouraging 
the use of RightsStatements.org or Creative 
Commons URIs for all materials contributed 
by partner organizations (DPLA, 2016, p. 1).

RightsStatements.org has 12 standard-
ized rights statements, providing a mini-
mum, baseline standard for organizations 
in the United States and the European 
Union. As other nations join the project, 

new statements may be added in order to 
accommodate their needs. The statements 
are arranged into three basic categories: In 
Copyright, No Copyright, and Other (http://
rightsstatements.org/page/1.0/).

LITERATURE REVIEW
The first step in the University of Miami 
Libraries copyright project was a review of 
the relevant literature. This was especially 
important because the project leads did not 
have a background in copyright law, and 
wanted to be well grounded in current best 
practices for evaluating the copyright status 
of both published and unpublished materi-
als. The literature can be grouped into two 
categories: general copyright resources for 
cultural heritage institutions and resources 
related to RightsStatements.org.

For general copyright resources, we 
found three that were particularly helpful. 
Copyright and Cultural Institutions: Guide-
lines for Digitization for U.S. Libraries, Ar-
chives, and Museums by Hirtle, Hudson, and 
Kenyon (2009) is a key resource addressing 
copyright fundamentals for digital projects, 
and it was invaluable for working through 
some of the more complex copyright sce-
narios uncovered during the assessment 
project. Information on risk management, 
copyright permissions, and orphan works 
also proved helpful, especially during the 
project design phase. Peter Hirtle’s copyright 

chart, Copyright Term and the Public Domain 
in the United States (https://copyright.cor-
nell.edu/publicdomain), is another essential 
resource for determining the copyright 
status of published and unpublished works, 
as well as sound recordings and architec-
tural works. This chart was the basis of the 
decision matrix we created to standardize 
decision making during the assessment 
project. Melanie Schlosser’s (2009) analysis 
of copyright statements in digital collec-
tions provided a useful analysis regarding 
the role that copyright statements play and 
was helpful for analyzing the weaknesses of 
University of Miami’s existing rights meta-
data. Developed to identify books in the 
public domain in HathiTrust, the Copyright 
Review Management System Toolkit (Levine, 
Adler, Bonfiglio, Eden, and Hall, 2016) pro-
vides information about performing large-
scale copyright review for books, including 
particularly rich detail about reviewing 
copyright registration and renewals.

RightsStatements.org was under de-
velopment when this project began, and 
we closely followed the initial version of 
the project’s white paper, Recommenda-
tions for Standardized International Rights 
Statements, released in October 2015. This 
paper outlines the rationale for develop-
ing RightsStatements.org, and provides 
an early iteration of the rights statements, 
including 10 of the 12 final statements. The 
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Figure 2. Matrix developed for the legacy copyright evaluation at the University of Miami, updated in 2018

Figure 2. Matrix developed for the 
legacy copyright evaluation at 
the University of Miami, updated 
in 2018
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January 2016 revision added the statement 
No Copyright – United States, which had 
a big impact on this project (International 
Rights Statements Working Group, 2016). 
The final iteration of the statements on 
the RightsStatements.org website includes 
a 12th statement, Rights Undetermined, 
which was also useful. A subsequent white 
paper, Requirements for the Technical 
Infrastructure for Standardized Interna-
tional Rights Statements, provided helpful 
guidance on the use of the URIs for imple-
mentation (International Rights Statements 
Working Group, 2017).

There were few other resources avail-
able on implementing RightsStatements.
org when the University of Miami project 
launched, but more resources are becoming 
available as a growing number of institu-
tions implement the recommendations. 
One such resource is the Society of Ameri-
can Archivists’ (SSA) Guide to Implementing 
Rights Statements from RightsStatements.
org (SSA Intellectual Property Working 
Group, 2016), which provides detailed 
recommendations on how to apply the four 
statements most applicable for U.S. archival 
institutions: No Copyright – United States, 
In Copyright, In Copyright – RightsHolder(s) 
Unlocatable or Unidentifiable, and Copy-
right Undetermined. The guidance on the 
distinctions of published versus unpub-
lished materials is particularly helpful, as 
most copyright literature focuses primarily 
on published materials.

DPLA has also published its own DPLA 
Standardized Rights Statements Implementa-
tion Guidelines (2016), which outlines DPLA’s 
implementation of RightsStatements.org 
and includes recommendations for con-
tributing institutions on how to map their 
rights statements for ingest into DPLA. 
These guidelines are intended specifically 
for use by DPLA hub partners rather than 
the broader cultural heritage community, 
but the overall framework is useful for 
anyone considering RightStatements.org. 
Because the DPLA recommendations were 
still under development at the start of 
the University of Miami project, we took 
a slightly different approach, as discussed 
below. However, once available, we took the 
guidelines into consideration and engaged 
with other DPLA contributors to make 
sure the library’s rights metadata could be 
mapped for DPLA ingest.

Other institutions are also beginning to 
publish about their experiences implement-
ing the RightsStatements.org recommenda-

tions, allowing us to compare our imple-
mentation and determine similarities and 
differences in approach. For example, Wash-
ington University uses a student worker to 
first evaluate the materials before they are 
assessed by the copyright analyst, whereas 
the University of Miami has only one evalua-
tion done by a librarian (Zeller, 2017). Also, 
Penn State University uses a single rights 
field in the metadata containing just the 
RightsStatements.org URI, but we use two 
rights fields, as described below (Ballinger, 
Karl, & Chiu, 2017). As more DPLA hubs 
adopt the  RightsStatements.org framework, 
they are providing training and guidance 
resources on their websites.2 The growing 
number of implementations is leading to a 
body of documentation and best practices 
that was not available when we began this 
project, thus providing a clearer path for 
future implementers, as they consider the 
intricacies of applying rights evaluation 
workflows for their digital collections.

DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT
The University of Miami rights assessment 
project evolved in two distinct phases. The 
first involved a copyright evaluation of the 
legacy digital collections, and the second 
was the implementation of a rights assess-
ment workflow for new digital projects.

Over the past 15 years, the University 
of Miami Libraries has digitized tens of 
thousands of items for online access, in-
cluding publications, photographs, manu-
scripts, architectural drawings, maps, oral 
histories, and audio and video recordings. 
These materials are grouped into over 120 
digital collections that represent a range of 
geographical locations across a wide time 
span. While this diversity is beneficial for 
researchers, it presented challenges for as-
sessing copyright across the collections. The 
library’s descriptive practices have evolved 
over time, and metadata is not consistent 
across the digital collections. The collec-
tions are stored in a CONTENTdm repository, 
which uses a customized form of Dublin 
Core metadata.

The legacy assessment began in fall 
2015 after a review of the digital collec-
tions revealed that most metadata records 
contained little to no rights-related infor-
mation. Rights status at the collection level 
was discussed during project planning, but 
it was not systematically documented, and 
specific rights information was generally not 
included in the item-level metadata. Only 
about 10% of the items in the library’s digital 

collections had specific rights information in 
the metadata. For the other 90%, the rights 
information was at best unhelpful, and at 
worst, incorrect. In most cases, the only 
rights information in the metadata was a link 
to the library’s copyright webpage. In a few 
cases, the metadata claimed that copyright 
was held by the University of Miami Libraries 
from the date the material was digitized, an 
incorrect claim that can be considered copy-
fraud (Ballinger et al., 2017, p. 146).

The RightsStatements.org initiative 
provided an important framework for 
conceptualizing the project. The goal for the 
project was to record rights information in a 
more formal, systematic way in the item-
level metadata. Not only would this better 
facilitate management of the content over 
time, but it would empower researchers to 
make better-informed decisions about po-
tential uses of the library’s online resources. 
This project was also in alignment with the 
University of Miami’s participation in the 
development of a Florida DPLA service hub. 
Since rights metadata is a prerequisite for 
ingest into DPLA, the rights assessment 
project became a priority in order to help 
prepare the metadata for harvesting.

The University of Miami Libraries identi-
fied 6 of the 12 RightsStatements.org state-
ments for use in our digital collections:
• In Copyright: used when the item is in 

copyright and the creator or copyright 
holder is known

• In Copyright – Rights-Holder(s) Unlocat-
able or Unidentifiable: used when the 
item is in copyright, but there is not 
enough information to determine who 
actually held the copyright

• No Copyright – United States: used for 
items that are in the public domain in the 
United States

• Copyright Undetermined: used when 
there is not enough information to deter-
mine if the item is still in copyright or not

• No Known Copyright: used when the 
creator indicates that the item is free of 
copyright or when copyright does not ap-
ply to the type of material

• Copyright Not Evaluated: used if no at-
tempt has yet been made to determine 
the rights status of an item 

Initially, we hoped to assign rights state-
ments on a collection-by-collection basis, 
but soon realized that most collections 
contained materials with varying rights sta-
tus. This was especially true for manuscript 
collections where the materials spanned a 



<16> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019

large date range and had multiple creators. 
Therefore, one of the first steps was review-
ing the donor files and deeds of gift to bet-
ter understand the rights landscape for each 
collection. Not all collections had a deed of 
gift, and the deeds did not always contain 
useful or substantive rights information.

In general, newer deeds of gift had more 
information regarding rights than the ear-
lier ones, and they were more likely to clarify 
when donors retained copyright or trans-
ferred it to the library. However, as discov-
ered over the course of the project, this was 
no guarantee that the donors actually held 
the copyright to all of the materials in their 
collections. In some cases, the deeds of gift 
contained information that was useful in 
determining the rights status of the materi-
als, such as when the creator passed away. 
We also met with collection curators at this 
stage to gain a better understanding of the 
collections and particular rights issues that 
might be present. Although this process did 
not always yield substantive answers, the 
enhanced contextual understanding of the 
collections was beneficial when assessing 
the rights status.

With over 55,000 items to assess, in-
depth research into the copyright status of 
individual items was not feasible in most in-
stances. There were some collections where 
the assessment was more intensive than 
others, based on the nature of the materi-
als, the dates, or the risk potential. However, 
for most collections, the decision was based 
on information available in the existing 
metadata. A brief amount of basic research 
was done for sizable groupings of material 
by the same creator, such as checking for 
the death date of the creators of personal 
papers. However, if that information was 
not found easily, the rights statement was 
assigned based on the information at hand. 
We determined this was an acceptable risk 
given that many of these materials had 
been available online for years, and if new 
information becomes available, the rights 
status for those materials can be updated.

To facilitate consistency, we created a 
copyright matrix listing the most common 

rights scenarios found in the legacy assess-
ment project for published and unpublished 
materials with personal, corporate, or 
government creators. It also included the 
country of origin, since a large percentage 
of the University of Miami’s digital content 
originated in Cuba, whose copyright laws 
differ from those in the United States, such 
as when corporate and government works 
move into the public domain. The matrix did 
not address the intricacies of registration and 
renewal for published works, or the presence 
of a copyright symbol. Since the legacy proj-
ect dealt largely with unpublished materials, 
we decided to set those questions aside and 
default to the more conservative estimation, 
with the understanding that the published 
materials can be reevaluated as time allows. 
Overall, the matrix proved to be a useful 
reference tool that helped to standardize and 
simplify the decision-making process for a 
project where multiple people were making 
copyright assessments. 

To assess the items in each individual 
collection, we worked independently, us-
ing item-level metadata exported from 
CONTENTdm into Excel spreadsheets. We 
listed the rights status for each item in 
the spreadsheet, based on information 
about creation date and creator, along with 
questions for particular items. We docu-
mented the rationale behind our decisions, 
in case future reevaluations were needed. 
In order to speed up the process, we split 
the collections and each worked on half. We 
started with the easiest collections, which 
helped build momentum and allowed us to 
gain confidence before tackling the more 
challenging ones. We also met regularly 
to review questions and work through the 
more complex copyright scenarios.

After assessing the materials, two rights-
related fields were added to the Dublin Core 
metadata records in CONTENTdm. One field, 
labeled “Standardized Rights Statement,” 
contains the RightsStatements.org URI. This 
enables users to access the formal rights 
statement and provides a consistent identi-
fier so that both DPLA and the University of 
Miami’s local system can sort and filter ma-

terials by rights status. The other field is a 
local rights statement, labeled “Rights,” and 
it includes a human-readable statement 
indicating the copyright status of the item 
and any known information about the copy-
right holder, along with a link to the library’s 
digital collections copyright webpage. In 
instances where a specific rights holder is 
known, it is listed in the local rights field, 
but in cases where there is no additional 
information, the local rights field simply 
provides a text version of the RightsState-
ments.org label. A set of standardized local 
statements, or common phrases for specific 
situations, was developed for the local rights 
field, providing consistency and stream-
lining the creation of those statements. 
However, because the local rights field is 
designed for more detailed descriptions of 
rights information, that language was modi-
fied as necessary for specific situations.

This approach differs from DPLA’s 
recommendations, which call for using 
local rights statements only to provide 
additional information to what is included 
in the RightsStatements.org statement. 
However, we decided that having the local 
rights field was important for usability, since 
CONTENTdm displays the URI as a simple 
hyperlink, requiring users to link out to the 
RightsStatements.org website to access the 
rights information. Using these two distinct 
metadata fields allows for the provision of 
both customized local rights information 
and a standardized, machine-actionable 
rights statement as recommended by 
RightsStatements.org. In order to comply 
with the DPLA recommendations, only the 
field with the RightsStatements.org URI is 
mapped for ingest into DPLA. 

We also updated the Copyright Guide-
lines page on the digital collections website 
for the University of Miami Libraries to 
better reflect the library’s approach to 
copyright.3 This page is linked from the 
digital collections homepage, as well as the 
local rights metadata field. It provides more 
information about copyright for digitized 
materials than is possible within the item-
level metadata and enables users to access 

» With over 55,000 items to assess, in-depth research into 
the copyright status of individual items was not feasible 
in most instances. There were some collections where 
the assessment was more intensive than others, based 
on the nature of the materials, the dates, or the risk 
potential.



Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019 < 17> 

additional information about how they can 
use materials. The page includes use cases 
for three rights categories: Public Domain, In 
Copyright, and Copyright Status Unknown 
or Undetermined. During discussions about 
the project, there was concern that labeling 
items as In Copyright could deter research-
ers from using those materials in ways that 
are allowed by fair use or other copyright 
provisions. Therefore, the Copyright Guide-
lines page seeks to clarify that just because 
an item is under copyright, it does not mean 
it cannot be used, but rather that its use has 
to be considered more deliberately.

The Copyright Guidelines page also 
emphasizes that the user has the ultimate 
responsibility to satisfy copyright and other 
use restrictions for items they wish to use, 
despite the rights analysis done by the 
library. It states that the rights status as-
signed to an item is based on the descriptive 
information available, and if new informa-
tion comes to light, the rights status will 
be updated accordingly. It also contains 
a takedown policy in case a rights holder 
comes forward, as is standard practice with 
digital libraries. Thus, the page aims to both 
educate users and provide a certain level of 
legal cover for the institution. The Copyright 
Guidelines page is intended as an extension 
and amplification of the rights metadata, 
because users may have limited knowledge 
of copyright. We are interested in thinking 
about other ways to educate users about 
copyright, and hope this will continue to be 
an active area of development.

The University of Miami’s approach to 
managing risk for digital collections greatly 
informed the legacy copyright project. 
The digital collections include materials 
protected by copyright that were put online 
with consent from the copyright holder or 
under the auspices of fair use. With an em-
phasis on access under fair use, all materials 
in the digital collections are available for 
download, and this project did not change 
that. Rather, it focused on providing rights 
statements to help users better understand 
how they could use materials. Keeping this 
in mind, we decided that since copyright 
determinations were often based on limited 
information, we would default to the more 
conservative analysis. For example, for early 
20th century materials where there was not 
enough information to clearly show that 
the items were in the public domain, we ap-
plied the status Rights Undetermined even 
if the odds were in favor of those materials 
being out of copyright. Thinking about the 

project from a risk-assessment perspective 
also helped us determine which collections 
warranted more scrutiny. Thus, high-profile 
collections or collections with particularly 
engaged donors or other interested parties 
received more in-depth analysis.

Over the course of the project, we found 
that more materials were in copyright than 
initially anticipated, but we worked with 
the understanding that most of the digital 
collections had been online for years and no 
one had come forward with rights issues. 
Thus far, adding more comprehensive rights 
information to the digital collections has 
not resulted in any disputes over rights, 
though the library will actively work to 
resolve any issues that arise.

LESSONS LEARNED
Over the course of the legacy assessment 
project, we encountered several challenges 
due to the often complex nature of copy-
right for digital collections. One of the pri-
mary challenges was the lack of information 
needed to accurately determine copyright 
status. This was particularly problematic 
for unpublished materials. Since the project 
relied primarily on information available in 
the existing metadata, it exposed the limita-
tions of that metadata. Local metadata 
practices had not been designed with copy-
right considerations in mind, so information 
that would have facilitated rights assess-
ment was often not included. For example, 
date ranges were not always recorded if an 
exact date was not known, even though it 
may have been possible to determine an 
approximate date range. Similarly, knowing 
the creator’s date of death is highly relevant 
to copyright assessment, but this was not 
typically  included for creators without 
Library of Congress authority records. As a 
result of this project, the library is working 
to improve local metadata standards to 
encourage recording such information for 
new collections.

Orphan works were another serious 
challenge. Given the nature of the library’s 
digital collections, undated and unpublished 
works with no known creator are very com-
mon. For example, the Floyd and Marion 
Rinhart Photograph Collection includes 
a large number of photographs of early 
Florida that were collected by the Rinharts; 
many of those photographs do not have an 
identifiable photographer. It is likely that 
no amount of research would uncover the 
copyright holder for these items, or whether 
they had been previously published. The 

best choice for these materials was In 
Copyright – Rights-Holder(s) Unlocatable or 
Unidentifiable. These items could be consid-
ered orphan works, but because the United 
States does not have an orphan works law, 
there is no rights statement equivalent to In 
Copyright – EU Orphan Work for use in the 
United States.

A related issue was tracing rights holders 
over time, particularly in the case of corporate 
bodies that no longer exist. For example, we 
frequently encountered early 20th-century 
photographs from studios that have long 
been out of business. The copyright term for 
unpublished works with corporate creators is 
120 years (Hirtle et al., 2009, p. 42), and since 
copyright does not cease when a company 
goes out of business, these materials are still 
in copyright. However, tracing how rights 
have been passed along over time is difficult 
and time consuming, and it may not yield 
any results. An additional complication is the 
issue of works-for-hire, since it can be difficult 
to determine if copyright was retained by 
the creator or their employer. Again, in these 
instances, due to the lack of available informa-
tion, the label In Copyright – Rights-Holder(s) 
Unlocatable or Unidentifiable was used.

Issues concerning ownership also arose 
around several collections where the donor 
had transferred copyright to the University 
of Miami upon donation of the collection. 
Although the transfer was recorded in the 
deed of gift, it was not necessarily clear 
what rights the donor actually held, and 
could therefore transfer to the university. 
Donors can only transfer the copyright that 
they hold in materials, and in cases where 
the donor was not the creator of materials, 
the extent to which they held copyright 
was not always clear. Discussions with 
curators when reviewing the deeds of gift 
revealed that such detailed information 
about copyright ownership was not always 
discussed with donors or recorded in collec-
tion records, a situation that is not unique 
to the University of Miami (Ballinger et al., 
2017, p. 153).

Determining publication status could 
also be challenging, as it is sometimes 
difficult to decide whether an item should 
be considered published or unpublished. 
Publication status is important under U.S. 
copyright law, but legal definitions of publi-
cation do not necessarily take into account 
the wide variety of materials found in mod-
ern manuscript collections.4 Materials such 
as ephemera, early photographic postcards, 
and mimeographed handouts can seem to 
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fall on the borders of published and unpub-
lished (SAA Intellectual Property Working 
Group, 2016). Early photographic postcards 
are a good example: during the early 20th 
century, photographic postcards could have 
been printed for sale and wide distribu-
tion, or printed individually using personal 
photographs. Given the time period of those 
materials, knowing whether the postcard 
was published could determine its copyright 
status. In many cases, it was impossible to 
determine if the creator intended the mate-
rials for public distribution, particularly with 
the limitations of the existing metadata in 
the library’s digital collections.

Deciphering international copyright 
issues was another challenge. Our rights 
assessments are based on United States 
copyright law. However, the country of 
origin plays an important role in determin-
ing copyright, even within the United States. 
Due to the large amount of Cuban materials 
in the University of Miami’s digital collec-
tions, we paid particular attention to Cuban 
copyright considerations. The RightsState-
ments.org framework was helpful in 
providing a model for thinking through the 
intricacies of international copyright. The 
clear distinction between materials that 
are free of copyright in the United States 
and materials that are in the public domain 
worldwide (which would be covered by the 
Creative Commons Public Domain Mark) 
meant that we felt comfortable working 
within the copyright framework of the 
United States (http://rightsstatements.
org/en/documentation/#useby-cultural-
heritage-institutions). However, centralized 
information about copyright law for various 
countries and how it applies to materials 
held by institutions in the United States 
can be difficult to locate; creation of further 

resources in this area would be beneficial to 
the library and archives community.

The issues described above meant that 
rights assessment was rarely straightfor-
ward or clearcut. Initially, we hoped to 
provide a definitive copyright statement for 
all items in the library’s digital collections, 
but that was not always possible. Thus, 
the labels In Copyright – Rights-Holder(s) 
Unlocatable or Unidentifiable and Rights 
Undetermined were used frequently, when 
not enough information was available 
to make a more concrete determination. 
However, these statements are beneficial 
for researchers, in that they clearly identify 
the presence of knowledge gaps regarding 
the precise copyright status of materials. If 
additional information becomes available in 
the future, rights statuses may be reevalu-
ated and updated as necessary.

COPYRIGHT EVALUATION FOR NEW DIGITAL 
PROJECTS
For the next phase of the project, we began 
incorporating the assignment of rights 
statements into the workflows for new 
digital projects. Although the planning 
phase for new projects had always involved 
a general collection-level copyright evalua-
tion, that evaluation did not extend to the 
item level during the digitization process. 
Now, during the planning phase, a more 
extensive risk assessment is carried out in 
order to determine which materials warrant 
a more detailed copyright evaluation based 
on the nature of the materials, the informa-
tion available about the creators, and the 
visibility of the collection. This enables the 
library to establish priorities for digitization 
with a focus on projects with clearly defined 
rights that allow for broad public access.

Some projects are in need of more inten-

sive copyright analysis, such as the Uni-
versity of Miami’s grant from the National 
Historical Publications & Records Com-
mission to digitize the Printed Materials 
series of the Pan American World Airways 
corporate records. Pan Am went out of 
business in 1991, and when the collection 
was purchased in U.S. Bankruptcy Court, 
the company conveyed all of its rights, title, 
and interest in the records to the purchaser, 
which was the Pan Am Historical Founda-
tion. Immediately thereafter, the ownership 
and rights, along with the records, were 
conveyed to the University of Miami. This 
does not include the trademark for the Pan 
Am logo, which is still active and is held by 
an independent third party. Because of the 
complex rights background and the active 
trademark, the University’s legal counsel 
evaluated the rights situation before digi-
tization, and determined that making the 
materials full-text searchable online adds 
value and is considered transformative un-
der the auspices of fair use. At the sugges-
tion of legal counsel, a variation of our local 
rights statements was drafted for use in the 
Pan Am digital collection with information 
about the trademark.

Pan Am is a high-profile, high-use col-
lection, and the library anticipates that 
the digital content will be heavily used 
by scholars and researchers worldwide. 
Although the project is large, with approxi-
mately 100,000 pages, it is receiving a very 
thorough level of copyright assessment. The 
materials selected for digitization consist 
of published materials, primarily brochures, 
periodicals, annual reports, and timetables 
from the mid-20th century. That means a 
large number of items could likely be in the 
public domain, depending on three factors: 
if a copyright notice is printed on the item, 
if it was registered with the copyright of-
fice, and, when applicable, if copyright was 
renewed. The rights assessment is being 
performed as the materials are prepared for 
scanning, since each item is already being 
inventoried individually as part of the prepa-
ration process. The grant project manager 
is checking for the presence of a copyright 
notice, and then checking for registration 
and renewal as appropriate. This adds time 
to the project, but we have found that many 
of the items are in the public domain, so it 
is worth the effort. The tools and processes 
developed for the legacy collections project 
have proven to be extremely useful for train-
ing purposes, with a few modifications for 
the specifics of the Pan Am materials.
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We also updated the Copyright Guidelines page on the digital collections website for the 
University of Miami Libraries to better reflect the library’s approach to copyright.3 This 
page is linked from the digital collections homepage, as well as the local rights metadata 
field. It provides more information about copyright for digitized materials than is possible 
within the item-level metadata and enables users to access additional information about 
how they can use materials. The page includes use cases for three rights categories: Public 
Domain, In Copyright, and Copyright Status Unknown or Undetermined. During discus-
sions about the project, there was concern that labeling items as In Copyright could deter 
researchers from using those materials in ways that are allowed by fair use or other copyright 
provisions. Therefore, the Copyright Guidelines page seeks to clarify that just because an 
item is under copyright, it does not mean it cannot be used, but rather that its use has to be 
considered more deliberately. 

The Copyright Guidelines page also emphasizes that the user has the ultimate responsibility 
to satisfy copyright and other use restrictions for items they wish to use, despite the rights 
analysis done by the library. It states that the rights status assigned to an item is based on the 
descriptive information available, and if new information comes to light, the rights status 
will be updated accordingly. It also contains a takedown policy in case a rights holder comes 
forward, as is standard practice with digital libraries. Thus, the page aims to both educate 

3  http://merrick.library.miami.edu/digitalprojects/copyright.html 

Figure 3. Example showing two rights fields in the metadata
Figure 3. Example showing two rights fields in the metadata
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NEXT STEPS
The primary challenge moving forward 
is the need for periodical reevaluation as 
materials that are currently in copyright 
eventually enter the public domain in 
the United States. For example, when the 
initial assessment was performed in 2016, 
unpublished materials were in the public 
domain if the creator died in or prior to 
1946. At the time of this writing, two years 
later, that date is now 1948. Additionally, in 
2019, works published in 1923 will enter the 
public domain. The library does not yet have 
workflows in place to systematically update 
copyright status over time, but ideally, this 
process would not involve a manual review 
of each item in the digital collections. The 
process for reviewing published materials 
would be simple: looking for all items pub-
lished in 1923, and then updating the rights 
status. Unpublished materials would be 
more complicated, since the relevant dates 
are not consistently listed in the metadata, 
and this review would likely need to be done 
collection by collection.

After implementing the RightsState-
ments.org recommendations, the rights 
landscape of the University of Miami digital 
collections is much clearer, providing a bet-
ter understanding of how rights vary within 
and across the collections. As of December 
2017, of the approximately 57,000 objects 
in the digital collections, just under two-
thirds were under copyright. Approximately 
14% were in the public domain, and 20% 
were labeled Copyright Undetermined. Only 
a very small number, less than one-tenth 
of one percent, were assigned the status 
of No Known Copyright. Of the 126 digital 
collections then available online, 49 con-
tained only one statement, meaning that 
everything in that collection had the same 
rights status. All other collections contained 
between two and four statements.

The results of this analysis were some-
what surprising, because at the start of the 
project, we had assumed that a larger per-
centage of the collection would be in the 
public domain. However, for a substantial 
portion of the materials in copyright, the 
rights are held by the University of Miami. 
The findings serve to underscore the im-
portance of risk assessment, because there 
are instances when the library decided to 
make materials available online that are 
either in copyright or could potentially be 
under copyright.

Although the copyright assessment 
project was time consuming and present-

ed a number of challenges, the end results 
were worth it. All of the items in the Uni-
versity of Miami’s digital collections now 
contain rights information at the item 
level, making it easier for researchers to 
understand potential uses of the materi-
als. The presence of consistently format-
ted rights information also facilitates bet-
ter management of the digital collections 
and brings us into closer alignment with 
DPLA recommendations for ingest. More-
over, workflows are now in place to ensure 
the continuation of rights evaluation for 
all new materials as they are added to 
the digital collections. Finally, discuss-
ing this project with others in the DPLA 
community brought us into contact with 
a range of cultural heritage profession-
als also interested in copyright for digital 
collections. The presence of this com-
munity of practice is a positive sign for 
the field, leading to a growing number of 
resources that can help to alleviate some 
of the intimidation often associated with 
copyright. Further implementation of the 
RightsStatements.org recommendations 
across a range of institutions will con-
tinue to strengthen copyright knowledge 
across libraries and archives, allowing us 
to better serve our users by enhancing the 
accessibility of online resources. n
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BY CARA E. BERG AND NANCY J. WEINER  

INTRODUCTION/LITERATURE REVIEW 
The David and Lorraine Cheng Library is 
located on the campus of William Paterson 
University, one of the nine state colleges 
and universities in New Jersey. The User 
Education Program at Cheng Library can 
trace its roots back to 1977 when the full-
time position of Instruction Librarian was 
first introduced. While the early years of the 
User Education Program focused on expand-
ing the program and providing bibliographic 
instruction, it was not until the early 2000s 
that more emphasis was being placed on 
assessment of library instruction sessions. 
This shift in focus may be attributed to the 
introduction of the Association of College 
and Research Libraries (ACRL) Information 
Competency Standards for Higher Educa-
tion in 2000, which provided instruction 
librarians with the impetus to look beyond 
the library instruction session to take a 
closer look at student learning. 

As technology and online resources be-
came the focal points of library instruction, 
implementation of information literacy pro-
grams and assessment of student learning 
outcomes gained prominence. Thompson 
(2002) discussed this trend of larger accred-
iting bodies having a focus on information 
literacy within their own standards, which 
supported the notion of faculty-librarian 
collaboration, not just in collection building 
but in curriculum development and teach-
ing information literacy skills. In response to 
this trend many academic libraries, includ-
ing the David and Lorraine Cheng Library, 
developed Information Literacy Plans and 
sought ways to assess student learning. 
By 2005 the Coordinator of User Education 

and members of the User Education team 
focused initial assessment efforts on the 
first-year student population, introducing 
an in-class library assignment for First-Year 
Seminar (FYS) classes that was graded using 
a scoring rubric, thus establishing a cycle 
of assessment for this population. This was 
soon followed by having students complete 
one-minute papers at the end of course-
related instruction sessions (excluding FYS 
courses) to help determine if students had 
enough hands-on computer time to locate 
relevant sources and apply the search skills 
they were being taught. In addition, stu-
dents were also asked to identify anything 
that remained unclear to them at the end of 
the session, which was considered a popular 
method of assessment at that time (Cun-
ningham, 2006). 

While the results of these types of as-
sessment were useful and continue to be 
so, it was at this time that members of the 
User Education team decided to seek faculty 
feedback on library instruction sessions. 
Seeking inspiration, members of the User 
Education team examined early studies 
that focused on exploring faculty percep-
tions of information literacy instruction and 
research containing examples of faculty 
surveys (Hardesty, 1995; Cannon, 1994). 
It was also during this time that research 

examining faculty perceptions of the ACRL 
Information Literacy Competency Standards 
emerged (Gullikson, 2006) along with an 
increase in research focused on faculty col-
laborations with librarians (Hrycaj & Russo, 
2007). Amidst this growing body of research 
on the topic, our user education team de-
cided to conduct a survey of faculty whose 
students had received library instruction in 
the previous semester, and we continue to 
survey faculty more than ten years later. 

In preparation for our initial survey, we 
examined existing research that focused on 
librarians conducting surveys relating to fac-
ulty views of instruction and asking for feed-
back on the program. Cannon (1994) sur-
veyed social sciences and humanities faculty 
about their thoughts on library instruction. 
Faculty were asked to indicate what type of 
library instruction was used (i.e., resource 
demonstration, library tour), their gen-
eral thoughts on library instruction, and 
finally the reasons for not requesting library 
instruction. The last question was asked in 
the second faculty survey. Leckie & Fullerton 
(1999) adapted the Cannon study, utiliz-
ing a different group of faculty as well as 
interviews to help them better understand 
the faculty’s perceptions. Hrycaj & Russo 
(2007) compared the Cannon study and the 
Leckie and Fullterton studies to their own 
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Figure 1 

Members of the User Education team were pleased with the feedback and the response 
rate, and initial plans called for surveying faculty each year at the end of the fall semester, with 
the results representing another facet of assessment activities for the User Education program.  
In 2007, however, we decided to conduct the survey biennially rather than annually to avoid 
survey fatigue.  In addition, the brevity of the original survey necessitated revision, and the 
subsequent versions included eight questions: two demographic, four Likert-style, and two 
open-ended questions (Appendix 1).   

The number of survey invitations sent to the same faculty population who had requested 
library instruction in subsequent years (2008-2016) varied from a low of 72 to a high of 97, but 
response rates improved, especially when compared to the original survey, from a low of 42% to 
a high of 58% (Table 1). 

Table 1: Response Rates 

Year # Email Invitations Sent # of Responses Response Rate 
2008 88 41 47%
2010 97 42 43%
2012 72 42 58%
2014 84 47 55%
2016 83 35 42%

The purchase of a library subscription to Survey Monkey (formerly Zoomerang) 
improved sharing of results while also offering better analysis of the responses to the open-ended 
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and concluded the information gleaned 
from the three aforementioned studies 
were inconclusive. They pointed out what 
they saw as ambiguity in the questions 
asked and thought that the results did not 
justify claims that there were positive signs 
for faculty-librarian partnerships. However, 
they did state that just because they did not 
see positive signs from the three surveys did 
not mean that these essential partnerships 
should not be pursued. 

Some surveys focused on the ACRL 
Standards. Gullikson (2006) asked faculty 
which outcomes of the Standards were the 
most important. Dubicki (2013) conducted a 
similar survey at several New Jersey colleges 
and universities in which faculty rated the 
importance of standards. Dubicki’s survey 
asked if faculty addressed the information 
skills that they found (or did not find) impor-
tant in their classes and also asked faculty to 
rate whether the students should be infor-
mation literate at graduation. Dubicki reports 
that 99% of faculty thought that students 
should be information literate at graduation, 
but only 53% thought that the students were 
information literate at graduation. 

The gap between faculty’s thoughts on 
information literacy and how they saw the 
students’ information literacy skills is also 
explored by DaCosta (2010) who surveyed 
faculty on library instruction at two institu-
tions in two separate countries. DaCosta 
found a significant gap between faculty 
members who say they want students to be 
information literate at graduation and those 
who think students actually are information 
literate. The themes in these surveys are 
similar: faculty indicate that information 
literacy is important, but many do not see 
the students as being information literate at 
graduation. Saunders (2012) also surveyed 
faculty on their thoughts about informa-
tion literacy and noted that faculty found 
it to be an essential skill, but there were 
inconsistencies on who the faculty thought 
should teach it. Surveys also asked faculty 
if they saw a direct impact on students’ 
work after the students received instruction. 

Bury (2011) reported 85% of faculty stated 
that library instruction had an impact 
on students’ work. Singh (2005) reported 
that 55.2% of respondents stated that the 
students’ work had improved after receiving 
library instruction. 

Most of the survey populations in-
cluded all faculty regardless of whether 
their students had received instruction or 
not. One exception is Cunningham (2006) 
who discussed the use of multiple assess-
ment tools, including one sent to faculty 
members whose students received library 
instruction that semester. As with the 
Cheng Library survey, Cunningham’s was 
sent out electronically at the end of the 
semester in the hope that it would not be a 
disruption to the faculty. Cunningham did 
not send out a survey to the faculty who 
did not request instruction. 

SURVEY DESIGN AND FINDINGS 
The User Education team developed a brief, 
four-question survey containing two closed-
and two open-ended questions. Seeking 
to gauge faculty attitudes toward library 
instruction and the impact on students’ 
work, the team launched the survey near 
the conclusion of the fall 2006 semester. 
Biennially, for the next ten years, a variation 
of this survey was sent out to faculty who 
had requested library instruction. During 
the most recent year of the survey, the User 
Education team developed a second survey 
sent only to the faculty who did not request 
instruction. Together these surveys gave the 
librarians a clear picture of the instruction 
program, including what was successful, 

what could be improved, and why some 
instructors did not request instruction. 

The team sent the survey via email using 
the free version of the online survey tool 
Zoomerang to 86 faculty members who 
brought their non-FYS classes for library 
instruction during the fall 2006 semester. 
The Library received 31 responses, result-
ing in a 36% response rate, and most of the 
respondents indicated satisfaction with the 
library instruction sessions and the sources 
students used for their research projects 
(Figure 1). 

Members of the User Education team 
were pleased with the feedback and the 
response rate, and initial plans called for 
surveying faculty each year at the end of 
the fall semester, with the results represent-
ing another facet of assessment activities 
for the User Education program. In 2007, 
however, we decided to conduct the survey 
biennially rather than annually to avoid 
survey fatigue. In addition, the brevity of 
the original survey necessitated revision, 
and the subsequent versions included 
eight questions: two demographic, four 
Likert-style, and two open-ended questions 
(Appendix 1). 

The number of survey invitations sent 
to the same faculty population who had 
requested library instruction in subsequent 
years (2008-2016) varied from a low of 72 to 
a high of 97, but response rates improved, 
especially when compared to the original 
survey, from a low of 42% to a high of 58% 
(Table 1). 

The purchase of a library subscription 
to Survey Monkey (formerly Zoomerang) 
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rate, and initial plans called for surveying faculty each year at the end of the fall semester, with 
the results representing another facet of assessment activities for the User Education program.  
In 2007, however, we decided to conduct the survey biennially rather than annually to avoid 
survey fatigue.  In addition, the brevity of the original survey necessitated revision, and the 
subsequent versions included eight questions: two demographic, four Likert-style, and two 
open-ended questions (Appendix 1).   

The number of survey invitations sent to the same faculty population who had requested 
library instruction in subsequent years (2008-2016) varied from a low of 72 to a high of 97, but 
response rates improved, especially when compared to the original survey, from a low of 42% to 
a high of 58% (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Response Rates

» The User Education team developed a brief, four-
question survey containing two closed-and two open-
ended questions. Seeking to gauge faculty attitudes 
toward library instruction and the impact on students’ 
work, the team launched the survey near the conclusion 
of the fall 2006 semester. 
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<22> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2019

improved sharing of results while also offer-
ing better analysis of the responses to the 
open-ended questions. Faculty responses to 
survey questions regarding the purpose of 
the library instruction session and the value 
of the experience for students were over-
whelmingly positive in each of the surveys 
(Table 2), and faculty comments suggested 
the same. Responses to questions regard-
ing the impact on student research skills 
and improvement in student use of sources 
were somewhat weaker throughout all the 
surveys (Table 3). The comments reflected 
this as well.

The results from the initial survey of 
faculty were shared only with librarians 
during a regularly scheduled monthly library 
faculty meeting, but User Education team 
members were encouraged to continue 
surveying faculty and incorporating the 
results into the User Education Assessment 
Plan and the User Education Annual Report. 
Once the faculty survey cycle normalized, 

comparison results were often shared not 
only with librarians but also with teaching 
faculty who attended twice-yearly Library 
Liaison programs. In addition, as part of 
Cheng Library assessment presentations, 
highlights from the surveys were also pre-
sented during orientation programs for new 
faculty and with other campus groups such 
as the Directors Council and Deans Council. 

Sharing the results with faculty attend-
ing Library Liaison programs consistently 
had an immediate impact; it helped raise 
awareness of the User Education Program 
and increased interest in scheduling library 
instruction sessions. Emphasizing the posi-
tive responses to the Likert-style questions 
was certainly beneficial, but also highlight-
ing some of the comments usually elicited 
more immediate reactions. While the vast 
majority of the comments were positive, we 
did not shy away from sharing some of the 
negative remarks during these presenta-
tions, which resulted in a more balanced 

presentation of the feedback. 
Incorporating the survey results into 

these various presentations also provided 
the opportunity to highlight the ACRL 
Information Literacy Standards and helped 
demonstrate the collaboration between 
library faculty and teaching faculty. The 
survey results also provided tangible rather 
than anecdotal evidence to illustrate the 
value that faculty place on library instruc-
tion, but this did not always translate into 
an increase in the number of library instruc-
tion sessions taught. Librarians also benefit-
ted from reviewing the results, especially 
the suggestions made on how to improve 
the instruction program, which led to a 
few changes through the years. Although 
faculty completing the survey remained 
anonymous, identifying only their college 
and course level, many complimented or 
thanked individual librarians in the open-
ended comments section, which also proved 
to be a positive outcome of the survey. 

Assessment of our information literacy 
efforts is an important aspect of the User 
Education Program, and the results from the 
surveys of faculty continue to provide useful 
information. The results also help to illus-
trate the value faculty place on the library 
instruction sessions and the importance of 
collaboration to improve student research 
skills. Use of a faculty survey, sent at estab-
lished intervals, also complements existing 
assessment activities and has allowed for 
more meaningful conversations with faculty 
regarding library instruction.

DISCUSSION 
The results from our faculty surveys are 
similar to what can be found in the litera-
ture that examines faculty attitudes and 
perceptions regarding library instruction 
in that faculty view library instruction in a 
positive light and also note the impact that 
the library instruction had on students’ work 
(Bury, 2011). As suggested in the literature, 
faculty do believe information literacy skills 
are important, but there remains a gap be-
tween those who think it is important but 
may not take advantage of the expertise of 
an instruction librarian to teach these skills 
(Junisbai, Low & Tagge, 2016). 

The second survey came about after 
examining the ten years of data from the 
biennial faculty survey. Members of the User 
Education team noted that the answers 
were consistently positive and did not show 
much variability over time. Nevertheless, we 
continue to collect this data since it is useful 
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questions.  Faculty responses to survey questions regarding the purpose of the library instruction 
session and the value of the experience for students were overwhelmingly positive in each of the 
surveys (Table 2), and faculty comments suggested the same.  Responses to questions regarding 
the impact on student research skills and improvement in student use of sources were somewhat 
weaker throughout all the surveys (Table 3).  The comments reflected this as well. 

Table 2: Responses to Question 3 and Question 4

Year # of 
responses 

Q3-The library 
instruction session 
served the purpose I 
intended for the class. 

Q4-The library 
instruction session was a 
valuable experience for 
my students. 

2008 41 97% Strongly Agree 90% Strongly Agree 
2010 42 73% Strongly Agree 68% Strongly Agree
2012 42 85% Strongly Agree 78% Strongly Agree 
2014 47 75% Strongly Agree 79% Strongly Agree 
2016 35 91% Strongly Agree 88% Strongly Agree 

Table 3: Responses to Question 5 and Question 6

Year # of 
responses 

Q5-The library 
instruction session 
improved my 
students’ research 
skills and knowledge 
of library resources. 

Q6-After the library 
instruction session, my 
students’ assignments 
and papers indicated 
use of more appropriate 
source material. 

2008 41 70% Strongly Agree 43% Strongly Agree 
2010 42 56% Strongly Agree 34% Strongly Agree 
2012 42 69% Strongly Agree 61% Strongly Agree 
2014 47 68% Strongly Agree 47% Strongly Agree 
2016 35 65% Strongly Agree 62% Strongly Agree 

The results from the initial survey of faculty were shared only with librarians during  
a regularly scheduled monthly library faculty meeting, but User Education team members 
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in determining faculty attitudes towards 
library instruction and overall satisfaction 
with the instruction program. After review-
ing the results, however, we decided to 
develop a survey that would target faculty 
who did not schedule library instruction, a 
segment of the university population that 
we had overlooked. 

This second faculty survey was designed 
with two main goals. The first goal was to 
identify reasons why faculty and adjuncts, 
especially those who assign their classes 
a research assignment, do not request 
information literacy instruction for their 
students. Survey results would also help 
us determine if there were any misconcep-
tions regarding library instruction that could 
be corrected through future outreach. The 
second goal was to have the survey serve as 
a marketing tool for the library instruction 
program. Anecdotal evidence suggested 
that there are some faculty and adjuncts 
who are not aware of the library instruction 
program. While such a survey is somewhat 
more time consuming to develop, members 
of the User Education team hoped its re-
sults would help correct any misconceptions 
about library instruction and determine 
why faculty do not schedule library instruc-
tion. Ultimately some of the results could be 
used for outreach purposes. 

The User Education team identified as 
the population for the survey all faculty and 
adjuncts who taught during the 2015-2016 
academic year who did not request library 
instruction. We did not include faculty who 
taught a First-Year Seminar (now Pioneer 
Success Seminar, PSS) class since they do 
not participate in the existing faculty survey. 
To expedite creation of the survey, Google 
Forms was used instead of the Library’s sub-

scription-based Survey Monkey. A paragraph 
explaining the purpose of the survey, as well 
as a brief description of information literacy 
instruction, was included at the beginning 
of the survey.

One of the many services the library 
provides is information literacy instruc-
tion when a librarian works with your 
class to demonstrate resources that will 
help them to excel in research assign-
ments. Usually this instruction takes 
place in a computer lab or an equipped 
classroom to give students hands-on 
time with the resources. Your feedback 
will help us better serve you and your 
students. 

The survey (Appendix B) consisted 
of seven questions, containing a mix of 
dichotomous, open-ended, Likert Scale, 
and multiple-choice questions. The survey 
was anonymous although respondents 
had the opportunity to provide their email 
address if they wished to learn more about 
the library instruction program. In order to 
identify some of the reasons why faculty 
do not request library instruction, even 
when students have a research assignment, 
multiple-choice questions were developed 
that included common reasons why faculty 
choose not to schedule library instruction. 
While respondents had the option of provid-
ing their own reasons, we hoped that the 
majority of responses would fall into one of 
the pre-defined categories we provided. 

Working with the Head of Library Infor-
mation Systems, we were able to compile 
an email list of full-time and adjunct faculty 
who taught during the 2015-2016 academic 
year. We reviewed the library instruction 
calendar and removed the names of faculty 

who had scheduled a library instruction 
session for their class. In total, the survey 
was emailed to 999 faculty and adjunct 
members. Unlike the faculty survey sent 
out near the end of the semester, the email 
invitations for this survey were sent in late 
September with a follow-up email sent in 
mid- November. By the end of the semester, 
165 faculty and adjuncts completed the 
survey, resulting in a response rate of 16.5%. 
While we were somewhat disappointed by 
the response rate, we were encouraged by 
the results and were able to identify some 
areas where we could correct common mis-
conceptions regarding the library instruc-
tion program. 

We were surprised to learn that 32% of 
respondents were not aware of the library 
instruction program. While we assumed 
that this lack of awareness may be at-
tributed to new faculty or adjuncts, this is 
a conjecture on our part since we did not 
ask respondents to identify themselves as 
a new member of the campus community. 
However, the responses provided insight 
into the need to promote the library instruc-
tion program as a possible service and to of-
fer an overview of information literacy and 
library instruction. Similar attitudes were 
found in the responses to question number 
four, which asked “If you have assigned a re-
search project but did not schedule a library 
instruction session, what was the reason 
for this decision?” Although 30% of re-
spondents selected “students have already 
received library instruction in other classes” 
as the primary reason, more than 26% of 
respondents selected “didn’t know this was 
an option” as the reason for not scheduling 
a library instruction session. “Not enough 
time to schedule a session” was cited by 

» This second faculty survey was designed with two main 
goals. The first goal was to identify reasons why faculty 
and adjuncts, especially those who assign their classes a 
research assignment, do not request information literacy 
instruction for their students. Survey results would 
also help us determine if there were any misconceptions 
regarding library instruction that could be corrected 
through future outreach. The second goal was to have 
the survey serve as a marketing tool for the library 
instruction program.

http://www.libraryspot.net/E-Blasts/SLFeb19/BergAppendixB.pdf
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23% of the respondents, which was about 
what we expected. 

Faculty’s most cited reason, students 
already had library instruction in a previous 
class, gave us an opportunity to create a cur-
riculum map to help overcome this misper-
ception. Some of the comments reflected 
this reason as well, and faculty noted the 
sessions provided for the first-year students. 
While acknowledging that some redundan-
cies exist in the library instruction program, 
we want to ensure all students acquire in-
formation literacy skills, especially once they 
enter into their upper-level classes in their 
major. This direct feedback from faculty will 
allow us to explore our options for develop-
ing curriculum maps for targeted depart-
ments in the upcoming year. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Survey of Faculty who Scheduled Library 
Instruction 
Reviewing the results from the faculty 
surveys continues to be the most rewarding 
aspect of conducting the biennial survey as 
is implementing any suggestions made by 
faculty to help improve our program. Also 
appreciated are the positive comments 
regarding individual librarians. It is also 
satisfying to know that our faculty are very 
receptive to completing the survey, yielding 
response rates of 40% or more over the past 
ten years. While the initial development of 
the survey was one of the most challeng-
ing aspects, we learned from our original 
survey results that we needed to expand 
the number of questions and balance the 
survey with a mix of Likert-style and open-
ended questions. Some faculty also provided 
suggestions on how to improve upon our 
questions after the initial survey in 2006. 

We implemented the changes, and the 
questions have since remained unchanged. 

In hindsight, it certainly would have 
made sense to consider development of 
a survey targeting faculty who do not sched-
ule library instruction sooner than we actu-
ally did, but we will continue to survey fac-
ulty who do schedule instruction sessions. 
Faculty attitudes towards library instruction 
sessions and the perception of its value 
are consistently high and overwhelmingly 
positive, but we have recently shifted our 
focus to improving the responses in terms 
of faculty perceptions of improved student 
research skills and improved sources used 
for research projects. Formal and informal 
sharing of the results of the faculty surveys 
is a key element to the success we have 
experienced. Faculty who respond to our 
surveys often express interest in the results 
so we try to close the loop in terms of com-
municating to faculty the results as often as 
we can. 

Survey of Faculty who did Not Schedule 
Library Instruction 
While we would have preferred a higher 
response rate, we still consider the re-
cently developed survey to be a success. The 
responses we received provided substan-
tial feedback about why, especially when 
assigning a research assignment, faculty 
do not request and students do not receive 
library instruction. The responses also al-
lowed us to correct immediately misconcep-
tions about the library instruction program 
and to raise awareness of its existence. 

Results from this survey were first 
presented at the monthly library faculty 
meeting. This resulted in the Dean of the 
Library sending the faculty, including 

adjuncts, an email message promoting the 
library instruction program and its custom-
ized library instruction sessions designed 
to meet the needs of a particular class. The 
Dean also agreed to send this message at 
the start of each semester. While individual 
librarians are tasked with sending simi-
lar emails to their faculty in their liaison 
areas, we do not have confirmation that 
this is ever actually done. In addition, hav-
ing the support of the Dean of the Library 
highlights the importance of the library 
instruction program to faculty and staff in 
other departments on campus. The direct 
outreach from the Dean resulted in several 
requests for instruction. Another immediate 
result was a discussion on developing better 
outreach methods to adjunct faculty to 
make them aware of the library instruction 
program. 

The survey also served its purpose as a 
partial marketing tool for the library instruc-
tion program since many faculty members 
replied immediately to the email to request 
instruction. We also felt that increasing 
awareness of the library instruction pro-
gram was achieved as several comments 
indicated they would now begin to take ad-
vantage of the program. Although we think 
the survey helped raise awareness of the 
program, as of this writing, it is too soon to 
tell if the survey helped directly to increase 
instruction numbers for the 2016-2017 
academic year. 

The survey also had some issues. While 
they were not significant in numbers, we 
discovered that some of the respondents 
had indeed brought their class in the past 
year for library instruction. This was made 
clear in the comments when either an 
individual librarian or a specific resource 

» While we would have preferred a higher response rate, 
we still consider the recently developed survey to be a 
success. The responses we received provided substantial 
feedback about why, especially when assigning a 
research assignment, faculty do not request and 
students do not receive library instruction.
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was mentioned. We also realized it would 
have been helpful to determine how many 
respondents were full-time faculty and how 
many were adjuncts. 

Overall, we took away valuable informa-
tion from the survey: 

We might think everyone knows about 
library instruction, but that is not true. 

Faculty and adjuncts would benefit from 
knowledge not only about the existence of 
the instruction program but also the ways 
we can accommodate them. 

A curriculum map would be useful in 
eliminating some redundancies of instruc-
tion and assuring all students receive library 
instruction. 

As we have done with the first faculty 
survey, we plan to conduct this second 
survey again in two years and compare the 
data. We also plan to compare the instruc-
tion numbers for this academic year to see 
if there was an increase in instruction that 
may be attributed to the wider distribution 
of the survey. While the questions will re-
main the same, in future surveys we would 
ask respondents to identify themselves 
as full-time or adjunct faculty. This will be 
helpful for outreach purposes as well as for 
identifying any differences between the two 
groups. 

Both surveys are applicable to any size 
institution and require minimal training 
whether using Google Forms or the com-
mercially available Survey Monkey. Used 
independently of each other, each survey 
provides a snapshot of our instruction pro-
gram and the faculty attitudes and percep-
tions about it. In the first survey we were 
able to see an immediate response to our 
work with their students. In the second sur-
vey we learned why some faculty chose not 

to schedule library instruction. Using both 
surveys, we were able to develop a clearer 
picture of the state of library instruction at 
our university from the faculty’s perspective. 
We were also able to use these results to 
help improve outreach to faculty, marketing 
the strengths of our program in an efficient 
way, and to begin work on constructing a 
curriculum map to serve the needs of our 
students. n
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and compare the data. We also plan to compare the 
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»

What Can Libraries 
Learn From the Future 
of Public Media?
BY CHRIS KRETZ

INTRODUCTION
I am a long-time fan of public media, as 
I suspect many librarians are. However, I 
had never given much thought to the inner 
workings of the public media system nor, 
in fact, considered it as a system at all. To 
remedy that, I spent a good deal of time 
studying the current state of public media 
and the concerns that people in the field 
are facing. I took a deep dive into their 
world, delving into the mission statements 
and strategic plans of radio and television 
stations, watching videos of their confer-
ence proceedings, following threads down 
the rabbit holes of Twitter and Facebook. I 
monitored their press coverage and eaves-
dropped on their industry podcasts and 
publications.

What I found was a parallel universe 
sharing much in common with libraries. 
Both public media and libraries can be seen 
as civic-minded, outward-facing institutions 
concerned about their future and adapting 
to changes in their respective audiences. 

Even a cursory glance at the titles of public 
media conference presentations will strike 
a familiar chord in a librarian’s ear: “Design 
Thinking for Radio,” “Creating a Digital 
Dashboard,” “Innovation You Can Afford,” 
“Insight on Millennials,” and “What Does 
America Think About Us – If They Think 
About Us at All?” We are kindred spirits 
striving to stay relevant and maintain our 
place in the modern world.

Studying the state of affairs in public 
media can be of value to libraries, both 
academic and public. Knowing the prob-
lems and challenges they face, as well as 
the strategies and innovations they are 
pursuing, can help inform our own decision 
making. There are many areas where our 
mission and activities overlap with public 
media. There are lessons we can learn from 
each other. And somewhere in that Venn 
diagram of overlapping concerns there are 
opportunities to work together.

THE PUBLIC MEDIA SYSTEM
To provide some background in broad 
strokes, the public media system as we 
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