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the way I see it

Advocating for students
through encouragement

Communication on a human level

on’t give up.” “You’ve got this!” The

manner in which we communicate
with students is not always measurable
when assessing a librarian’s performance.
Nevertheless, honesty and encouragement
factor into how I communicate with students
during library instruction. This essay details
an approach that I have used in eight years
of teaching information literacy sessions to
advocate for and talk with students on a
human level.

Advocacy

Advocating for students is part of the evolv-
ing responsibility of librarians in the millen-
nium. In the context of library instruction,
advocacy is a natural effect of the interac-
tions we have with students in showing
them how to find credible sources. The
dominant trend of assessment in libraries
has influenced how librarians advocate,
particularly with a focus on outcomes that
clearly enumerate to stakeholders how stu-
dents benefit from having access to librar-
ians.

Administering pre-and-post tests show-
ing how students who received instruction
performed and linking information literacy
participation to graded course assignments
are examples of quantifiable forms of student
advocacy. Test results, the number of classes
taught, and student attendance represent
tangible data. Pairing that type of advocacy
to assessment initiatives can make a strong
case that librarians are needed despite budget
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concerns. But the interaction librarians have
with students is not always about analytics. It
becomes situational. Librarians must do what
the moment calls for whether the action is
measurable or not.

The way librarians talk to students

The early years of training as a diversity
resident librarian taught me that the most
practical way to advocate for students is to
partner with the professor. When profes-
sors speak highly of the library, their words
impact how their students use the library.
Similarly, the way librarians talk to students
can empower them to be assertive in the
information-seeking process.

For example, when teaching, I emphasize
to students that “My job is to show you where
and how to find credible sources. But the fi-
nal decision on which sources you choose to
use is up to you.” As we continue searching
and students are asked to give input on the
relevance of articles found, their responses
are in the affirmative: “Yes, that looks good”
or “No, not that one.” Sometimes multiple
students will chime in, even if the subject is
not related to their own topics.

Students taking ownership of the source
selection process and using the power of
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their voice is a great thing to witness. This
point touches on the value of democratic
learning setups, where the instructional
design approach is balanced for students
to actively participate without concern for
reprisal. Students are urged to ask questions,
make mistakes, work collaboratively, and
form opinions independent of the instruc-
tor. Library instruction is a way to have such
moments with students.

Encourage students

Librarians are in a unique position to up-
lift students. We understand and have ex-
perienced the range of emotions had by
students during the information-seeking
process: including uncertainty, anxiety,
and doubt.>” But we also know strategies
for successfully making it over to the other
side of a journey that begins with selecting
a topic, performing an array of searches,
evaluating content clues, and finding cred-
ible information.

Beyond the instructional guidance we
provide, it is okay to speak words of en-
couragement. That is, to incorporate soft
skills approaches with hard skills training.
Being a teaching librarian does not mean
we must instruct a student to do something.
Instead, what may be needed are words of
encouragement, praise, or reassurance. For
instance, when a student shows me a draft
of their paper, I can sense when there is a
need for an authority figure to provide af-
firmation. In these moments I typically say,
“You've got this!”

There are also times when I see a student
from a previous session and will follow-up
about the progress of a paper. For example,
one student wanted to write about fashion
consciousness and body awareness. When
early searches did not produce relevant
sources, she talked of changing the topic.

My suggestion was that she take more
time to perform an exhaustive literature
search before making a final decision be-
cause of her enthusiasm in discussing the
topic. I communicated that I supported her
decision either way. The point is when a
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student displays excitement about a sub-
ject, find ways to root for the student to
not give up.

Why encouragement is needed

Being a student represents a special jour-
ney that brings adversity from meeting
course requirements to coming into one’s
own independence. Librarians cannot be
the balm for all the wrinkles that mark stu-
dents’ lives, but we can let them know they
are not alone in the academic community.
In a way, the instructional guidance that
librarians perform is similar to coaching.

Micki Holliday states, “A coach, by defini-
tion, helps workers grow and improve their
job performance by providing suggestions
and encouragement.” Librarians do this by
working with student groups that include
athletes and helping them apply the prin-
ciples of library and research concepts to
their assignments.

And, like a coach, my role is to share
knowledge with students, outwardly express
belief in students’ abilities, and hope from
the sidelines that the instruction will be use-
ful. Hence, when wrapping up a session, my
comments to students are intentional. “Don’t
give up.” “You can do it!” “If I don’t see you
again, best wishes to you all for success
the rest of the semester.” These comments
serve to remind students of their potential
for success in academia.

Conclusion

Encouragement can help students mentally
stay persistent in completing the task that
is ahead. This stance is appropriate within
academia, where students are driven to
maintain constant activity from complet-
ing the next assignment, enrolling in the
next class, etc. In all these things, we
must not forget the human element. With
everything that students are asked to do,
librarians must tell students that we be-
lieve in their ability to do the work, not
waiting until they reach the mountaintop,
but voicing the sentiments throughout
their uphill climb.
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(“In defense of course reserves,” cont. from page 522)

have a campus culture in which professors are
extremely proactive in placing reserves requests
and providing students with access to personal
copies, we have an opportunity to increase
access to materials by meeting professors half-
way and being proactive in placing items on
reserve on our own initiative. This work has
begun with the pilot of our textbook donation
program, but can be even further expanded as
we move forward.

This is perhaps a good model to follow for
campuses, like ours, who do not have dedi-
cated funding for reserves collections, and is a
creative solution to the problem of the expense
of replacing damaged books. Additionally, it
may be worth looking into seeking sources of
funding to purchase new materials, as some
campuses successfully do, to fill in gaps, espe-
cially in providing textbooks for large general
education courses with multiple sections and
expensive materials.

Lastly, it seems fair to suggest that engage-
ment should also include understanding what
the campus community wants from a reserves
program. Survey research, perhaps in partner-
ship with students in social sciences disciplines,
is needed to assess what works currently for
most students and what could use improve-
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ment, and to solicit more ideas for where we
could possibly go. Through these three types
of engagement—engaging faculty and students
through outreach, engaging library staff to be
proactive, and engaging students by soliciting
advice—course reserves services will con-
tinue to expand, increase access to important
materials, and help continue to keep library
services relevant and appreciated in campus
communities.
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