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Iwas accepted into the Nursing program, 
and I’m excited to declare my major!” 

“I’m considering dropping my biology 
class.” “I’m working so many hours that I 
barely have time to study.” “This time of the 
semester is always difficult for me because 
it’s the anniversary of. . . .” 

As librarians who serve as academic 
advisors to undergraduate students, these 
are the types of comments we hear from 
advisees. We often find ourselves discussing 
our experiences as advisors, from the joys 
and challenges of one-on-one interactions 
with advisees to the culture of advising at 
our institution. These conversations often 
lead us to wonder about commonalities 
and differences among our experiences 
and those of librarians who advise at other 
institutions. 

Our interest in advising aligns with our 
broader interest in the notion of libraries 
as mentoring communities. Our prior re-
search addresses mentoring between library 
student employees and their supervisors, 
alumni perspectives on mentoring, and 
mentoring undergraduate library interns.1 

In our most recent project, discussed 
here, we explore the role of librarians in 
academic advising, and how factors such as 
the status of librarians, institutional struc-
ture, and organizational culture impact that 
role. In order to gather information on this 
topic, we distributed a survey in November 
2018 through library association lists. Of the 
250 respondents who took the survey, we 

asked those who reported they had served 
as an academic advisor in the past five years 
(63 people) specific questions about their 
advising experience. In this article, we will 
discuss the results of our exploratory survey 
in conjunction with our own experiences 
as advisors. 

Advising context at Gustavus
Gustavus Adolphus College is a pri-
vate liberal arts college located about an 
hour south of Minneapolis-St. Paul. It is 
a strictly undergraduate institution, with 
approximately 2,500 students enrolled on 
a full-time basis. Our institution uses a 
faculty-based advising system with assis-
tance from the Academic Support Center. 
First-year students are generally advised 
by their First Term Seminar (FTS) instruc-
tor until they declare a major. Faculty are 
not required to teach FTS courses, thus the 
advising of first-year students is done by 
instructors who are interested in working 
with incoming students. 

Librarians at Gustavus have faculty 
status, which allows us to serve on faculty 
committees, teach credit-bearing courses, 
and serve as academic advisors. Our group 
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of six librarians share common responsi-
bilities for collection development, liaison 
work, and reference and instruction, and 
each librarian also has an area of special 
responsibility. Librarians who choose to 
serve as academic advisors do so volun-
tarily, and may serve as advisors regardless 
of their area of specialization. In addition 
to occasionally advising transfer students 
(about 7% of the student population), librar-
ians at Gustavus often step in to serve as 
academic advisors to undeclared students 
whose FTS instructor has left the college, is 
on sabbatical, or has retired. At our college, 
librarians have participated in advisor train-
ing, including the FTS advising curriculum, 
transfer student advising, and workshops on 
the purposeful advising framework.2 

Students bring a variety of questions 
and concerns to our advising meetings. In 
addition to standard topics such as course 
registration and degree planning, students 
often wish to discuss other matters related 
to academic performance, including study 
skills, time organization, and strategies for 
communicating with instructors. They also 
seek assistance with personal concerns that 
affect their academic life, from financial aid 
to roommate problems. 

As librarians primarily advise first-year 
and sophomore students, issues that impact 
students further along in their studies, such 
as job searching and internships, do not 
come up as frequently. As these examples 
illustrate, approaches to advising may differ, 
even within the same department. Thus, 
our work with advising led to an interest 
in learning more about the experiences of 
librarians advising at other institutions. 

In the following, we discuss what our 
survey results and our own experiences 
suggest about the state of librarians as un-
dergraduate advisors.

Advising contexts at other 
institutions 
Survey respondents from institutions 
where librarians have faculty status, re-
gardless of the type of appointment, re-

ported to a higher degree librarians serv-
ing as undergraduate advisors. Librarians 
at undergraduate private institutions were 
more likely to advise undergraduates than 
librarians at other types of institutions. 
Although the rate of participation by in-
stitution type varied, survey respondents 
from private institutions with undergradu-
ate programs only were the sole group 
for whom greater than 50% reported serv-
ing as undergraduate academic advisors 
(69.44%). Respondents from public insti-
tutions were much less likely to serve as 
advisors. 

Librarians most likely to advise reported 
working in the following areas of library 
specialization: reference (61.11%), instruc-
tion (59.72%), and collection development 
(41.6 7%). Of the respondents who have 
advised in the past five years, the majority 
(66.67%) said that advising is optional for 
librarians. It is notable that nearly one-
third of the respondents are required to 
participate in advising. The majority of 
survey respondents receive training in ad-
vising, primarily on-campus opportunities 
(61.11%). Happily, only 4.44% (4 individu-
als) indicated that they received no training. 

Not surprisingly, similar to our situa-
tion at Gustavus, librarians reported most 
frequently advising first- or second-year 
undeclared students (71.92%) and transfer 
students (15.07%). In addition, most respon-
dents report working with a small number 
of students (15 or less) per year. Topics 
that librarians most frequently reported 
discussing with advisees included degree 
planning (13.41%), course registration 
(13.18%), class schedules (14.09%), select-
ing a major (12.05%), and nonacademic 
concerns (10.91%).

Challenges of advising 
In general, respondents felt that advis-
ing by librarians is valued at their insti-
tutions, particularly by library colleagues 
and directors. More than 85% strongly or 
somewhat agreed that advising is valued 
by their colleagues, and more than 77% 
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strongly or somewhat agreed that it is sup-
ported by library directors. However, re-
sponses suggest that advising by librarians 
is not always formally recognized or re-
warded by institutions. Respondents most 
frequently indicated that advising is a mi-
nor consideration in tenure and promotion 
decisions (36.36%) and that advising is 
neither rewarded nor recognized (29.87%). 

Survey respondents identified many 
of the challenges we have experienced 
at our institution. The most frequently re-
ported challenges were additional workload 
(36.69%), brevity of the advising relation-
ship (24.46%), and emotional labor (21.58% 
of responses). 

For example, one respondent stated, 
“Most of the time I enjoy it, but when stu-
dents struggle (with academic dishonesty, 
criminal activity, serious health problems, 
etc.) it’s really stressful.” 

Similarly, another respondent com-
mented: “Sometimes the emotional labor is 
hard. I have had students cry in my office, 
and have had to help students find mental 
health resources.” 

When we advise transfer students and 
students whose first-year advisors are 
unavailable, we are advising students in 
a period of transition. First-year students 
generally form a fairly close relationship 
with their FTS instructor and may feel 
somewhat frustrated at having to start over 
with a new advisor. 

Conversely, the new advisor may receive 
limited information about the student’s in-
terests and may need to spend more time in 
conversation with the students about their 
goals and aspirations. Some of these stu-
dents declare a major quickly and therefore 
the advising relationships are short-lived. 
Other advisees are in this transitional period 
for a longer time and need closer advising 
as they consider their options for a major. 
In addition, while some transfer students 
are moving towards new opportunities, 
others are running away from challenging 
situations at their previous institution, and 
so they may need additional support.

As librarians, we want to be helpful and 
provide accurate information. For some 
survey respondents, this makes advising 
a challenge:

•	 “While I enjoy advising and interact-
ing with students on a different level, I 
also find it stressful as I worry that I’ll miss 
something important.”

•	 “When I first started advising, it was 
a complete disaster. Training had been 
inadequate [and] I didn’t have enough pe-
ripheral knowledge of degree requirements 
to be able to give much advice. I had to 
look everything up. Now that I’ve been 
advising for a couple of years, things have 
gotten better.”

Some of the other comments highlighted 
the challenge of gaining a broad familiarity 
with the curriculum, and some pointed to 
institutional obstacles, such as faculty who 
do not endorse the notion of librarians as 
advisors and advising coordinators who 
forget to assign advisees to librarians. 

Benefits of advising
We’ve seen that in most cases advising 
is optional for librarians, it is not always 
rewarded at the institutional level, and it 
presents a number of challenges. Why do 
many librarians choose to serve as advi-
sors in spite of that? 

Survey results and our own experiences 
suggest that librarians serving as advisors 
experience a wide range of benefits. The 
most frequent response was connecting 
with students beyond the classroom, fol-
lowed by raising the profile and visibility 
of librarians, gaining a better understanding 
of the curriculum, focusing on the whole 
student, engaging with other units on cam-
pus, and gaining shared experiences with 
faculty advisors. 

Some respondents highlighted the 
benefits to individual librarians and to the 
library as a whole:

•	 “It is a great way for students to see 
us in a different light, and it’s a great way 
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to showcase how librarians are vital to the 
academic mission well beyond our tradi-
tional information services.”

•	 “I have enjoyed getting to know the 
students beyond a one-shot instruction 
session or a brief reference interaction. 
Our advising is also appreciated by the 
teaching faculty, as we help lessen the 
advising load.”

•	 “I love it. I feel like it’s been a natural 
fit for my service-orientation, and a way to 
get to know students better than I do in 
brief reference consultations or one-shot 
instruction. I know more about the univer-
sity curriculum, and it’s something that I can 
do that other faculty understand/respect.”

•	 “I generally really enjoy getting to 
work with students in this capacity. I love 
seeing them grow, and I like being able to 
provide support and advice.”

Some respondents noted that their ad-
visees became more comfortable spending 
time in the library and talking with librar-
ians, thus improving their research skills 
and study habits. In addition, through the 
process of helping students with advising 
questions, the librarians surveyed learned 
a great deal about campus policies, proce-
dures, and the various offices on campus. 
This information can be used to help other 
students who may have reference ques-
tions related to housing, course registration, 
counseling services, or financial aid.

A few of the survey respondents indicat-
ed that they had taught a First Term Seminar 
or similar course and served as an academic 
advisor to the students in the class. Three of 
the librarians at the authors’ institution have 
taught FTS courses and feel that the general 
benefits of advising are enhanced by teach-
ing this type of course. As the FTS instructor, 
librarians have frequent contact with their 
students and get to know each student’s 
personality. FTS cohorts are often close-
knit groups, allowing instructors to learn 
much more about their advisees’ daily joys 
and struggles. Through these interactions, 
trust is built and the relationship between 

advisor and advisee can provide impactful 
opportunities for mentoring. 

Even without broad support at the in-
stitutional level, perhaps because advising 
does appear to be supported by library col-
leagues and deans and directors, librarians 
are willing to give their time and expertise 
to advising. At the authors’ institution, 
librarians are not required to advise but 
many do choose to participate. Mirroring 
the responses in the survey, we value and 
are supportive of the work of our librarian 
colleagues who choose to advise. And those 
of us who advise often turn to each other 
for ideas about how to handle new and 
challenging situations.

Conclusion
In sum, our study suggests that librarians 
who advise undergraduates are likely to 
have faculty status; work at undergradu-
ate private institutions; work in reference, 
instruction, and collection development; 
work where advising is optional; and re-
ceive training in advising. Librarians most 
often advise first-year and sophomore un-
declared and transfer students. Our study 
and our experiences suggest that despite 
challenges (ranging from additional work-
load to emotional labor), the benefits 
(ranging from increased visibility to re-
warding interactions with students), make 
it worth the while for librarians who opt to 
serve as advisors.

While our experiences are anecdotal, 
and acknowledging the limitations of our 
study, we did find evidence that librarians 
are indeed serving as academic advisors 
and that they want to talk about it. With 
this in mind, we suggest three questions 
for further research:

1.	What roles do institutional culture 
and organization play in academic advis-
ing by librarians? This question is inspired 
by our desire to learn why librarians at 
private institutions appear to be more likely 
to serve as undergraduate advisors, and 
what factors influence whether advising 
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by librarians is mandatory or voluntary at 
a given institution.

2.	What factors influence individual 
librarians’ decisions to serve as academic 
advisors? Our survey just skimmed the 
surface of this question, and deeper quali-
tative inquiry might provide a more robust 
understanding of the factors influencing 
librarians’ service as advisors. For instance, 
respondents were not always certain that 
their work as advisors was valued by 
supervisors or administrators, yet some 
hoped that their participation would help 
demonstrate librarians’ relevance or raise 
the profile of the library on campus. 

3.	Are librarians doing more advising in 
recent years as compared to the past, and 
if so, is the increase in advising related to 
libraries’ increased focus on outreach? If 
that’s the case, is it working? Are we raising 
our profiles and reaching more students?

By exploring these and other questions, 
hopefully our profession can gain a more 
nuanced understanding of librarians’ roles 
in academic advising.
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2.	See http://libguides.gustavus.edu 
/ALA2018 for information on the purpose-
ful advising framework used at our institu-
tion. 

Open learning for uncertain times

ALA and ACRL are committed to support-
ing our members, staff, and all librarians 
and library workers during these uncertain 
times. Now more than ever, academic 
and research librarians and libraries are 
essential to a thriving global community 
of learners and scholars. Whether you are 
working on campus or supporting your 
community remotely, ACRL has a variety 
of easily accessible options for free online 
professional development to help you 
build your skills during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Complete details are on ACRL 
Insider at www.acrl.ala.org/acrlinsider 
/archives/19294.
	 Visit the ACRL Pandemic Resources 
for Academic Libraries LibGuide at https://
acrl.libguides.com/pandemic and the ALA 
Pandemic Preparedness page at www.ala.
org/tools/atoz/pandemic-preparedness for 
more resources on COVID-19.
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