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How can we teach library skills and in-
formation awareness to students who 

don’t come to the library? This has long been 
a problem for academic librarians, but it has 
become even more troublesome with dis-
tance learning. What can we do for students 
who never come to campus, let alone to the 
library? For the librarians at Athens State Uni-
versity, this question has led to a successful 
venture into the electronic delivery of library 
assistance through the electronically embed-
ded librarian program.

The concept of the embedded librarian 
is not new. College and university librarians 
have traditionally spent time with classes, 
either in instructional sessions or as team 
teachers. However, these outreach programs 
assume that students and faculty are actually 
on site. Library Web sites can provide a partial 
answer for off-site students, providing access 
to resources, instructional materials such as 
tutorials and handouts, and online assistance 
through a virtual reference desk. However, 
as Amy York writes, “Library websites are 
useful for helping students who know what 
they are looking for, but online students need 
an equivalent of the reference desk when 
they are just getting started with research.”1 

So the question remains: How do we reach 
remote clientele?

Course management systems (CMS) such 
as Blackboard and WebCT can provide the 
answer. CMS provide a convenient, focused 
environment in which relevant library re-
sources can be selected and organized for 

specifi c classes in an easily accessed inter-
face.2 In addition, the CMS provides a struc-
ture in which a librarian can become part of 
the course. By including the librarian as a 
teaching assistant, students and faculty have 
immediate access to library assistance, advice, 
suggestions, and resources. As Shumaker and 
Tyler have written, “Academic embedded 
librarians are fi nding innovative approaches 
that employ electronic resources, moving 
services beyond ‘bibliographic instruction’ 
and ‘information literacy.’”3 Kelly, writing 
from the instructor’s viewpoint, reports that 
students are more willing to seek help when 
they know a librarian is an integral part of 
the class.4

Early examples of institutions using a CMS 
as a tool for library instruction include Central 
Missouri State University5 and the University 
of Rhode Island.6 Middle Tennessee State 
University instituted an embedded librarian 
program in 2004, which has proven to be 
very popular with both students and faculty 
members.7 

Athens State University
Athens State University is an upper-division 
two-year institution, providing courses for 
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junior- and senior-level students only, leading 
to the bachelor’s degree with majors in busi-
ness, education, and arts and sciences. The 
majority of the student body has transferred 
from community colleges, works full-time, 
and has family responsibilities. Because 
Athens State is an upper-division institution, 
faculty and librarians do not have the chance 
to ensure that students gain a good ground-
ing in information literacy in their fi rst two 
years in college. 

Athens State has been involved in dis-
tance learning since the late 1990s and 
currently offers courses through Web-based 
delivery; traditional face-to-face classes on 
site and at remote centers; and “blended” 
classes, which combine face-to-face and 
distance delivery methods. All classes, re-
gardless of format, use Blackboard for either 
primary or supplementary content delivery. 

With the increasing number of distance 
classes, and increasing number of students 
who never come to the campus, library use 
has changed. Although foot traffi c is down, 
use of online resources has increased. Still, 
anecdotal evidence, as well as library sur-
veys and focus groups, indicate that many 
students were not aware of library services. 
In the fall term of 2007, we decided to reach 
out proactively through an electronically 
embedded librarian program.

The electronically embedded 
librarian program
In the electronically embedded librarian 
program at Athens State, specifi c classes are 
selected for the service either at the request 
of the course instructor or the suggestion of 
the library director or college dean. Classes 
with a formal research component (a re-
search paper or presentation) are preferred. 
As classes are identifi ed, a reference librarian 
is assigned to each one and is designated as 
a teaching assistant (TA) in the Blackboard 
package for that class. 

As a TA, the librarian has access to the 
course syllabus, the class list, all assignments 
and course materials, and all communication 
tools, and has authority to post materials 

to the class site. Standard activities for the 
embedded librarians include:

• Introductory announcements and/or 
e-mails to students. With the approval of the 
instructor, the embedded librarian posts an 
announcement of the service and/or sends 
an e-mail to all students in the class, intro-
ducing himself or herself and explaining the 
purpose and limitations of the embedded 
librarian program. At this point students are 
also told how to contact the librarian.

• Creation of an “Ask Your Librarian” 
discussion forum. Most classes have dis-
cussion forums set up at the beginning of 
the term where students can ask questions 
concerning research, library resources, 
proper citation style, and other library and 
research-related issues. 

• Creation and posting of instructional 
documents. These may be either general 
handouts, such as how to access e-books 
or how to identify a scholarly journal, or 
handouts that are specifi c to the area of study 
or the class. Informational slide shows can 
also be posted.

• Creation and posting of video instruc-
tion sessions. Video sessions can be useful 
to demonstrate research methods and tech-
niques, such as searching in online databases 
and evaluating Web sites. Although creation 
of these recordings requires training and can 
involve signifi cant time for preparation and 
production, they can be highly effective. Ath-
ens State uses the Tegrity program, but any 
program that permits live screen captures 
and that is compatible with the institution’s 
instructional technology system can be used. 

• Assistance through the discussion fo-
rum, phone, and e-mail queries. The most 
time-consuming part of the embedded li-
brarian program is the daily involvement in 
each class. Students expect rapid responses 
to their queries, so discussion forums should 
be checked at least once a day. Students also 
phone, e-mail, and drop by the library for 
personal assistance. 

Other embedded librarian activities have 
included involvement in blogs and wikis, re-
search for instructors, and face-to-face instruc-
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tion for classes that have an on-site component 
and for students who travel to campus.  

Success of the embedded librarian 
program
Involvement in the embedded librarian 
program has increased from three librar-
ians handling 11 classes in fall 2007 to four 
librarians handling 64 classes in the spring 
of 2009 (see Table 1). 

Although the program was originally 
designed as an outreach program for dis-
tance classes, it has been used in classes 
delivered through all methods available at 
Athens State. Distance and off-site classes, 
combined, have comprised 59.6% of the total 
classes involved in the program, while on-
site classes have comprised 30.3%. Blended 
classes account for the remaining 10.1%.

The embedded librarian program at Ath-
ens State was originally spearheaded by the 
library director, who serves as liaison with the 
College of Arts and Sciences, and the refer-
ence librarian who is liaison to the College 
of Business. These disciplines are refl ected 
in the use of the program during the fi rst two 
semesters (see Table 2). The College of Busi-
ness has a library component in the required 
Organizational Communication class, and the 
embedded librarian was quickly added to all 
sections of that class. The sudden expansion of 
the program into the College of Education in 
the summer of 2008 occurred when a similar 
library component was added to the required 
Foundations of Education class. 

Perhaps the most obvious, and rewarding, 
outcome of the program is a signifi cant in-
crease in communication with students. Some 
classes use the discussion forum much more 
than others, but even in classes where few 
students post questions, numerous queries are 
received through e-mail and telephone, and 
students will come to campus specifi cally for 
research help. Many students continue their 
communication with the embedded librarian 

in subsequent semesters. They also refer other 
students to “their” librarian for assistance. Such 
continuing communication can help ease li-
brary anxiety and can build a more personal 
and friendly relationship between students 
and the library. 

Lessons learned
After offering the electronically embedded 
librarian program for over a year, we have 
learned a number of lessons for making the 
program successful. These include:

• Use different tools to reach different types 
of learners. Some students are fi ne with printed 
instructions; some need the visual presenta-
tions or oral explanations that come with video 
recordings; others need the face-to-face learn-
ing environment of the library. The embedded 
librarian must be prepared to present informa-
tion in whatever mode is required.

• Be ready to use different forms of com-
munication. Some students are happy to post 
questions to a discussion board, but this type 
of public forum makes others feel exposed and 
embarrassed. Be prepared to be contacted in 
a variety of ways.

Fall 2007 Spring 2008 Summer 2008 Fall 2008 Spring 2009

Arts and 
Sciences

4 8 2 12 13

Business 6 14 14 29 31

Education 1 0 16 18 20

Table 2. Classes by College

Fall 2007 Spring 2008 Summer 2008 Fall 2008 Spring 2009

Classes 11 22 32 59 64

Libraries 3 4 4 4 4

Table 1. Growth of the Program
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• Set limits. Make it clear that the embed-
ded librarian is a resource person and teacher 
and is not there to do the student’s work. 
Sometimes requests for answers or materials 
(such as “I need three articles on this topic. 
Can you fi nd them for me?”) can be dealt with 
simply by providing guidance in the use of re-
sources; other times these limits must be made 
explicit, either by the librarian or the instructor. 

• Make sure the faculty member supports 
and encourages student use of the program. 
Faculty support is a prerequisite for the suc-
cess of the embedded librarian program. Each 
faculty member must want the librarian to be 
involved and must encourage students to make 
use of him or her. 

The librarian will need to negotiate a bal-
ance between librarian and instructor regard-
ing preparing and posting materials, contacting 
students, and determining the level of help 
to provide.

In addition to these lessons that directly 
concern the embedded librarian program, 
this close involvement in courses has made 
us realize that we need to augment our library 
Web site with additional instructional offerings, 
and to enhance information literacy instruction 
across the curriculum.

Into the future
At Athens State, we intend to continue offer-
ing the embedded librarian program. With a 
small professional staff, we are reaching the 
limit of our resources, so we plan to focus 
more on classes with a formal research com-
ponent. To alleviate some of the stress on our 
librarians, we are trying to share more tools 
and resources. 

For example, we have created some hand-
outs and video recordings that can be used 
across multiple subject areas. This allows the 
librarians to focus more on specialized ma-
terials rather than spending time and effort 
re-creating general tools. 

Along with some of the faculty using the 
embedded librarian program, we intend to 
explore the use of blogs and wikis, both of 
which can serve as useful communication 
and instructional tools. We also plan to help 

each other expand our repertoire of instruc-
tional methodologies. Not all of us are equally 
comfortable with the various methodologies 
available.

The electronically embedded librarian 
program refl ects the current paradigm shift in 
the academic environment that has evolved 
from the combination of new technologies and 
a new generation of students. Libraries, and 
their institutions, need to be ready and able 
to provide support and services for this new 
generation of students who expect access to all 
resources—human and otherwise—anytime, 
anywhere. 

By joining these students in their learning 
environment, we can begin to give them the 
tools and services they need and deserve. 
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