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Each semester, all reference librarians at the 
University of Rochester’s River Campus 

Libraries work with at least one introductory 
writing class offered by the Writing, Speaking, 
and Argument Program. There are several sec-
tions of this required undergraduate course, 
each containing around 10 to 15 students. The 
graduate instructors choose the theme(s) for 
their courses and design the syllabus, incorpo-
rating the act of writing with particular themes 
and subjects. Working with the graduate in-
structors for these courses, we customize our 
reference and instruction services depending 
on the content, assignments, instructor prefer-
ences, and needs of the class. 

In fall 2012, I collaborated with graduate 
student instructor Jenny Boyar for her writing 
class, “Narratives of and as Medicine.” The 
main objective of the course is to teach the 
students effective writing skills in creating a 
thesis, supporting argument, and synthesizing 
scholarly sources to contribute to academic 
research. In Boyar’s syllabus, she describes 
narrative medicine as “a burgeoning interdis-
ciplinary movement (that) encourages patients 
and professionals to practice storytelling as 
a holistic alternative to traditionally clinical 
modes of communication.”1

 
Assignments and library classes
The course’s content attracted many under-
graduate pre-med students. The class met in 
Rush Rhees Library and visited Miner Library, 
the University of Rochester’s medical library. 
Boyar and I met to discuss our learning ob-
jectives and content we’d like covered in our 
library instruction session. For our session, 
the students received a brief tour of the main 
features of the library and then practiced using 

a few suggested library resources from our 
Web site and their library resources course 
page. At the medical library, they received a 
tour of the facility and a viewing of some of 
its special collections items. 

As in all Writing 105 classes, the students 
were assigned a research paper, an opportu-
nity to practice their argument, and research 
skills acquired in the class. Subsequently, as 
a separate assignment, students had to create 
their own personal medical narratives, turning 
theory into practice. These narratives could 
be real or fictional, and had to choose from 
“four of medicine’s central narrative situa-
tions: physician and patient, physician and 
self, physician and colleagues, and physicians 
and society.”2

While these narratives were creative writ-
ing exercises, they could also indirectly be 
an examination and reflection tying together 
what they’d learned in class, from their re-
search, personal experiences, and curiosities. 
Inspired by a collaboration between another 
writing instructor and his course’s librarian, 
where a portion of the students’ final projects 
were displayed in the library followed by a 
reception, Boyar asked if we could do this. 
Experiencing the success of this previous pilot 
project, I enthusiastically agreed and began 
planning the process. 

Display and reception
When the students turned in the final drafts 
of their personal medical narratives, Boyar 
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asked them to indicate whether they wanted 
their narratives displayed and, if so, to choose 
one page of the narrative for the display. From 
those who agreed to display one page of their 
narratives, I asked who would be willing to 
read their entire narrative at the reception. I 
also periodically e-mailed all of them to an-
nounce when the display went up, asked their 
preferences for the reception, and reminded 
them about the event. 

Another staff member from the reference 
department and I put the display in our “pop-
up display” area, on the first floor of the library, 
wedged between our Popular Reading section 
and a student computer and printing area, in 
front of the Reference Desk. The content of the 
“pop-up displays” range 
from displaying student 
work to a themed book 
display, sometimes in 
conjunction with an 
event we’re having in 
the library.

Of 14 students, 11 
agreed to display one 
page of their narratives. 
Readers and participants 
would have to come to 
the reception to hear 
the rest of their stories. 
Four volunteers agreed 
to read or allow someone 
to read their entire narratives. They came from 
myriad perspectives and situations, and, by 
reading one page, the reader could get a vague 
yet intriguing sense of what was going on but 
not enough to get the full picture and find out 
what finally happened (if this was revealed at 
all) to the person experiencing illness. 

For a little over a month, about three weeks 
before the reception, we displayed the one-
page excerpts, giving passersby a chance to 
read and to spark their curiosity. Before the 
reception, we advertised the display and re-
ception on the library’s Web site, invited librar-
ians from the medical library, and posted signs 
throughout the library advertising the event. 

The day of the reception, a couple of stu-
dents could not come to read their narratives 

because of other commitments. In all, two 
students read their narratives and another 
librarian and I read the other two with permis-
sion from the students who could not attend. 
Surprisingly, another student who did not 
think she could come to the reception, showed 
up and on the fly and read her narrative. One 
of the narratives was a personal account of 
his healing process while recovering from a 
stroke, another, a young woman’s experiences 
with relating with her dying grandmother and 
experiencing her death. The others were a 
poem in a little girl’s narrative voice relating 
an experience before and after an operation, 
while another described her observations and 
interactions with a cousin who has autism. 

After the four read-
ings, the two students 
turned their chairs to-
ward the audience for 
a question-and-answer 
session. The conversa-
tion opened itself to 
questions about the 
writing process, how 
what they learned in 
the class affected their 
perceptions of illness, 
and how it inspired their 
stories. Some of the is-
sues in the stories hit 
home with members of 

the audience as they could empathize with the 
stories because of something similar happened 
to them or someone else.

In the class, the students learned that empa-
thy can be a by-product of practicing narrative 
medicine and through their performances, we 
all witnessed how sharing these stories with 
others made empathy a contagion to be spread 
to the listeners.

We had an audience of more than 20 for 
our reception, decent for a Wednesday eve-
ning. Our audience included a few writing 
instructors, students from Boyar’s previous 
and current “Narratives of and as Medicine” 
classes, the Writing, Speaking, and Argument 
Program’s Instruction Training Coordinator, a 
Friend of the library, a librarian from our medi-
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cal library, and a few other librarians from the 
Reference, and Rare Books and Special Collec-
tions departments. Many commented on how 
well the narratives were written and the audi-
ence could witness the integration of what they 
learned from the class, content, and writing 
skills with personal interests and experiences. 
It was an evident shift from content consumer 
to producer. Their responses to questions also 

showed a heightened sense of sensitivity and 
understanding for the human condition.

Reflections and musings
In previous conversations throughout the se-
mester, Boyar and I both expressed an enthu-
siasm for promoting student efforts, and this 
was an exciting way to illustrate this desired 
outcome “. . . building and sustaining a ‘win-
win-win’ relationship.”3 Our open and creative 
collaborative relationship was beneficial in 
combining forces to coach the students with 
writing and research skills, but the display and 
reception took it to another level. 

It took the culmination of a semester-long’s 
worth of reading, learning, and writing and 
put it into a performance mode—a personal, 
interactive, and creative expression of a learn-
ing experience—as a third dimension to the 
course’s content arena. 

It also reinforced that the library is their 
place:4 a public expression of the library as a 
learning environment and that their scholarly 
work is treasured along with the storage and 
access of other scholarly information. We are 
not only a house of potential evidence, but of 
ideas, discussion, discovery, and inspiration—
a community gathering place of ideas: “The 
libraries’ most powerful asset is the conver-

sation they provide—be-
tween books and readers 
. . . between individuals 
and the collective world. 
Take them away and those 
voices turn inwards or van-
ish. Turns out that libraries 
have nothing at all to do 
with silence.”5 

Exhibiting student work 
in the library sends our 
community “an invitation 
to communicate,” and pos-
sibly a wave of inspiration.6 
It gives an opportunity and 
incentive to explore, start a 
conversation, and to have 
out-of-the-classroom ex-
periences that could still 
be tied to curriculum. It’s 

also another way to create or strengthen col-
laborative relationships between librarians and 
faculty, students, community organizations, 
and other libraries. 

Having the opportunity to work with Boyar 
and these students confirmed that the liaison 
relationships that librarians and the library 
have with the campus community can amplify 
everyone’s learning and discovery experi-
ences in ways one normally wouldn’t expect. 
Many student work displays in libraries show 
works of art or award-winning research, but 
other kinds of student work should be valued 
enough to showcase. 

Notes
1. Jenny Boyar, “Narratives of and as Medi-
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o Personal members: $58
o Student members: $38
o Retired members: $38
• Confirmed the virtual vote approving 

new policies governing Section Review, 
Merger, and Creation which will go in ef-
fect September 1, 2013. The governing 
policies for all ACRL Communities of Prac-
tice are available online (www.ala.org/acrl 
/copa-group-breakdown).

• Confirmed the virtual vote approv-
ing the disbursement of $32,967 in Friends 
Fund donations in support of the following 
projects:

o $6,500 in support of the ALA Spectrum 
Scholars Initiative.

o $10,000 contribution towards the cost 
of uploading C&RL back files to the journal’s 
online site at HighWire Press.

o $4,167 to support the Library Copyright 
Alliance Project.

o $4,500 to support a Scholarly Commu-
nication Workshop.

o $7,800 to support consulting and coach-
ing of the “Assessment in Action” facilitation 
and design team.

• Approved a one-time match of up to 
$8,000 to funds raised by RBMS to bring the 
Leab Endowment to $50,000. This match 
will assist the section in meeting ALA’s re-
quirement that endowment funds maintain 
a $50,000 minimum. 
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