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The Natural Alliance between 

Libr.arians and English Teachers 

In Course-Related Library Use 

Instruction 
Significant advantages come from recognizing that course-related library use 
instruction should more accurately be thought of as research paper-related 
~nstruct~on. The English department is the primary locus of research paper 
mstructwn, and a recent survey reveals a much greater commitment to it than 
had been realized. Therefore, librarians should consider mounting an effort 
on several levels to create a special librarian-English teacher alliance. Fur
t~ermore, the structure of the writing curriculum offers an increasing poten
twl for staged course-related library use instruction nationwide. 

BACKGROUND 

Even if there is generally agreement, as 
there seems to be, that course-related library 
use instruction is the ideal, the question re
mains: To which course or courses should 
bibliographic instruction be related? The 
easy answer is, of course, to all of them. 
However, as is well known, limited resources 
and the desire to create the best possible in
structional program in the real world of to
day's colleges and universities require that 
priorities be established, choices made. The 
results of a recently completed national sur
vey on research paper instruction in the un
dergraduate writing curriculum, conducted 
by this author and Dennis R. Perry in the 
winter of 1981 , suggest that library use in
struction efforts should be primarily com
mitted to the English department writing 
program in most institutions. 

Librarians have not sufficiently acknowl
edged the degree to which the success of li-
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brary use instruction depends on the English 
writing program. Nor, similarly, have En
glish teachers recognized the factors operat
ing to make librarians their natural allies. 
John Lubans, Jr., recently conducted a sur
vey of faculty members at the University of 
Houston's Downtown College that high
lights this relationship. He asked, "Who is re
sponsible for students learning library 
skills?" with the expectation, he says, that 
"librarians would be singled out as the most 
popular inculcators of library skills. " 1 He 
found , however, that English teachers were 
cited alone in 30 percent of the responses, 
with librarians 9 percent of the time, and 
with librarians and other educators 12 per
cent, for a total of 51 percent. Librarians 
were cited alone in only 9 percent of there
sponses, and when the times they were men
tioned with others-most often English 
teachers-is added to that figure, the total is 
still only 37 percent. Admittedly, this is only 
one survey at one small school, but people 
who are familiar with attitudes on college 
campuses would not be surprised if this per
ception were common elsewhere. 
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What is the reason for such a response? Lu
bans suggests that "As Ann Irving contends 
. . . , library skills are not learned across the 
curriculum but are instead seen as things that 
can be taught separately. Since English 
classes are concerned with grammar and 
writing and research reports, the library 
skills responsibility quite naturally drifts into 
that department's bailiwick. "2 Teachers in 
other subject areas are, in theory, and maybe 
even sometimes in practice, similarly situ
ated. Nevertheless, English teachers are most 
likely to occupy one end of what is rightly 
viewed as one continuous research process, 
the other being occupied by librarians. 

This process begins with the introduction 
of the assignment, includes all the steps in li
brary research, and culminates in a written 
product. The general problem is that neither 
the English teacher nor the librarian is 
knowledgeable enough about the whole pro
cess. English teachers usually make pretty 
perfunctory gestures toward training stu
dents in some research methods, but their 
primary concern, naturally, is with the writ
ten results of the research. Librarians en
gaged in the library research segment of the 
process do not normally involve themselves 
at all in its other parts. The result is that 
teachers send students researching they 
know not what (or not well enough)-and li
brarians receive students from they know not 
where (or not well enough). Instead of this 
situation, in which the right hand knows not 
what the left is doing, teachers and librarians 
need to work in an extremely close relation
ship, each knowing to a considerable extent 
the responsibilities and capabilities of the 
other. Though the degree of knowledge will 
differ, both should know the nature of the as
signment as well as the resources and meth
ods available for its completion. 

Ann Irving, recognizing in the article to 
which Lubans refers that this ideal comple
mentary relationship has not generally ex
isted, says that "teachers have been teaching 
content and not process while librarians have 
been teaching location and not usage. "3 She 
goes on to describe a "properly integrated 
curriculum" that would approximate the 
ideal espoused by this author. Although she 
does not indicate what the teacher might do 
in the curriculum, she does make the radical 
suggestion that librarians "work back from 

existing assignments. . . . One is simply to 
take an assignment or two and 'do' them, 
noting the steps, frustrations, and questions 
during the process. " 4 Extrapolating, the 
teacher should presumably work the other 
way, having in mind available research ma
terials and methods when forming assign
ments. Obviously the entire research process 
and the students will benefit if teacher and H
brarian work dialectically together, each 
consulting and learning from the other. 

Again, although this ideal relationship 
should no doubt exist between librarians and 
teachers in all subject fields, any working li
brarian can give some reasons why such a 
dream is not likely to come true. One of the 
most important reasons, one that this author 
has not seen put forward by librarians, is that 
not all subject areas require research papers, 
and some require them much less often than 
do others. When Irving speaks of content, 
process location, and usage, and when the 
complete research process is invoked here, it 
should be recognized that all these concepts 
most often become actual concerns in col
leges and universities in the real-world con
text of the research paper. 

Normally, course-related instruction is re
ally research paper-related instruction, and 
the research paper is the special, though by 
no means exclusive, province of the English 
department. Not only do English teachers re
quire more research papers than most teach
ers in other departments, but the responsibil
ity for research paper instruction, per se, has 
most often devolved upon the English de
partment. Whether English teachers like it 
or not-and some emphatically do not-this 
has already become one of their most impor
tant "service" functions for other depart
ments. 

SuRVEY REsuLTs 

Further, it is important that librarians un
derstand the configuration this responsibility 
has taken in the English program. First, in 
schools across the country, freshman English 
is the only course required of virtually all stu
dents. A survey sponsored by the College En
glish Association (CEA) in 1978 determined 
that freshman English is taught in 94.24 per
cent of schools, being required in 82.72 per
cent of them. 5 The research paper instruction 
survey conducted at the University of Ne-



braska found that instruction in the research 
paper is offered in 84.09 percent of freshman 
composition programs and is required in 
78.11 percent of these programs. 6 

Therefore, freshman English offers librar
ians their only opportunity to reach virtually 
all students "where they are," when they are 
all in the same place-and when they have a 
felt need for research-related instruction. 
The CEA survey found that about 50 percent 
of freshman English programs constitute a 
two-semester sequence, and the author's sur
vey reveals, not surprisingly, that research 
paper instruction is offered more than 50 
percent of the time during the second semes
ter only. However, it also occurs during both 
semesters at 15.17 percent of the institutions. 

Few would have predicted these results in
dicating the ubiquitous nature of research 
paper instruction in English departments, 
but perhaps even more surprising is the de
gree of commitment to it, as revealed by the 
amount of time invested in the courses and 
the expenditure of faculty resources. Wher
ever it is offered at the freshman level, re
search paper instruction constitutes, on the 
average, a very considerable 34.66 percent of 
at least one course. (It should be kept in mind 
that the research paper often takes up from 
50 to 100 percent of the second term of fresh
man English where two terms are offered.) 
This instruction is given by 55.76 percent of 
the regular faculty members in departments 
where it is offered, 77.22 percent of the total 
such instruction being offered by regular fac
ulty members, and 29.30 percent of the aver
age regular faculty member's load is devoted 
to it. The investment in instruction in the re
search paper is indeed high at the present 
time, and all indications are that it is increas
ing. Currently, there are plans to increase it 
in 7. 08 percent of the programs and another 
15.42 percent of the departments are en
gaged in discussions about revising the re
quirement. The freshman English program, 
therefore, offers the best opportunity for li
brarians to "relate" to a college course, espe
cially for those who agree with Alan E. 
Erickson, whose library use instruction at 
Harvard is tied to the expository writing pro
gram, that " 'Concept, not detail' is the guid
ing principle. "7 

There is a second feature of the English 
writing cu~riculum that should also interest 
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those who recognize, with Carol F. Ahmed, 
that "on-demand lectures are profitable for 
faculty and students, as well as librarians, in 
order to meet a short-term but critical need. 
However, they can never substitute for a 
well-planned program of graduate[d]library 
instruction activities designed to reach stu
dents at all stages of their academic ca
reers. " 8 In addition to freshman composi
tion, advanced writing courses are now 
established in most schools across the coun
try. No one has determined the exact per
centage of institutions with advanced 
courses, but their growing prevalence is re
vealed in the CEA survey's finding that "the 
average for all schools is 3.53 other writing 
courses, with the range from 1 to 24. "9 

The results of the University of Nebraska 
research paper survey join the findings of the 
CEA survey to suggest that, nationwide, the 
English writing curriculum is well planned, 
and staged course-related library use instruc
tion is a growing possibility. Research paper 
instruction is also offered in 40.03 percent of 
all advanced composition programs and is 
required 42.35 percent of the time where it is 
offered. There are present plans to augment 
this offering in 7. 78 percent of the depart
ments, and 10 percent more are considering 
changing the requirement. Instruction in the 
research paper is available most often (63.83 
percent) during the sophomore year, but it is 
also common (46.81 percent) during the ju
nior year. 

Where it is offered, research paper in
struction on the advanced level is receiving a 
commitment similar to that on the freshman 
level. It entails an average 36.71 percent of at 
least one course and is taught by 40.01 per
cent of the regular faculty who are doing 
70.62 percent of such teaching and who dedi
cate about 19.84 percent of their teaching 
loads to it. 

It is clear from these findings that the En
glish writing curriculum offers the only pos
sibility of at least a two-stage course-related 
library instruction program in a very large, 
ever-increasing percentage of colleges and 
universities. This is not to say that librarians 
are not already involved in some way in these 
courses (how extensively will be shown be
low). But it is just as clear from reading the 
library use instruction literature that this in
volvement is now mostly either of the uncon-
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nected on-demand variety or it takes the 
form of generalized (not particularized) 
course-related orientation. 

A unique feature of the research paper sur
vey is that the final six questions sought to 
gauge the efforts that schools expend in help
ing students use library facilities for their re
search paper projects. The departments re
ported that some sort of library-related 
training is offered in support of the freshman 
composition curriculum at 76.09 percent of 
the schools and at 49.57 percent of schools 
with advanced writing courses. For about 87 
percent of these at both levels this support 
comes at least partially in the form of an ori
entation tour of the library led by a librarian. 
Instead of or in addition to the tour, in most 
schools (65.91 percent, freshman; 69.23 per
cent, advanced) a librarian lectures in the li
brary on materials and methods of using 
them. These lectures are delivered in the 
classroom (15.45 percent, freshman; 13.46 
percent, advanced) or both the library and 
the classroom (25.45 percent, freshman; 
15.38 percent, advanced) an average of 1. 76 
periods on the primary level and 1.83 on the 
advanced. Lectures by the teacher on library 
research methods also average 3. 06 periods 
in freshman courses and 2.14 periods in the 
advanced writing curriculum. These lectures 
are most often held in the classroom, but also 
take place in the library itself (21.4 7 percent, 
freshman; 31.37 percent, advanced), or in 
both places (33.94 percent, freshman; 31.37 
percent, advanced). 

When asked whether their teachers and li
brarians received special training for the 
library-related support roles in the writing 
programs, 16.83 percent of the departments 
replied that only their teachers received such 
training for the freshman program, and 
20.75 percent for the advanced courses. 
More (45.19 percent, freshman; 39.62 per
cent, advanced) indicated such training for 
librarians, and still more (50.48 percent, 
freshman; 56.60 percent, advanced) re
sponded that in their institutions both teach
ers and librarians were trained in some way. 
Note, again, that these percentages of types 
of involvement relate to the 76.09 percent of 
departments receiving any sort of library use 
instruction in support of research paper pro
grams on the freshman level and the 49 per
cent receiving it on the advanced level. A sig-

nificant percent receive no such support at 
all, and others rely solely on the English fac
ulty. 

THREE LEVELS OF ALLIANCE 

If these thoughts and statistics have been 
at all persuasive, then the next step is to ex
amine some possible ways of making actual 
an alliance that all must agree is presently 
only a potentiality. It seems that there are 
three levels on which attention might profit
ably be focused. There is the level of profes
sional organizations, the level of individual 
schools, and the level of the individual 
teacher or librarian. 

Librarians should know about three orga
nizations that have assumed responsibility 
for the English writing curriculum. The old
est and largest is the Modern Language Asso
ciation (MLA), which has within it two divi
sions that ought to be particularly concerned 
with research paper instruction. One of 
these, the Division on the Teaching of Writ
ing, has never shown any interest in the sub
ject. On the other hand, the Division of 
Methods of Literary Research, which al
ready enrolls a significant number of librari
ans, sponsored a very successful program at 
the 1980 MLA comrention. This program 
presented two librarians, Evan Farber and 
William Miller, and two English teachers 
addressing "Recent Developments in Re
search Paper Instruction." A similar session 
was held in 1981 in New York, and further 
research paper-related programs, which 
would include library-related concerns, may 
be sponsored by the division. Librarians 
could quite legitimately make their interests, 
along with their presence, felt at such pro
grams, which have also, from time to time, 
been presented at the yearly Conference on 
Composition and Communication. The 
newest organization in this area is the Associ
ation for Advanced Composition. Librarians 
might consider, on the organizational level, 
seeking affiliate association status in these 
bodies. In the case of MLA, the affiliate is en
titled to present its own program at the an
nual convention. 

As individuals, librarians and English 
teachers have much to learn about each oth
er's areas of expertise in the research process. 
This ignorance could be remedied in part 
through reading. Unfortunately, in spite of 



the extent to which the English profession is 
committed to research paper instruction in 
practice, it has not yet professionalized the 
subject; therefore, articles on it have been 
difficult to find. Fortunately, however, the 
first bibliography on the subject, a compre
hensive annotated bibliography of periodical 
sources, has just been published. 1 It covers 
all stages in the research process. In addition, 
librarians could benefit from reading in the 
major publications that focus on the writing 
curriculum. Some of the more important in
clude College English, College Composition 
and Communication, and now, the Journal 
of Advanced Composition. 

Recognizing that these suggestions make 
additional demands on the librarian's al
ready tight budget of time, I nevertheless re
alize that results in these first two areas are 
much easier to achieve than at the middle 
level of the individual educational institu
tion. For this third area requires that librari
ans and teachers work together in close coop
eration, and both the personal experience of 
this author and reading in the library litera
ture show that success here has been most dif
ficult. Nor can blanket recommendations be 
made in this regard. Library periodicals do 
contain some sound advice and local exam- · 
ples of success. 

EXPERIMENT IN 

TEACHER-LIBRARIAN CooPERATION 

Though this is not the place to describe it 
fully, some tentative suggestions based on a 
year-long experiment in teacher-librarian 
cooperation involving twenty sections of 
freshman English at a university that sched
ules one hundred sections per term, will be 
offered. 

The experiment strengthened the convic
tion that it is essential that both teachers and 
librarians concern themselves, to differing 
degrees, with all aspects of the research pro
cess. For instance, reference tools were not 
taught by the librarians as discrete· resources, 
but as stages in an overall strategy created 
with a particular assignment in mind. The li
brarian emphasized the usefulness of the LC 
catalogue as an aid in narrowing a research 
paper topic. General sources were presented 
as sources of specific kinds of information 
necessary in the early stages of the process, 
including universal and then specialized en-
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cyclopedias as sources of historical back
ground information to put research in con
text, of important issues to be pursued, and 
of the names of authorities to be consulted 
further. Librarians became familiar with the 
program by attending all sessions taught in 
the classroom, and classroom teachers were 
present at all the sessions in the library. 

The first written product to come out of 
this cooperation between teacher and librar
ian in the teaching of the research process 
was a background study that each student 
wrote to demonstrate awareness of each kind 
of information mentioned above-historical 
context, issues, terms, authorities-includ
ing, among other things, a bibliography cit
ing examples of reference works falling 
within each category of reference work ap
pearing on a general-to-specific research 
strategy model used to guide teachers and li
brarians in their presentations, as well as stu
dents in their actual research. 11 The results of 
the experiment strengthened the belief that 
course-related instruction works best when a 
written product, even one so slight as a back
ground study, serves as a concrete rationale 
and goal for the activity in the earlier stages 
of the research process. 

A surprising feature of the experiment is 
that it takes only four class periods, including 
a demonstration of the research model in the 
library, to prepare students to produce the 
background study and, finally, a short re
search paper. The consensus so far is that the 
papers are at least as good as those written in 
previous years when most of a second semes
ter of freshman English, which is no longer 
offered, was devoted to research paper in
struction. Such a result would have been im
possible without extremely close cooperation 
between and complementary knowledge
ability of teachers and librarians. 

The experimental unit began with a few 
willing participants in the two areas of the 
university, was confined to a manageable 
size, and has continued over a long enough 
time for adjustments to be made as the results 
have come in. Now it is possible to present for 
departmental scrutiny a demonstrably suc
cessful program. The final implementation is 
still a matter of department politics, but 
every possible effort has been made to in
crease the possibility of a favorable vote on 
the establishment of a special teacher-
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librarian alliance at one school. Perhaps if li
brarianship as a profession joins those on the 
English side in laying the groundwork on the 
levels of professional organizations and per
sonal self-education, forging the alliance on 

the level that really matters-between En
glish teachers and librarians in individual 
colleges and universities-will become much 
easier. 
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