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Feminized Flexibility, One-Shot, and Library 
Professionalism: Oxymoron or Opportunity?

Yi Ding*

What perceived role do one-shot information literacy sessions play in the professional 
status of librarianship? In what way is this perception resulting from and contributing 
to the feminization of instructional labor? How will criticizing and/or changing one-
shots disrupt or perpetuate gender and other forms of inequity? All these questions 
demand historical, theoretical, intersectional, and practical examination to inform eq-
uitable instructional models and pedagogies in academic librarianship. In this article, 
the author discusses one-shots’ impact on academic library instruction as feminized 
labor by theorizing manifestations and perceptions of flexibility. By reimagining 
professionalism with a feminist and intersectional lens, the author concludes that 
destigmatizing gender stereotypes in imposed flexibility and embracing practices of 
autonomous flexibility in one-shots are key for library instructors and administrators 
to advance both workplace and student equity.

Author Positionality: How I Came to This Topic
In my current role coordinating library online instruction, designing alternative pedagogy 
and instructional materials to engage students in information literacy education other than 
in-person one-shot sessions has always been my professional responsibility. However, 
when reflecting on the connections and conflicts between one-shots, feminization, and 
professional-ism, I constantly question my motivations behind these efforts and my 
positionality as a female librarian of color, a scholar mother, and the youngest untenured 
faculty member at my library. My critique of the gendered view of professionalism and 
flexibility stemmed from my own anxiety to seek recognition from students, faculty 
members, and colleagues as a junior profes-sional sometimes through overworking, 
innovating for its own sake, and gathering quantitative data with few in-depth conversations 
with patrons. Reading literature on “flexibility penalty,” which will be discussed later in 
this article, reminded me of my stress and burnout during and after maternity leave to 
handle my one-shot sessions. As a first-generation Asian Ameri-can immigrant who almost 
dropped out of college due to financial burdens, I also value the intersectional perspective 
to understand LIS in light of racial, gender, and class identities and inequities. My institution 
is developing our first credit-bearing information literacy course, and I hope my intellectual 
inquiry can guide my engagement in the envisioning, implementation, and evaluation of an 
equitable instructional model.
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Background: Contextualizing “One-Shot” through Feminized “Flexibility” and 
Masculinized “Professionalism”
In library and information science (LIS), the one-shot refers to the most prevalent library in-
structional model that is brief, single-session, and often skill-based.1 Even though some positive 
student learning outcomes of one-shot sessions have been identified in different studies,2 this 
model is often considered a shortcoming of librarians’ teaching and even a cause for systemic 
problems of the profession.3 Scholars have acknowledged that the term is used to demon-
strate “the futility” of library instructional sessions,4 which are criticized for not cultivating 
an understanding of the complex research process.5 The negative connotations of “one-shot” 
has distinctive significance in academic librarianship as a loaded term since it suggests a cri-
tique of its detriment to identity and status of the whole profession, not just student learning 
outcomes. Although LIS professionals have been conducting studies to improve one-shot 
sessions,6 library instructors are aware of the universally negative connotation of “one-shot.” 
We use the term often when criticizing this instructional model with colleagues, but rarely 
when communicating with a general audience about expectations of library instruction. 

Although these scholarly discussions and views held by practitioners are valuable, few 
articles have contextualized existing critiques or one-shots through an equity lens. Among 
these few, Nicholson builds on Drabinski’s insights on the connection between time, capital, 
and academic librarianship labor, and provides a valuable time lens in pinpointing the systemic 
problems of one-shots.7 The short amount of time of both one-shot sessions themselves and 
of response time for last-minute instructional requests from disciplinary faculty are consid-
ered as evidence of the commodification of information literacy teaching labor at neoliberal 
universities where efficiency is always prioritized.8 

Other than temporality, no other features of one-shots have been extensively conceptual-
ized, among which flexibility is an important one. To elaborate, when discussing pedagogical 
approaches required by “corporate time,” Nicholson mentions the significance of “flexible 
delivery and pace,”9 but like other LIS scholars, she does not explore more about flexibility in 
LIS and one-shots. This might be unsurprising to most people, as discussions of flexible man-
agement and workplace flexibility in LIS, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic,10 seem to 
have portrayed flexibility as positively perceived in librarianship. It may seem counterintuitive 
to connect critiques of one-shots to flexibility. However, as Nicholson notes, flexibility is an 
important requirement in neoliberal universities to ensure students acquire skills as customers. 
Also, it is important to make a distinction in labor studies between employer-led flexibility (that 
is, imposed flexibility) and employee-led flexibility (in other words, autonomous flexibility), 
with the former demanded by others and negatively correlated with work-life balance and pay 
and the latter honoring individual choice and generally beneficial for workers and retention 
of employees.11 Therefore, to fully understand one-shots in neoliberal universities, we need to 
critically examine manifestations and perceptions of flexibility in library instructional labor. 

Interestingly, there are gendered connotations of “flexibility” in professional settings 
including LIS, and these connotations are interconnected to disproportionately negative as-
sociations of “feminization,” a phenomenon extensively discussed in LIS. Specifically, whether 
advocating for “workplace flexibility,”12 meaning giving female employees more autonomy 
over the number and means of working hours, or critiquing the “flexibility penalty,”13 mean-
ing female employees are penalized for requesting flexible work arrangements, scholars 
have always associated flexibility with female needs and challenges at the workplace. Men 
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who seek flexibility at the workplace may be stigmatized as less masculine.14 Likewise, while 
feminization could indicate numerical increase of the participation of women “in a context 
traditionally reserved for men,”15 when social sciences scholars discuss concerns with some 
professions including librarianship as semiprofessions, feminization is often attributed to or 
blamed for and thus imbued with a symbolic, negative meaning.16 

Feminization and professionalism of the teaching field can inform our understanding of 
this gendered perception of flexibility. Literature on the feminization of teaching has critical 
discussions on the dichotomic perceptions of teacher professionalism in contrast to that of edu-
cational experts. Notably, perceptions of flexibility played an important role in this difference. 
For example, married women were not allowed into the teaching profession until the mid-
1900s, and it was not a dedication to career ambition that was highlighted in public discourses 
about numerical increase of female teachers. Instead, what justified feminization was the fact 
that teaching integrated well with motherhood, due to a more flexible schedule and tasks with 
nurturing values also demonstrated in childrearing.17 Just as Grumet advocates for the subtle, 
flexible responsive language to children in teaching,18 qualities associated with flexibility such 
as sensitivity and caring in teaching have also been inevitably feminized (symbolic feminiza-
tion) during the transition of more women entering the workforce (numerical feminization). 
Historically, teaching was considered a feminized profession that emphasized morality of the 
teachers to adapt to students’ changing needs rather than disciplining students to follow set 
rules. Teachers were considered “second mothers….and flexible workers”19 and flexible work 
structure in turn indicates a “feminine work arrangement.”20 For decades, flexibility, instead 
of rigor, which is culturally associated with masculinity,21 dominated characteristics perceived 
of effective teachers and remains an important pedagogy.22 This focus on flexibility does not 
mean that teachers are not required to deliver rigorous content to students, but that they are 
socially recognized as most effective when being adaptable to student needs in the method of 
such delivery, such as by demonstrating empathy and multiple ways of engagement, espe-
cially to students who are in particular situations or need to cultivate independent learning 
skills.23 These gendered perceptions of flexibility and rigor also do not indicate a normative 
dichotomy between rigor and flexibility. For example, culturally responsive teaching, which 
encourages flexibility in teaching such as through providing flexible scaffolding without rigid 
structure, aims to enhance “authentic engagement and rigor.”24

These gendered perceptions in teaching resonates with the perceived conflict between 
masculine-coded professionalism in other fields and feminized identity of the library profes-
sion. The perceived lack of professional expertise resulted in the coining of the term “semi-
profession” by sociologists to describe teaching, social work, nursing, and library-keeping.25 
The idea of a “semi-profession” is prevalent in Garrison’s influential feminist analysis of the 
history of library work in that there is no “clear-cut conception of professional rights and 
responsibilities.”26 This parallels with how professionalism is often associated with masculine-
coded behaviors such as enacting rigid standards and making decisions as experts for clients 
instead of serving their changing needs.27 As such, manifestations of flexibility in a profession 
may be considered contrary to the strict rules and responsibilities as well as the autonomy 
and status of other professions. As Garrison discusses, feminine values were associated with 
library work to reconcile the inconsistent value between individualism traditionally celebrated 
by male professionals and altruism traditionally expected of women, especially mothers. In 
this way, newly feminized occupations including the library field and teaching consider altru-
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ism as both innate in women and important to the profession. Feminized professional values 
including altruism, which correlates with flexibility by definition and based on empirical 
research,28 resulted in the stereotype of skills required in these professions as being natural, 
which justified their low compensation and status.29 Just as success is measured not by pro-
motion to higher levels in teaching, libraries are misperceived by many to be sacred places of 
“vocational awe” that justify the contribution and even sacrifice of library workers with low 
compensation.30 Both concepts of flexibility and professionalism gain gendered connotations, 
with the former being feminized and the latter masculinized.

 Therefore, to advance equity goals in LIS, we need to pinpoint the concept of flexibility 
by revisiting professionalism in the one-shot instructional model through a feminist lens. 
With existing literature focusing on one-shots but not feminized perceptions of one-shots, 
it is particularly important to examine critiques of one-shots in the overall perception of the 
library profession beyond the time lens to supplement existing feminist analyses of status 
and labor in LIS.31 This article fills a gap of theorizing the tensions between librarians’ pro-
fessionalism, feminization, and flexibility through an intersectional analysis of the one-shot 
model. The author will argue that disrupting gendered stereotypes of flexibility in one-shots 
is key to the advancement of racial, gender, and class equities in LIS both for library instruc-
tors and for patrons. 

Analytical Lens: The Reproductive/Productive Labor Dichotomy in Academic 
Librarianship
The unique status of academic librarians is our higher education professional setting where 
most other instructors are disciplinary faculty teaching credit-bearing courses, many of 
whom also produce research. Due to perceived limitations in teaching time, pedagogy, 
and content, it is not surprising that the one-shot model has often been contrasted with 
the for-credit model by many LIS scholars. The for-credit model is considered beneficial 
to not only achieve more intellectually rigorous student learning outcomes, but also im-
prove the teaching status of academic librarians on par with other instructors in higher 
education.32 When problematizing the professional status of academic librarians in contrast 
to that of credit-bearing course teaching faculty, scholars often apply the framework of 
Marxist feminist theory on the divide between reproductive and productive labor, with the 
former often referring to instruction and service and the latter scholarship.33 The concept 
of reproductive labor is core to discussion of gender inequality in Marxist feminism as it 
frames the devaluation of feminized labor belonging to the domestic sphere and with less 
utilitarian value to the society.34 Similarly, feminists have attributed the gender pay gap 
to the undervaluation of service work as rote, unskilled labor and/or as take-for-granted 
labor that nurturing women could naturally do for free.35 Just as teaching is seen as natural 
to women as discussed in the last section, instructional librarians could be perceived as 
natural teachers to help and support others, which justifies the low status, autonomy, care, 
and even compensation of their one-shot instructional labor as in domestic work and the 
teaching profession.36

 It could be argued that, since most one-shot sessions only involve interactions be-
tween instructional librarians and students during one class period, it is understandable 
that no creative pedagogy, in-depth content, or seriousness of the topic could be established, 
and the professional status of librarians is undermined because of this time restraint. How-
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ever, disciplinary faculty frequently invite guest speakers to lecture, and they are treated 
as experts rather than merely service providers, and they are even applauded for adding 
innovation, engagement, and relevance to the classroom.37 Flexibility in the one-shot model 
can explain this distinction of treatment. Specifically, in contrast to credit courses taught 
by domain experts who are compensated based on a set number of classes to teach, who 
have the autonomy to develop content and include formal student assessment, and are 
evaluated by students at the end of the course, one-shot session instructors must cater to 
the schedule and content needs of the class instructors who request the one-shots and rarely 
conduct assessment or receive evaluations in every session. In contrast to guest lecturers who 
have the autonomy to opt in or out and decide on delivery content and pedagogy, library 
instructors are expected to be available to teach as needed about skills to complete specific 
research assignments often designed solely by course instructors.38 This manifestation of 
flexibility in the time, amount, compensation, and feedback of labor provided in one-shot 
sessions mirrors traits of domestic labor done by women, demonstrating feminine qualities 
discussed earlier such as altruism and further corroborating the aforementioned feminized 
perception of flexibility that leads to low status. Flexibility is further demonstrated in the 
perceived highly scalable and transferable content covered in one-shot sessions, making 
this type of instructional labor easily categorized as repetitive labor like other reproductive 
labor. 

Just as reproductive labor is undervalued and abused in a patriarchal system, flexibility 
is deemed important for the efficient operation of a neoliberal system, but it could be imposed 
by employers and not equitably compensated for or driven by employees. When suggesting 
alternative models to one-shots, some practitioners suggest approaches such as a program-
matic or consultancy model where librarians can contribute to the for-credit course content, 
pedagogy, and time allocated to library instruction.39 What these different approaches share is 
autonomy, which aligns with the autonomous flexibility in contrast to the imposed flexibility. 
Specifically, imposed flexibility is to accommodate the schedule, content, and pedagogy needs 
of teaching faculty due to asymmetrical power dynamics between librarians and teaching 
faculty40 or that between librarians and administrators’ or institutional need of efficiency, but 
librarians need autonomous flexibility to determine the means and amount of instructional 
labor. The biased perception that feminized flexibility could undermine masculinized profes-
sionalism in one-shots may lead to imposed flexibility as it fuels the narrative that instructors 
of one-shots are less professional and do not require autonomy. 

This bias may also exacerbate misconceptions on how people assess dissatisfaction, stress, 
and burnout in instruction that leads to harm of librarian well-being. When debunking the myth 
of vocational awe, Ettarh warns that unjust expectations of the feminized library profession 
can lead to or exacerbate burnout.41 Imposed flexibility is a form of unjust expectation rooted 
in gendered perception of teaching, library labor, and flexibility. Just like female depression 
and burnout in reproductive labor are downplayed and there is a systemic prejudice dismiss-
ing the physical pain of women in the medical field,42 biased perception toward flexibility of 
one-shots might also undermine the legitimacy of instructional librarians to feel or express 
any concern with their own well-being. Instructional librarians might feel more pressured to 
fulfill unjust expectations of imposed flexibility, leading to stress, enforcing the patriarchal 
academic system when there’s a threat (expression of dissatisfaction, stress, or burnout), and 
creating a vicious cycle of burnout. 



800  College & Research Libraries September 2022

Intersectional Lens: Library Instruction and Race, Class, and Other 
Marginalized Identities
While a feminist analysis is helpful to dissect the gendered flexibility demonstrated by one-
shots, it is also important to consider other forms of inequities in understanding feminized 
library instruction labor.43 First, LIS is not immune to the classist belief in a binary between 
skilled and unskilled labor in neoliberal market and immigration policies and discourses.44 The 
perception that one-shots are intrinsically less rigorous than other instructional models due to 
demonstrated flexibility in time, content, and pedagogy may reinforce both gender and class 
inequities. The attribution of reproductive labor to be unskilled correlates with women’s low 
class and parallels the extensive discussion on the negative impact of one-shots on librarian 
status blaming feminization. Moreover, the gendered stigmatization male professionals face 
in female-dominated professions including librarianship is more prevalent in low-status jobs 
and can further exacerbate the gender and class segregation in these professions.45 

 Second, the inequity caused by bias toward flexibility and stigma over one-shots 
may disproportionately impact instruction librarians of color and other minority groups. 
Although the previous section discusses a universal detriment of downplaying emotional 
labor to instruction librarians, research has shown that minority academic librarians tend to 
respond to racial and ethnic stereotypes with overworking and vocational awe.46 Specifically, 
minority academic librarians may not only overwork to “prove …expertise,” but also engage 
in behaviors to mitigate the influence and demonstration of “emotional responses …inter-
ests, relationships, values.”47 As such, minority academic librarians might be more inclined 
to agree to last-minute instructional requests of library workshops and be more reluctant to 
negotiate instructional content and pedagogies as a way to accommodate patron needs or to 
avoid emotional responses. These behaviors can be considered demonstration of flexibility, 
which is stigmatized as feminine and therefore less valuable than rigorous work, adding to 
the existing gender bias as well as gendered racial identities such as feminization imposed 
on Asian Americans48 and masculinization imposed on Black Americans.49

Practical Lens: The Value of One-Shots and Flexibility
Many LIS researchers and instructors have asserted various pedagogical and programmatic 
suggestions to provide supplemental or alternative teaching models to the one-shot.50 There 
were even grassroots efforts to resist teaching one-shots altogether to push for faculty part-
nerships.51 How will different strategies and the perceptions underlining them disrupt or 
reinforce gender and other forms of inequities, for both academic librarians and students? 

Since the first wave feminist movement, there has been a division of ideas on whether 
femininity should be celebrated as an asset of the female professional or minimized as a cause 
of inequality.52 Similarly, some LIS scholars suggested both altering the one-shot instructional 
model and reframing the pervasive perceptions of library work including instruction as service 
to notions of librarians as partners, experts, and even education reform leaders.53 On the other 
hand, others have advocated for librarians to embrace the feminization of librarianship by 
making visible and celebrating our reproductive work to disrupt neoliberal goals.54 A redefi-
nition of professionalism, which is masculine-coded as in contrast to feminized librarianship, 
one-shot instruction, and flexibility, is helpful to reconcile these two approaches. Scholars have 
elaborated on some manifestations of professionalism to be domain knowledge, autonomy, 
mission to serve clients, positive relations with other professionals in the field, and code of 
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ethics.55 How do we advance gender and other forms of equities by revisiting the role of flex-
ibility in professionalism in one-shots? This practical section will recommend principles for 
LIS practitioners to consider when implementing different strategies to combat deprofession-
alism, described by scholars in academic institutions to signify the distance from professional 
values for the sake of business outcomes.56 

First, recognizing the value of flexibility in one-shots is important to advancing equitable 
student learning outcomes and university culture that align with our professional mission. 
Combating devaluation of feminized labor that the one-shot model represents should not mean 
a rejection of the entire model, especially the service component. Otherwise, by refuting and 
devaluing the flexibility and service nature of library instruction, we might be diminishing 
the value of service labor of other staff members in academia including library staff and rein-
forcing the class and racial hierarchy. While it is true that the short length of one-shots could 
limit librarians’ ability to cultivate domain knowledge, it could provide flexibility beneficial 
for the well-being and success of students, library instructors, and universities. Literature has 
extensive discussions on benefits of a flexibility culture in the workplace to both employees and 
employers, especially to the retention and promotion of marginalized employees, and flexible 
pedagogy and schedules in the LIS field could particularly benefit outreach to marginalized 
communities.57 In teaching theories, flexibility supported by effective pedagogies including 
Universal Design for Learning is crucial for inclusive learning.58 One important trend during 
the pandemic was to balance rigor, which has been traditionally emphasized in higher edu-
cation, and flexibility.59 As Accardi notes, the low status of librarians paradoxically affords 
“more freedom to experiment” with pedagogy than credit-bearing course instructors, and 
the one-shot model “has more flexibility that progressive librarians can take advantage of.”60 
For all these reasons, library instructors should embrace manifestations of flexibility in one-
shots and apply flexible pedagogy that best fits diverse teaching styles and student needs.61 

To achieve this goal, it is important to distinguish between imposed flexibility and au-
tonomous flexibility, with only the latter affording library instructors with autonomy and 
benefiting library instructors with marginalized gender, race, age, class, and other statuses.62 
In addition to the benefits of autonomous flexibility, researchers have found a negative as-
sociation between occupational burnout and psychological flexibility defined as the ability to 
“be aware of and accept thoughts and feelings at the present moment, and at the same time, 
to act according to one’s own values and goals.”63 Recognizing the value of one-shots and that 
of flexibility will provide a more supportive environment to increase psychological flexibility, 
which could reduce burnout. In the case of the one-shot, it is important for library instructors 
to feel comfortable to discuss not only flexible schedule, but also other pedagogical values 
and goals with disciplinary faculty and supervisors. To achieve this, libraries should have 
instruction request guidelines that set expectations of time (for instance, two weeks’ minimum 
arrangement time, length, and number of sessions), method (such as in-person vs. online, 
pedagogy, technological tools), and content (for example, skills covered, academic freedom) 
for disciplinary faculty. Ultimately, flexibility of library instructors should be autonomous and 
valued, not imposed and demanded. The guidelines must allow for negotiation and mutually 
agreed-upon terms and benefit both the disciplinary and library instructors. 

This approach requires a holistic understanding of librarianship professionalism on 
an administrative and institutional level that transcends and expands its current masculine 
characteristics to prevent library professionals from falling into deprofessionalism. Since the 
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bureaucratic control in deprofessionalization is considered both as contrary to professionalism 
and as a result from an overrationalization of organization that contrasts with emphasis of 
emotional and relational labor often associated with women, it follows that professionalism 
celebrating feminine labor and values is key to maintaining high engagement of profession-
als and quality of work. Just as teacher professionalism could be understood differently from 
more masculine-coded professionalism to be about effective education with “mutual respect, 
love, loyalty, harmony and cooperation,”64 autonomous flexibility can enable academic library 
professionals to exhibit high skills adaptive to diverse academic, civic, and emotional needs 
of patrons, of themselves, as well as changes in the world the library profession is situated in. 

Conclusion
The quality of flexibility in librarianship demonstrated by one-shots can lead to a perceived 
lack of commitment to serious professional identity and intellectual rigor. This perception 
results in many critiques of one-shots, which overlook the importance of flexibility in educa-
tional equity and workplace equity. Worse, together with the feminization of teaching and 
librarianship, this perception may exacerbate the gender stereotype of and the class, racial, and 
other inequities within the profession. We should take an intersectional approach to reframe 
the feminization and subsequent devaluation of library work represented by one-shots as an 
opportunity for instructional librarians to revisit imposed flexibility and embrace autonomous 
flexibility in one-shots and instruction labor. 

Teaching exclusively one-shots could indicate an institutional inertia to support student 
needs, but criticizing all one-shots and suggesting alternative models or new pedagogies 
could also be driven by a dichotomic understanding of productive/reproductive and skilled/
unskilled labor, an anxiety to innovate at the expense of real patron needs and library instruc-
tor well-being, and ultimately an expediency to avoid nuances in feminist endeavors. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has created new challenges and opportunities for educators to rethink 
effective teaching and for administrators to rethink leadership to support student, staff, and 
organizational success. In leadership theories, one important trend is to transition from the 
Newtonian, linear way of chasing predictability and efficiency, to the quantum, dynamic way 
of embracing flexibility and interconnectedness.65 We need to reach a holistic understanding 
of professionalism with nuanced distinctions yet connectedness between values and inter-
ests of organizations, of professions, of professional organizations, of professionals, and of 
patrons. By allowing for, advocating for, and ultimately celebrating autonomous flexibility 
in one-shots, we can advance student and LIS equity and reach a holistic understanding of 
professionalism with feminist values.
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