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Being there at a distance
Connecting the academic library to students who study abroad

Like many liberal arts colleges, Colby
College prides itself on its global focus,
opportunities for undergraduate research,
and the high number of students who study
abroad during their junior year of college.
Because of this, we as reference and re-
search librarians wanted to better connect
with our students abroad—students who
often go off the radar in the intimate campus-
focused environment of a small academic
library. In this article, we’d like to talk about
our outreach to students before and during
study abroad, our assessment of its effects,
and what we learned.

From prior research, we learned that
librarians often don’t take the time to reach
out to study abroad students,! but that we're
increasingly aware of the need for more
resources and research support,” given the
difficulties that students face when they
encounter local libraries in a new location.?
Many study abroad programs are wonderfully
inventive in terms of getting students into
the local language and culture, but may lack
structured support for research outside of
class assignments,* potentially increasing the
need for librarian support. Yet study abroad
students rarely use the resources we've
made available for them.> We know they
need electronic versions of print books,®and
may struggle with online resources,” and we
believe they could benefit from partnerships
between university libraries at home and
abroad.® All of this literature suggested to us
that we needed to explore the experiences of
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our study abroad students more deeply, as well
as see how effective our interventions into their
study abroad programs actually were.

Our project

When we began this project during the spring
semester in 2015, the Colby College Library
had not tried any outreach to study abroad stu-
dents in a systemic way.? In collaboration with
Colby’s off-campus study office, we wrote a
new library guide (see Figure 1) that would
have key material about our library for study
abroad students, without being overwhelming.

After we developed this guide, we sent an
email to all students currently off-campus, pro-
viding them access to the guide and letting them
know of resources, such as our VPN and data-
bases, which they could access while away from
home. We also wanted to make them aware
that Colby librarians were available and happy
to provide guidance on library research—even
from the other side of the world.

A few months later, we followed up on this
outreach with a survey to 100 students who
had studied oftf-campus during the 2013-15
academic years. We asked about their projects,
the resources they’d used from home or abroad,
and what support they needed from the Colby
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College librarians. Thirty eight of these students
responded, none of whom had received a
library guide, email, or training in advance of
going off-campus.

But because we had a lot on our plates, we
really wanted to know what effect our outreach
was actually having. For this, we emailed stu-
dents heading off-campus in 2015-16, providing
them with information on library services in
advance of their departure. We even presented
about the VPN and other resources at one of
the student meetings prior to going abroad.
That May,
we again sur-
veyed these
students on
their aware-
ness and use
of campus
resources: 18
completed
the survey in
full, for a total
response of
56 students
across three
years.

What we
learned
As we ex-
plored the
results of these surveys, we found that most
off-campus students at Colby College went
to Europe for a semester during their junior
year—a classic study abroad pattern. Others
studied in Asia, the Americas, Africa, and Aus-
tralia. The majority did a research paper or
independent project, and usually in English—
meaning that librarians at home could be of
assistance in their research. They tended to use
journal articles, class materials, and books most
often, and a third of students collected original
materials, such as interviews, GPS coordinates,
or wildlife observations while abroad. (We re-
view and analyze the research aspects of this
project in more detail in a forthcoming article).
When asked to comment on their research
experiences abroad, students from our small
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Figure 1. The off-campus study library guide at Colby College.

liberal arts college appreciated the opportunity
to work at larger university libraries, such as
the Bodleian, or alternately the adventure of
observing in the field. As one student, Hank,
wrote from Tanzania, “I got to create and col-
lect all my own data. It was like I was being a
primary source rather than a secondary source!”

Yet students also found it hard to locate
resources abroad, to use the local language,
to adapt to local libraries, and, in some cases,
even to access the Internet. In Namibia, Hannah
and her classmates were all “in the same boat
without Inter-
net and with
limited other
resources,
so we all
adapted and
helped each
other out.”
While in
China, Ed-
ward found
that many
research ma-
terials were
blocked by
the govern-
ment. Stu-
dents asked
for things
such as ac-
cess to ebooks and databases, and guides on
doing research abroad—resources that they
were unaware the library provided.

Yet when struggling to figure out how to
do academic research while abroad, only four
students reached out to a friend or professor
back in Maine. Most asked for help from pro-
fessors or friends locally or approached a local
university library to look for books. Only 13
percent of these students researching abroad
asked for help from a librarian at any stage of
their research.

The challenge of awareness versus use

For us, the most interesting part of this feed-
back was that off-campus students were more
aware of Colby Library resources after our
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interventions, but their use of librarians and
library resources went up much less. In the
chart below you can see growing awareness
of our resources, yet no student attempted to
reach out to a librarian for help.

When we asked students why they didn’t
contact a librarian for help, one in four said
they didn’t need us, and one in five said they
didn’t know about us. Nico thought that librar-
ians would be on vacation during his summer
research in China, and Gwen “was too involved
with life abroad to remember that library staff
in Maine are available to help,” while Mary
confidently asserted that “Even my most com-

about the workload we’ll encounter if we ad-
vertise too much. Spreading the word widely
resulted in much greater appreciation of the
library, but only a manageable and modest
increase in research requests.

Finally, this project showed us the impor-
tance of reaching out to students at the time
of need. While this is complicated by varying
international schedules for research projects,
we find “being there at a distance” a valuable
way we can support students while abroad.
Because of this, we have joined the orienta-
tion for students heading abroad to present
library services in person, as well as followed

plex paper was
too easy to war-

up with email

rant that kind of

effort.”

And finally,

when we asked

students how

we could help,
they responded

asking for more

training and out-

Year Surveyed 2015 2016 .

reminders dur-
Aware of Colby library website 84% 100% ing the semester.
Aware of Colby databases 81% 89% We now under-
...used Colby databases 61% 67% stand that while
Aware of interlibrary loan 54% 72% students may

not approach us
...used interlibrary loan 9% 12% pp

after outreach,
Aware of Colby LibGuides 57% 72% .

the outreach is
Aware of Colby librarians 59% 83% valuable in it-
...emailed Colby librarians 0% 0% self, increasing

reach, but not

necessarily indicating that they needed direct
support while abroad. William and Jacob both
asked for tutorials before or during study
abroad in how to set up a VPN to access data-
bases remotely, and Carrie asked for reminders
that librarians are able to help by email. As Ivy
wrote from Kenya, “I wish I had realized that I
could reach out and that it was totally normal
to email a librarian while abroad. T assumed I
was on my own for some reason.”

Reflections

At first we were abashed that study abroad
students hadn’t asked for more help after
our outreach efforts. But on reflection, we
found several encouraging results. The first
is that outreach is effective in raising student
awareness of and use of library resources.
The second is that students deeply appreci-
ate this outreach, regardless of whether they
need our research support. We find this en-
couraging as librarians who want to be there
for students but are sometimes concerned
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students’ aware-
ness of the library, their sense of being sup-
ported by the library, and their use of library
resources as a whole.
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