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Abstract
The purpose of this research study was to explore 
the underlying culture of library instruction 
and the identity of teaching librarians by using 
a qualitative methodology called appreciative 
inquiry. Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros describe 
appreciative inquiry as being “based on the simple 
assumption that every organization has something 
that works well, and those strengths can be the 
starting point for creating positive change.”1 
Fourteen interviews were audio taped, transcribed, 
and analyzed. LibQUAL® survey data, as well as 
end of course student evaluation data, were used to 
triangulate the findings. Sixty-one codes emerged 
from the data, and seven categories were developed. 
Categories were winnowed down to five main 
themes. A grounded theory core variable was also 
identified and related back to the literature and the 
five themes.

Introduction 
Change topics in higher education such as emerging 
technologies, shifting student demographics, and an 
increasing focus on accreditation and assessment are 
common themes in the higher education literature. 
Academic research libraries are not immune to this 
wave of change. In fact, the establishment of the 
new ACRL framework, and an increased focus on 
library value and impact on student learning, makes 
it even more imperative to uncover and understand 
the changing library context and roles of librarians 
on college and university campuses.2 Library 
change is a complex process and calls for strategic 
thinking, organizational buy-in, and evaluation 
of the change process. But where do you start? 
Traditionally, change initiatives originate at the 
top of the organization and are pushed downward 
to initiate change. However, change methodology 
is evolving and there is increasing consideration 
for the buy-in of all stakeholders.3 This paradigm 
shift in change management places more value on 
participatory practices and a “leading from place,” or 

from anywhere within the organization.4 This paper 
will present a case study of one approach to thinking 
about grassroots level change in the library. To get at 
the underlying culture of library instruction and the 
role of librarians who teach in an academic library, a 
qualitative methodology called appreciative inquiry 
was utilized to gather interview data from librarians 
at one institution. Appreciative inquiry shifts the 
focus from identifying organizational problems 
and challenges to building on the possibilities, 
and applying research findings to initiate positive 
change.5 This “positive-focused” methodology 
was selected for this study because recent library 
reorganization resulted in strong opinions and a 
less than optimal work environment. In addition, 
the researcher, although an associate librarian 
in this library for over five years, is not an MLS-
educated librarian. She is what is often referred to 
as a “feral librarian”6 and often disparaged for not 
understanding the librarian culture. Conducting this 
research has helped this researcher come to a better 
appreciation of the culture and history of teaching 
librarians, and academic libraries in general, 
and therefore has better informed her possible 
contribution to the teaching and learning mission of 
this academic library.

In addition to uncovering the values, perceptions, 
and attitudes of teaching librarians, study data 
will also be used to rethink library instruction 
programming based on the strengths of the 
organizational members. As libraries evolve 
due to emerging technologies, changing student 
demographics, and university financial constraints, 
findings from this case study might also be of 
interest to other institutions undergoing similar 
library reimaging initiatives and strategic 
planning processes.

The four research questions that guided this 
study were:
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1. What are the best teaching/research/
consultation stories and experiences reported by 
teaching librarians at the University of Utah?

2. How do these experiences relate to their 
teaching librarian identity?

3. What are the core principles and values 
related to teaching that librarians at this one 
institution report?

4. What are the themes and threads that cross over 
the librarian experiences that could be used for 
creating synergy, a community of practice, and 
evidence for program planning?

Literature Review
This research builds on the body of literature 
that investigates the identity and role of teaching 
librarians. Previous research conducted on the 
“emotional work” of instructional librarians,7 
Seymour’s ethnography work on instructional 
librarians,8 and the different ways of interpreting 
theory and practice provided the groundwork for 
this research.9 Much is also written about whether 
or not librarians should even be teachers, and 
how teaching impacts the professional role of the 
librarian,10 but the belief of this researcher is that the 
value of the teaching librarian will play a critical role 
in the academic library of the future. Therefore, this 
study focuses on uncovering the beliefs, values, and 
practices of teaching librarians, specifically at the 
University of Utah, with the intention of using data 
to inform library program design and assessment 
practices at this particular library.

A review of the librarian identity literature that 
goes back several decades indicates controversy 
around the teaching role and identity of librarians. 
In the past, not only was a librarian teaching role 
controversial, but some researchers have also 
questioned whether librarians should even be 
teachers and hold faculty status.11 Wilson presents a 
negative picture and contends that librarian faculty 
status is not equal to the disciplinary faculty status.12 
Today, however, the status of librarians is changing 
and depends on the organizational structure of the 
institution. In addition, early literature contends 
that since librarians serve in support roles they may 
be less respected teaching partners.13 Even though 
the word “service” is often associated with the 
work of librarians and the mission of libraries, these 
perceptions are changing. Nalani-Meulemans and 
Carr recommend that librarians advocate for a non-
service librarian teaching role and be more proactive 
in dealings with faculty.14 Other researchers 

report on strategies for improving faculty-
librarian relationships especially in the areas of 
communication and collaboration.15 Since librarians 
are not usually the “teacher of record” and are often 
seen more as guest lecturers in the college classroom, 
they can lack access and interaction with students, as 
well as ownership of assignments and assessments. 
Finally, information literacy concepts are sometimes 
not valued or understood by disciplinary faculty. 
This makes it difficult for librarians to collaborate 
with faculty or convince faculty to set aside valuable 
class time for library instruction.16

Similar to other disciplinary faculty teaching in 
higher education, librarians do not often receive 
teacher training as part of their library school 
programming, and are therefore often resistant to 
teaching once employed in academic libraries.17 
Other organizational structures in the university 
can cause additional barriers to the relationship 
between librarians and disciplinary faculty. As 
part of doctoral training, disciplinary faculty 
are encultured into the Boyer module of higher 
education with roles and responsibilities defined 
by a three-part model of teaching, research, and 
service; but libraries have different organizational 
models.18 Disciplinary faculty often work with a 
small number of students focused within a single 
discipline. Librarians, on the other hand, have more 
varied roles and responsibilities in academic libraries 
with less adherence to the Boyer teaching, research, 
and service structure. Due to this gap in the higher 
education and librarian cultures, disciplinary faculty 
can often be unaware of the skills and expertise that 
librarians can bring to the classroom.

Scalability and sustainability are also becoming 
issues as librarian roles change. In addition 
to teaching and mentoring students in many 
different disciplines across campus in research and 
information literacy, librarians are also assuming 
new roles in academic libraries such as in data 
management, instructional design, scholarly 
publishing, and digital scholarship.19 As librarian 
roles become more specialized, it becomes even 
more important to investigate, support, and promote 
the teaching librarian role within this complex 
library structure. Newer trends in the literature 
are exploring other changes such as embedded 
librarianship,20 and what Whitchurch calls “third 
space” professional staff.21 Although not specifically 
associated with librarianship, another theoretical 
framework emerging in the literature, called 
boundary crossing, may become more relevant to the 
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work of librarians who regularly cross disciplinary, 
organizational, and functional boundaries.22

Methodology 
Rationale for the Study 
For this research study, an appreciative inquiry 
approach was selected to help uncover what 
librarians describe as their best and most rewarding 
teaching librarian experiences. Due to a recent 
reorganization, a department originally called 
education services, with a primary focus on teaching 
and learning, was renamed and changed. Although 
some teaching responsibilities are distributed 
across other departments in this academic library, 
the bulk of the teaching responsibilities are 
housed in this unit. For these teaching librarians, 
their teaching identities were fractured due the 
top down reorganization process. With a weak 
culture of library assessment and with a sense that 
their “invisible labor” of planning, designing, and 
implementing teaching was not fully appreciated 
at the administrative level, the researcher hoped 
to use a positive and more proactive approach 
to define and articulate the value of the teaching 
librarians. Since this researcher is a library 
outsider, this study also provided an opportunity 
to study the perceptions and attitudes of teaching 
librarians and better understand the library teaching 
culture. Coming to the library with a very different 
professional enculturation experience (EdD program 
in education and instructional design), this research 
provided a unique lens through which to uncover 
commonalities in librarian identities.

Sampling and Methods
Purposive sampling was used to identify volunteers 
for the research study. Twelve teaching librarians 
and two professional teaching staff, with a wide 
range of liaison subject specialties and work 
experience, participated in the interview process. 
Eight females and six males were interviewed. As 
a group, the study participants have a wide range 
of teaching experience such as being embedded 
librarians where librarians meet 10 times with 
a cohort of students across two semesters; in 
freshman writing one-shot sessions; in one-shots 
and orientations for international students; in 
undergraduate upper level courses and graduate 
level courses; in faculty and graduate student 
workshops and seminars; and one librarian who 
mainly conducts advanced research consultations 
for graduate students, faculty, and visiting scholars 
in a very specific disciplinary area. The appreciative 

inquiry methodology approach focused on asking 
the fourteen librarians questions about their most 
positive and best teaching experiences. Instead of 
focusing on the negative aspects of barriers and 
challenges of teaching library instruction, four 
core questions were designed to trigger their best 
memories or dreams. The appreciative inquiry 
questioning structure consists of four components: 
discovery, dreaming, designing, and destiny.23

The four interview questions were:
1. Can you share a story about a teaching or 

librarian experience that you have had where 
you felt energized or felt you really impacted 
a student or group students? (discovery—what 
gives life)

2. What do you value about your role as a librarian 
and/or teacher? (discovery—what gives life)

3. If you had three wishes for how to impact 
student learning through your library instruction 
in the future, what would they be? (dream and 
design—what might be)

4. What would the future look like if you adapt 
these experiences and values you talked about 
today to create greater or better new teaching 
experiences in the future? (destiny—what 
should/will be)

To begin the project, the researcher hired an 
undergraduate MUSE (My University Signature 
Experience) research intern through a grant.24 The 
MUSE intern, already with training in interviewing 
and qualitative methods, conducted all of the 
interviews and assisted with the preliminary coding 
of the data. She also brought a student-focused 
perspective to the data analysis. The main reason 
that the MUSE intern conducted the interviews 
was to help limit any bias that the non-MLS 
researcher might have had in asking questions 
and conducting the interviews with her peers. 
Fourteen interviews were conducted, audiotaped, 
transcribed, and analyzed using grounded theory 
qualitative methodologies.25 Preliminary analysis 
of the interview data by the intern researcher was 
triangulated by the primary researcher. 

Interview data were first open coded by the MUSE 
intern in Excel. The librarian researcher then 
repeated the open coding process on the data using 
Microsoft Excel as the preliminary analysis tool 
because the MUSE intern did not know how to use 
NVivo. Coding from across the two coders were 
discussed, consolidated, and winnowed down into 
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one set of open codes. Over 600 coded instances 
emerged from the interviews and 61 codes were 
identified. Excel spreadsheets were then imported 
into NVivo and recoded again by the primary 
researcher using three additional rounds of axial 
coding and a constant comparison method to 
reevaluate the coding categories. Through the NVivo 
coding process, the 61 codes were reduced to seven 
main categories. The seven categories were then 
consolidated and winnowed down to five unique 
and main themes. Selective coding processes were 
then used to analyze relationships between the 
five themes to identify a core variable. Corbin and 
Strauss define selective coding as “selecting the 
core category, systematically relating it to other 
categories, validating those relationships, and filling 
in categories that need further refinement and 
development.”26 A core variable is the main theme of 
the study and all major themes must relate to it.In 
addition, qualitative comments collected during 
a previous LibQUAL survey, as well as end-of-
semester student course feedback from the librarian 
embedded courses, were analyzed and used to 
triangulate the findings.

This conceptual collection of categories, themes, and 
the core variable was then used to supplement the 
brainstorming and discussions from departmental 
strategic planning workgroups and to create a 
departmental framework to help define the identity 
of the unit and to articulate guidelines for teaching 
best practices for library instruction (see Appendixes 
A and B for draft planning documents).

Results
The findings provide a detailed description of the 
experiences and aspirations of instruction librarians, 
as well as an understanding of the library context 
in which they work and teach information literacy. 
From the 600 coded instances, 61 codes emerged. Of 
the 61 codes, the most prominent codes were: reward 
of helping, faculty-librarian collaboration, teaching 
approach, engaged learning, making connections and 
personalization of the learning process. Through 
continued analysis, seven main categories were 
identified: (1) teaching approaches/values; 

(2) a helping profession; (3) personalization 
priorities; (4) faculty-librarian relationships; 
(5) mentoring culture; (6) lacking control; and 
(7) beyond information literacy expectations. 
From these seven categories and reevaluation of the 
relationships of these categories to the 61 original 
codes, five main themes emerged from the data. The 
five main themes are: (1) Emerging and Converging 
Identities; (2) Moving Beyond Helper to Mentor; 
(3) Overlapping Cultures and Identities; (4) 
Value-Added Roles and Responsibilities; and (5) 
Blurring Professional and Personal Boundaries. 
Some codes occur as threads across several themes 
and some are more localized in specific themes. The 
relationship of the 61 codes, the seven categories, 
and the five themes is represented in Table 1. The 
“X” on the table indicates in which themes the 61 
codes occur. For example, the first code in the table 
under Category #1, Teaching Approaches/Values 
is engaged teaching approaches/values. This code 
had the largest number of coding instances. This 
code occurs under all five main themes. This is not 
surprising, since the participants were prompted to 
talk about their “best” teaching experiences.

In addition to content coding, each code was 
also classified as either being a positive “benefit/
opportunity” or a negative “challenge” code. The 
positive versus negative codes are presented 
together in Table 1. However, the codes in Table 
1 with an asterisk indicate that these are negative 
codes. Only 12 of the original 61 codes were labeled 
as all negative codes. The rest of the 61 codes were 
mixtures of positive and negative code instances. 
Using the appreciative inquiry process did result in a 
proportionately higher percentage of more positive 
codes (70.2%) versus negative codes (29.8%). Table 
2 shows the percentages of positive and negative 
codes broken down across the five main themes. 
The highest percentage of negative code instances 
occur in the Overlapping Cultures and Identities 
theme and the smallest percentage of negative 
coding is associated with the Blurring Professional 
and Personal Boundaries theme. Positive coding 
is generally more evenly distributed across the 
five themes.
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Table 1. Relationship of 61 codes, 7 categories, and 5 main themes identified from 14 interviews

Themes: 
 
 
7 Categories/61 
Preliminary Code 
Categories

Emerging 
and 

Converging 
Identities

Moving 
Beyond 

Helper to 
Mentor

Overlapping 
Cultures  

and 
Identities

Value-Added 
Roles and 

Responsibilities

Blurring 
Professional 
and Personal 
Boundaries

Category 1: Teaching Approaches/Values (29.1% of codes)
engaged teaching 
approaches/values

X X X X X

engaged learning values X X X X X
assessment strategies X X X X  
real world assignments   X X X
continuous 
improvement

X X  X  

technology as a barrier * X   X X
motivation to keep 
learning

X    X

group experiences X     
needs-based approach X     
facilitating discovery/
curiosity

X    X

anxiety in grading and 
people skills *

X     

timing an issue *    X  
student ownership    X  
learning by doing     X
Category 2: A Helping Profession (15.5% of codes)
reward of helping X X X X X
making a difference  X  X  
job satisfaction X X    
library culture   X   
being more proactive X     
learning from students X     
rewarding  X X   
helping profession     X
growing through 
learning

    X

developing style and 
identity

X     

Category 3: Personalization Priorities (14.3% of codes)
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Themes: 
 
 
7 Categories/61 
Preliminary Code 
Categories

Emerging 
and 

Converging 
Identities

Moving 
Beyond 

Helper to 
Mentor

Overlapping 
Cultures  

and 
Identities

Value-Added 
Roles and 

Responsibilities

Blurring 
Professional 
and Personal 
Boundaries

making connections X X X X X
personalization of the 
learning

 X X X  

personal approach     X
personal interests  X   X
personal preferences   X  X
learning preferences   X  X
continuous 
improvement/students

X X    

Category 4: Faculty-Librarian Relationships (12% of codes)
faculty-librarian 
collaboration

X X X X  

collaboration X    X
communication 
breakdown *

X   X X X

lacking awareness of 
librarian work *

X     

developing awareness X  X X  
integration of library and 
course

  X X  

cultural differences *   X   
common interests     X
impact—lack of *     X
Library value not visible 
*

   X  

Category 5: Mentoring Culture (12% of codes)
librarian values X X  X X
mentoring X X X   
lifelong learners X  X X  
scaffolding learners X  X X  
can’t reach all students *    X X  
contextual issues    X  
not disciplinary related    X  
Category 6: Lacking Control (9.4% of codes)
lacking control * X X X X  
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Themes: 
 
 
7 Categories/61 
Preliminary Code 
Categories

Emerging 
and 

Converging 
Identities

Moving 
Beyond 

Helper to 
Mentor

Overlapping 
Cultures  

and 
Identities

Value-Added 
Roles and 

Responsibilities

Blurring 
Professional 
and Personal 
Boundaries

develop awareness of 
library work *

X  X X  

prior experiences     X
information overload * X  X X  
communicating—the 
‘why’

    X

on the fringe—cultural & 
pedagogical  
differences

X  X   

isolated in library * X     
Category 7: Beyond Information Literacy Expectations (7.7% of codes)
beyond information 
literacy

 X X X  

skill set—beyond 
information literacy

X   X  

beyond books/resources    X  
beyond the classroom    X  
value of resources   X X  

* indicates the codes with only challenging coding; all other codes were a mix of positive-opportunity type 
codes and negative-challenging codes

Table 2. Percentages of the Positive (Opportunity) Codes vs. the Negative (Challenging) Codes 
Distributed by Theme

Themes
Percentage of  

All Coding
Percentage of 

All Coding
Emerging and Converging Identities 21.1% 15.1%
Moving Beyond Helper to Mentor 17.1% 10.7%
Overlapping Cultures and Identities 22.2% 43.4%
Value-Added Roles & Responsibilities 26.5% 24.5%
Blurring Professional and Personal Boundaries 13.1% 6.3%

The five main themes identified in this study are 
defined here.
1. Emerging and Converging Identities 

This theme encompasses all of the coding 
related to how the participants discussed their 
continual growth and change as a teacher. A 
majority of the coding associated with this 
theme related to how rewarding teaching is for 

them, what they value about teaching, and the 
approaches they use in their teaching. Important 
codes in this theme are continuous improvement, 
trial and error, not being afraid to fail, making a 
difference, and how much they learn from their 
students. The negative codes that describe this 
theme are lack of control in a classroom and 
lack of communication with faculty partners. An 
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example from this theme is how one participant 
talks about his trial and error method and 
improvement of teaching, which was coded as 
teaching approaches/values: “I only get 5 visits 
for LEAP [an embedded librarian experience] 
in the 1st semester… but I feel that I need to 
experiment with them. And you know every 
year you’ll experiment. You can try a process and 
it has failed then you have learned something 
from that.”

2. Moving Beyond Helper to Mentor 
This theme depicts how the participants 
discussed the continuum of their librarian role 
as they have moved from helper to mentor. Many 
of the participants discussed how rewarding 
“helping” students can be, and how they establish 
relationships with students as they assume 
more of a mentor role. Data coded to this theme 
discussed how a helping or support role can have 
a negative impact on their collaboration with 
faculty partners. They voiced a common goal of 
wanting to move beyond providing just support 
or a service, and move more into a teaching 
mentor role. An example quote to demonstrate 
this theme is, “There was a student who came 
in and he wanted to be an engineer. He didn’t 
want to know how to write and he even said 
that: ‘I am going to be an engineer; I don’t need 
to know how to write.’ And he came in with 
this attitude that everything else was no good. 
And so to be able to change that attitude… was a 
best experience.”

3. Overlapping Cultures and Identities 
This theme had the most negative codes 
associated with it. Librarians described how 
difficult it is to go into a classroom one time 
without knowing the students and try to create 
an engaging and relevant learning environment. 
They discussed the disadvantages of not being 
the instructor of record and not always on 
the same page as the faculty member. The 
participants discussed challenges of integration 
of library activities and content with course 
content and they felt the library and course 
components were often separate. They also 
discussed how the culture of the library and the 
cultures of disciplines were different. They also 
complained about lack of overlap and would 
like to see more overlap. One participant said, 
“I always ask for the assignment. But if they 
don’t give it to me, I kind of have to go in cold 
and just hope that I am getting across what they 
need. But yes I prefer it when they give me the 
assignment ahead of time and I wish more of 

them wanted the help of a librarian in creating 
the assignment.”

4. Value-Added Roles and Responsibilities 
In the value-added theme, participants 
discussed the possibilities and their wishes 
for having library instruction more valued by 
faculty and the administration. They discussed 
a lot of different ways they could add value 
to the classroom and also described ideas for 
creating “value” for students. One participant 
stated, “It is also hard to integrate. Another 
challenge is to integrate the library instruction 
in a way that the students see it as being a 
valuable contribution to the course. So a lot of 
times we go into a course or we get feedback 
from a student and they say, ‘this was just busy 
work’ or ‘this was a waste of my time’ or ‘I 
already knew this stuff.’” Librarians discussed 
the value of “teaching moments” or having 
“one-on-one time” with students. Another 
participant discussed shifting values from 
finding information to using information, “Well 
we live in an age where information is easy to get 
and it is hard to use. They might not necessarily 
need as much help getting the information, 
finding the information... right, on both sides 
both the student and the teacher side getting to 
the point where they can more effectively teach 
and learn how to use the information as opposed 
to find it.”

5. Blurring Professional and Personal 
Boundaries 
The last theme contains the codes and categories 
that discuss how teaching librarians blend or 
blur their personal and professional boundaries. 
The coding about the participants’ passion 
and helping students or caring about students 
encompasses this theme. Participants talked 
about how rewarding it is to help students 
integrate their interests into their research 
assignments and often helped student “blur 
their own boundaries.” This category also had 
the smallest percentage of negative codes. 
Codes under this theme relate to participants’ 
teaching passions, how much they learned from 
working with students, and how they were being 
“selfish” by bringing their own interests into the 
library classroom to try to engage students. One 
participant claimed, “It is that kind of stuff that 
is fascinating to me. People come in and ask such 
interesting questions. I love that part about being 
a librarian. I love and really enjoy facilitating 
the discovery. To me it is just an emotional high, 
that discovery.”
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Once the five main themes of the study were 
identified, defined, and analyzed, the final phase 
of this grounded theory process involved selective 
coding to identify a core variable for the body of 
data. This process also included a revisiting of the 
literature looking for theoretical constructs that 
would align with the five themes and categories. A 
core variable of Boundary Crossing was identified 
by the researcher. Boundary crossing or boundary 
spanning is a term often found in the management, 
education, organizational development, and 
workplace learning literatures.27 Engeström, 
Engeström, and Kärkkäinen describe boundary 
crossing as “horizontal expertise where practitioners 
must move across boundaries to seek and give help, 
to find information and tools wherever they happen 
to be available.”28 The authors also contend that 
boundary crossers “step into unfamiliar domains. 
It is essentially a creative endeavor which requires 
new conceptual resources. In this sense, boundary 
crossing involves collective concept formation.”29 
This concept of working on the fringe of multiple 
systems and working across boundaries and 
barriers in interdisciplinary spaces aligns well with 

the themes of overlapping cultures, converging 
identities, blurring boundaries and moving 
beyond service.

In addition to the interview data collected and 
analyzed during this study in 2014–2015, the findings 
were also triangulated using an analysis of the Affect 
of Service section of the 2012 LibQUAL survey, and 
2014 student course comment feedback provided 
by students in the LEAP (embedded librarian) 
courses. Both sets of qualitative survey comments 
support and triangulate the more affective aspects 
of the teaching librarian identity. However, due to 
restrictions on the length of this paper, only word 
cloud graphics of the actual comments are presented 
here. The word “helpful” is one of the most used 
words in both of these surveys. Graphic 1 is the word 
cloud of the Affect of Service section of LibQUAL 
comments that contain questions related to librarian, 
staff, and customer service. Graphic 2 is the word 
cloud diagram for the student comments from the 
official end of semester course feedback evaluation 
survey completed for LEAP courses where librarians 
are embedded.

Graphic 1. Word Cloud for LibQUAL Affect of Service Comments  
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Graphic 2. Word Cloud for Official End-of-Course Feedback Comments for Librarians

Discussion
As a researcher, I set out to investigate the role, 
attitude, and perceptions of teaching librarians 
in an academic library. However, since the library 
department under study is not a credit-bearing unit 
and librarians do not teach information literacy as 
the teacher of record, it was difficult to tease out 
the work of teaching librarians from interactions 
with faculty partners. Coding indicates that even 
though faculty-librarian collaborative work may 
overlap, the efforts of the two different cultures 
are not necessarily integrated. The largest number 
of negative coding is related to this Overlapping 
Cultures and Identities theme. For Category #4, 
Faculty-Librarian Relationships, five of the 10 
codes—communication breakdown, lacking awareness 
of librarian work, cultural differences, lack of impact 
and library value not visible—are negative codes. 
The study participants confirmed that faculty and 
librarians have common interests and goals, but 
there are often communication or lack of awareness 
issues. Librarians reported that library sessions can 
seem like an add-on to a course, often with little 
planning before the course between the librarian 
and faculty member. The positive codes for this 
theme are related to common teaching approaches 
and values, rewarding aspect of teaching, support 
for mentoring of students and the scaffolding of 
student learning across courses, semesters and 
programs. These findings about the struggles related 
to faculty-librarian partnerships and interactions 
are similar to those reported in the rich literature 
about faculty-librarian relationships.30 Leadership 
training, recommendations for being proactive 
and getting a place at the table to collaboratively 
design assignments and assessments could help to 
reduce the negativity associated with this theme.31 

Although I am just beginning the dive into the 
boundary crossing/boundary spanning literature, I 
have already uncovered some interesting strategies 
for decoding the interdisciplinary spanning 
process and can see how these new models, not 
commonly found in the library literature, may 
help in overcoming some of the barriers to faculty-
librarian collaboration. For example, the concept 
of boundary crossing is built on the theoretical 
framework of activity theory, which provides a 
framework of instruments/tools, rules, division of 
labor, community, and interaction of a subject and 
object for helping decode the interaction between 
activity systems.32 Ancona and Caldwell have 
investigated boundary spanning behaviors and have 
identified three concepts—ambassadors activities, 
task coordinator activities, and scout activities—as 
a way to unpack the type of work done by boundary 
spanners.33

The smallest percentage of negative codes 
connected to the theme Blurring Professional 
and Personal Boundaries theme are indicative 
of how very passionate and enthusiastic the study 
participants were about discussing how their job 
as a librarian blends their personal interests and 
personalities with their professional work. However, 
there are no Blurring Professional and Personal 
Boundaries codes that overlap with the Beyond the 
Information Literacy Expectations category. This 
was a very surprising finding. The participants were 
not as enthusiastic about discussing information 
literacy skills or the value of resources and beyond 
information literacy. These are more logistical 
teaching codes and less associated with the affective 
aspects of being a teaching librarian, which were 
more positive and rewarding for the participants.
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On completing the bulk of the data analysis, I 
believe we need to look more holistically at the 
teaching librarians’ role and not just be concerned 
with the logistics of teaching tools and techniques. 
Analysis of the data reveals that librarians value a 
more personalized approach to both their pedagogy 
and librarian professional role. The codes related 
to caring and scaffolding more holistic learners 
were prominent in the Moving Beyond a Helper 
to a Mentor category and also in the Blurring 
of Personal and Professional Boundaries 
category. Participants described more interest 
in helping students “act like a researcher” or 
develop dispositions of a researcher than they did 
in demonstrating information literacy tools and 
knowledge. As related to the changing character of 
their identities, librarians expressed an interest in 
focusing more on an integrated identity with a more 
visible leadership role. They also discussed “dreams” 
that could be couched as value-added work that 
could extend beyond the scope of their library role, 
especially in the area of collaboration with faculty 
and departments. One particularly important theme 
that emerged was discussion around the mention 
of continual “crossing of boundaries” between their 
personal and professional goals, and across different 
disciplines, and when working with students at 
different levels, and how this boundary crossing 
requires a continuous improvement mindset for 
learning. The importance of the personal touch in 
the learning process and one-on-one personalized 
learning appears more important for librarians in 
developing research dispositions, confidence, and 
attitude in students. Participants also acknowledged 
the importance of stepping up and out into new 
librarian roles and a desire for professional 
development for developing dispositions, 
confidence, and attitudes to help them adapt to 
newly emerging roles. The identity as a mentor 
and not just a helper will require a refocusing from 
being a service provider to a learning leader. All 14 
of the study participants discussed the importance 
of self-reflection and evaluation of their teaching 
expertise and rethinking their approach to their 
teaching librarian role. Although the core variable of 
boundary crossing (or boundary spanning) has been 
confirmed as embedded in the codes, categories, and 
themes, there is still work to be done on designing a 
conceptual framework on how the teaching librarian 
literature can be best integrated with the boundary 
crossing body of literature.

Practical Implications
Exploring the librarian “dreams” and “wishes” 
provided insights and evidence-based data to 
incorporate into teaching guidelines documents, 
logic model planning for departmental goals, and an 
action plan for librarian professional development. 
The values, dispositions, and beliefs uncovered 
through the appreciative inquiry process were 
valuable elements when working to develop a logic 
model and framework for library instruction. Moving 
forward, findings and lessons learned from this study 
will be incorporated into face-to-face, hybrid, and 
online library instruction and modules. Identifying 
librarian expectations and discussing faculty 
expectations provided a richer description of the 
affective aspects of learning and teaching. The next 
step for this research is to interview faculty partners 
at this institution to uncover a more nuanced 
understanding of the librarian/faculty relationships 
existing in this institution. Appendix A and B contain 
some preliminary draft documents that were drafted 
to integrate some of the findings from this study 
into designing a teaching guidelines document 
(Appendix A) and a logic model for departmental 
planning (Appendix B). Librarian values uncovered 
in this study became a prominent component of 
the planning document. Due to the challenges 
identified in the study around communicating and 
collaborating with faculty, strategies for working 
with faculty are more explicitly represented and 
outlined in the teaching guideline document.

The identification of the boundary crossing core 
variable has also opened new avenues for future 
research and concepts for consideration. There is a 
paucity of research about how librarians might be 
considered boundary crossers. Further investigation 
of this new body of literature could open up a wider 
perspective on aspects of outreach librarianship and 
how librarians might better integrate with campus-
wide partners. Using the theoretical and practical 
aspects of the boundary crossing literature could also 
help inform how librarians might better work with 
students transitioning from high school into college, 
and from college into the work environment, as well 
as with interdisciplinary teams of faculty.

Limitations of Study
Data was only collected from one institutional 
context and from those librarians mostly teaching 
in first-year or lower level information literacy 
class instruction. Data from additional interviews 
outside this institution may shed more light on 
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better defining the teaching identity of academic 
librarians. We cannot extrapolate these findings 
to other institutions with different teaching and 
academic librarianship cultures, however, the unique 
process used in this study, appreciative inquiry, can 
be translated and used to study teaching librarian 
identity at other institutions. Based on the fact that 
more positive responses were gathered during this 
appreciative inquiry process, this method might be a 
useful strategy for studying other library challenges 
and logistical problems. Additional analysis the 
data collected as part of this study could include 
looking at the coding responses by participant, 
not by theme, to try and identify specific persona 
types and strengths of teaching librarians which 
could then be used in librarian mentoring and 
professional development.

Conclusion
This study provided insight into the teaching and 
learning culture and teaching librarian identity at 
the academic library at this particular institution. 
On a personal level, this study has provided a 
different lens for me to view the teaching identity 
of librarians. It also provided an opportunity for 
me to blend my previous “outside of library world” 
teaching and learning experiences with the library 
literature and provide an evidence-based foundation 
for library instruction planning. Most importantly 
this experience provided evidence needed to 
align our departmental teaching expectations and 
“dreams” with learning outcomes, instructional 
planning, and teaching practice.
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Appendix A. Teaching Best Practices Guidelines Draft Incorporating Librarian Values and 
Articulated Faculty-Librarian Collaboration Tasks
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Appendix B: Logic Model for: Graduate and Undergraduate Services Priorities  
and Visioning
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