
C H A P T E R  S A M P L E R

Suppor t ing Diverse Com m unit ies

Improving Community Partner Engagement with

 Libraries as Agents of Social Change 

www.taylorfrancis.com



Contents

1. Unrecognized roles of librar ies in 
collaborat ions to improve communit ies
Fannie M. Cox
Library Collaborations and Community Partnerships 
Enhancing Health and Quality of Life

2. Makerspaces in Librar ies: Social Roles 
and Community Engagement
Kyungwon Koh, June Abbas, Rebekah Willett
Reconceptualizing Libraries Perspectives from the 
Information and Learning Sciences

3. Librar ies as Agents of Social Change
Marlene Asselin, Ray Doiron
Linking Literacy and Libraries in Global Communities

4. University-Community Partnership 
Centers: An Important  Link for Social 
Work Educat ion
Mary E. Rogge, Cynthia J. Rocha 
University-Community Partnerships Universities              
in Civic Engagement

5. Social Just ice in Library and Informat ion 
Science
Bharat Mehra, Kevin S. Rioux,                      
Kendra S. Albright
Encyclopedia of Library and Information Sciences

6. Yours, Mine and Ours: Reference Service 
and the Non-Affiliated User
Debbie Masters, Gail Flatness
Conflicts in Reference Services



Introduction

Is it safe to say that librarians like to share? This author thinks it must be second 
nature for librarians to share. At the Annual Conference of the American Library 
Association (ALA), there is a PR Xchange Event, along with the PR Xchange 
Awards Competition all focused on communication. Then, if you are on any 
one of ALA’s CONNECT community listservs, of which there are over 300, it 
is rare that a week will go by without someone asking a question and a variety of 
responses pop-up, to share knowledge and/or experiences. Going back to library 
graduate school, all librarians are taught what it means to create new knowledge 
and how it allows librarians to add or share new knowledge to the profession, 
especially when there is a gap in the literature. Even with all these avenues for 
sharing, innovative programming, creative problem solving, new ideas, tools, 
and processes do not always get beyond the doors of the library. Because this is so, 
the exemplars in this book are being shared to highlight library’s innovative use 
of existing assets through community partnerships and collaborations between 
diverse professions to broaden access to resources, programs, and information for 
those in need in a variety of settings and circumstances.

While there are books that discuss community engagement and outreach, 
this book will not only discuss those aspects, but it will describe strategies, 
challenges, outcomes, and lessons-learned with application for low-, middle-, 
and high-resource settings for a variety of populations. It will also serve as a 
resource that identifies how librarians and others have collaborated to make a 
difference to affect community health and quality of life. The work of libraries 
has evolved over time and has a rich history of responding to their user’s needs 
in ways that enhance the lives of those who use them.

2
UNRECOGNIZED ROLES OF LIBRARIES 
IN COLLABORATIONS TO IMPROVE 
COMMUNITIES
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Library’s history

Although libraries have existed for centuries, ancient libraries such as the  Library 
of Ashurbanipal with its clay tablets during the 7th century BC in Iraq, the 
 Libraries of Trajan’s Forum around 112 AD in Rome, the House of Wisdom in 
the 9th century AD in Baghdad among others with their scrolls, each existed to 
serve their learned scholars and were not focused on use by the public.

The term public library had been used widely from the 17th century to refer to 
libraries open to the public that had been endowed by each of their benefactors. The 
first public library in the United Kingdom that was freely accessible to the public has 
been identified as one set up in the Free Grammar School in Coventry in 1601. The 
first library for public use in the United States is a topic of some discussion in the his-
tory books. Some have identified it as the Sturgis Library in Cape Cod in 1644. All 
libraries as we know them were enhanced by Johannes Gutenberg and his develop-
ment of movable type which took the production of books into a new era. This new 
era in the United States was most commonly identified with Benjamin Franklin.

In 1731, the United States was a very young country with forward thinking 
leadership and very few resources including books, which were still being im-
ported and were very expensive. Benjamin Franklin and several of his contem-
poraries joined together to establish the first subscription library, The Library 
Company of Philadelphia. Each member made monthly contributions to bring 
books to the colonies on a variety of subjects: politics, economics, social sciences, 
philosophy, religion, and the sciences to have intellectual discussions, address 
issues, and solve societal problems of that time (Wolf, 1976, p. 1). Thus began 
America’s first formal library.

Since that time, the value of books and libraries has been well established in this 
country and their role in supporting all aspects of community and academic life 
is well documented. The first medical library, a special library, opened its doors 
in 1762 in the Pennsylvanian Hospital Library at the University of Pennsylvania. 
It is known as the Historic Medical Library. In 1847, it received the designation 
as the “first, largest, and most important medical library in the United States” by 
the American Medical Association (Historic Library, 1751). It preceded the United 
States Library of Congress (LC), which was founded in 1800. The oldest law library 
in the United States is the Jenkins Law Library, formerly known as the Law Library 
Company of the City of Philadelphia. It was founded in 1802 by its membership 
and continues to serve the legal community. Then in 1876, at the first American 
Library Association (ALA)1 conference Samuel S. Green shared his idea of what 
makes the library a “useful institution”. He stated that “personal relations between 
librarian and readers are useful in all libraries.” Green described four functions that 
represent the core of what has become known as Public/Reference/User Services. 
Tyckoson’s (2003) describes Green’s four functions as:

• Instructing the reader in the ways of the library;
• Assisting the reader with his queries;
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• Aiding the reader in the selections of good works; and
• Promoting the library within the community.

Within the four types of libraries: college and university, public, special, and 
school kindergarten thru 12th grade, only reference services are essentially un-
changed. However, many other duties of librarians have expanded and evolved 
due to changes in the following areas: culture, economics, and social changes; 
the Internet and technological advances; and social media which have created 
new and exciting opportunities for libraries and their primary communities.

Opportunities for libraries

Outreach and community engagement have become embedded within the mis-
sion statement of many libraries and institutions of higher education, to collab-
orate and develop partnerships with communities and organizations outside the 
library and external to the University. For higher education, the objective is 
also to enhance the town-gown relationship between faculty and public com-
munities through teaching, research, and service. Far too long, libraries have 
been an untapped resource. But the tide has begun to turn, because now many 
libraries are going beyond the traditional lending of books, videos, CDs, braille 
talking books, providing computers to apply for a job, and genealogy assistance 
to collaborating and forming partnerships to expand their reach locally, region-
ally, nationally, and internationally. In an information-rich environment, librar-
ians are reinventing themselves to keep pace with users’ needs and to justify 
their existence, especially when many libraries are experiencing budget short-
falls.  Librarians are using data to drive decision-making, assessing their impact; 
demonstrate accountability, to justify why they are an asset to the communities 
they serve including academia. According to Bell’s, “Staying True to the Core: 
Designing the Future Academic Library Experience” (Bell, 2014, p. 370),

As technology advances, academic librarians must keep the [user] experi-
ence focused on the human elements of their relationship with commu-
nity members while adapting it to a digital world of connected learning, 
artificial intelligence, and an Internet of Things, a future where every day 
physical objects will be connected to the Internet and able to exchange 
information with other objects.

(Bell, p. 370)

The library has become much more user-centric and service oriented. These 
types of changes require librarians to meet their users where they are. While this 
is nothing new, it too requires librarians to continuously think about how they 
can meet the information needs and expectations of the communities they serve, 
and those communities that are in their service area, but have limited resources 
and broadband, yet need access to information. With this changing landscape, 
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librarians continue to make the library “useful” (Green, 1876). The Library as 
place serves as both an anchor in the academic and the public community. So, 
how does the library transform itself to continue to support the information 
needs of its community and measure its impact on the community it serves?

Library communities, partnerships, and collaborations

The library is the “only centralized location where new and emerging infor-
mation technologies can be combined with traditional knowledge resources in 
a user focused resource rich environment that supports today’s social and ed-
ucational patterns of learning, teaching and research” (Freeman, 2005). For 
academic libraries the term “community” has broadened to include not only 
students, faculty, and staff, who are the internal members of the academic com-
munity of the institution, but also the neighboring communities that surround 
the physical space of the library setting. Using Information Literacy as an out-
reach tool, libraries can transcend their university community to collaborate to 
exchange knowledge and resources through mutually beneficial and reciprocal 
partnerships to produce “engaged scholarship,” “engaged teaching,” or “engaged 
research,” as an approach to align itself with the University’s Community En-
gagement mission (Boyer, 1990). Information Literacy is defined as the “set of 
integrated abilities encompassing the reflective discovery of information, the un-
derstanding of how information is produced and valued, and the use of informa-
tion in creating new knowledge and participating ethically in communities of 
learning” (American Library Association, 2015a).

Public libraries

In 2012b, ALA received a grant from the Institute of Museum and Library 
 Services (IMLS) to advance library-led community engagement, “The Prom-
ise of Libraries Transforming Communities” (Bullard, 2012). Then in 2013b, 
ALA collaborated with the Harwood Institute, a leader in civic engagement to 
build a national plan and aligned it with the ALA’s 2015 strategic plan, known 
as Transforming Libraries. The Urban Libraries Council (ULC) (2017, p. 2) ana-
lyzed survey data that identified an intersection between the last Great Recession 
which started around 2008 and the libraries becoming a “hub for economic 
opportunity.” In addition, the ULC identified collaboration as one important 
strength of libraries: “Libraries are adept at building partnerships to support ed-
ucation goals. Partnerships include schools, workforce centers, colleges, federal 
agencies, high tech companies, civic organizations and nonprofits. Never the 
‘Lone Ranger’, libraries seek out and thrive on partnerships that broaden impact” 
(Urban Libraries Council, 2015, p. 3). The library has become a place where one 
can also check out an outfit for an audition, graduation, prom, job interview, or 
some other formal event at the Grow Up Work Fashion Library of the New York 
Public Library (NYPL) Riverside Branch. At the NYPL Branch, library patrons 
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can also checkout briefcases, neckties, and bowties from the, “Work Accessories 
Collection” and because of the library’s social networking, patrons have access 
to professional stylist for assistance with clothing. In Pennsylvania, the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania (Penn) reached out to the Free Library of Philadelphia to 
develop the partnership, the Healthy Library Initiative. The goal of the initiative 
was to “integrate evidence-based health efforts” (Morgan et al., 2016, p. 2030) 
using the library’s existing structure of 54 branch libraries to promote and im-
plement ten health programs in South Philadelphia’s Community Health and 
Literacy Center. Penn recognized that working with public libraries provided an 
opportunity to promote and improve population health through the broad and 
diverse reach of Library patrons that frequent the libraries’ many branches. Their 
collaboration produced an “engaged scholarship” product, a research article, Be-
yond Books: Public Libraries as Partners for Population Health (Morgan et al., 2016). 
Penn’s study evaluated the ten programs implemented during the partnership. 
During the study period, there were “5.8 million in-person visits and 9.9 million 
online visits” recorded (Morgan et al., 2016, p. 2030), with 500,000 of those 
visits for specialized programming (Morgan et al., 2016, p. 2031).  Patrons from 
different socioeconomic backgrounds, ages, educational level, immigrants, chil-
dren and families, the homeless, those seeking information on mental health and  
substance use visited this library. More and more libraries are being called upon 
to form partnerships to assist in addressing societal issues of social justice, health, 
homelessness, and immigration. The next example of a partnership was a win-
win situation both academically and for the public library. It provided an op-
portunity for students working towards the Masters of Social Work (M.S.W.) 
degree to set up shop at the library to hone their skills by fulfilling 900 hours of 
required fieldwork. According to Johnson (2019), the library is already known as 
a trusted and safe place in the community and the reported partnership allowed 
anyone to seek the services that MSW students could provide. For the library, 
it advanced its efforts to promote social justice, diversity, inclusion, and equity, 
while expanding its social service programming.

Universities and academic libraries

Libraries focused on higher education have also been on the cutting edge of 
innovation and experienced significant success through their partnerships in the 
areas of arts and humanities, business, the sciences, technology, health, and law. 
After all, Librarians as scholars “are the original collaborators in higher educa-
tion” (Wilson, 2000). The literature clearly demonstrates that libraries are faced 
with a number of challenges affecting decisions related to budget, the design, 
delivery, and assessment of programs, and how best to use limited resources to 
address priorities focused on multiple stakeholders and consumers. In Stormy 
Seas: The State of Library Budgets, Scardilli (2015, p. 25) writes, “…libraries of all 
types have struggled in recent years to operate on limited budgets and redefine 
their roles as the world goes digital. The Great Recession that started in 2008 
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put many libraries on a downward slope.” The demands of accreditation and 
standards have forced academic institutions to recognize Information Literacy 
(IL) more fully within the context of the broader educative community as vital to 
student learning. While students’ and academic changing needs and expectations 
compound the difficulty, librarians have sought to develop more dynamic and 
diverse approaches in collaboration with other disciplines (Brasley, 2008; Miller 
et al., 2010; Travis, 2008).

How library collaborations can contribute to communities

Collaboration is an important learned behavior. Librarians have long understood 
the importance of relationship building due to their long history of providing 
programming, working with communities they serve and support, and building 
cooperative relationships amongst each other. Diverse talents and a wide array 
of resources are brought together to solve a problem, build a program, or create 
something entirely new (Boyer, 1990). The goal is to build and bridge relation-
ships to form social networks that not only strengthens our society, but enhances 
quality of life and improve communities. In many library collaborations, the 
transdisciplinary approach often occurs organically to solving social civic, eco-
nomic, and moral problems when more than two types of knowledge/disciplines 
converge to create new knowledge and/or solutions. Collaboration is discussed 
further in Chapter 3.

Hang Tat Leong’s article, Community Engagement – Building Bridges between Uni-
versity and Community by Academic Libraries in the 21st Century (2013), examined 18 
large academic libraries in the United States, Canada, and China and found that 
academic libraries primarily focused on four types of outreach: (1) community 
access; (2) information literacy; (3) cooperation, exchange, and partnership; and 
(4) exhibitions and scholarly events. The author also reviewed each university’s 
mission statement for evidence of outreach or community engagement and found 
that community engagement and outreach is emphasized by universities around 
the world. Serials management provided an opportunity for an international 
institutional exchange partnership between Appalachian State University (ASU) 
in Boone, North Carolina, USA and libraries in China. They participated in dis-
cussions, found their common interests, and worked out a plan to assist the other 
on serials staffing, collection development, and budgeting (Leong, 2013, p. 227). 
Similar exchange programs have occurred between the American University 
in Afghanistan (AUAF) and universities in Qatar’s Education City, where the 
librarians met with their counterparts and shared experiences. Academic librar-
ies build bridges, by using the library’s resources, its collections, space, service- 
oriented staff, and technology, to build partnerships with scholars and the public 
community as a means of fulfilling the university’s emphasis on community 
engagement and outreach.

Louisville, Kentucky USA is home to the Wayside Christian Mission’s 
(WCM) Hotel Louisville facility. This facility is a working hotel that receives 
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guests from all over the country. It is also a homeless transition shelter for fami-
lies working to become self-sufficient. Within Hotel Louisville, two floors have 
been set aside to house homeless women and their children as residents of this 
program. These families who reside and work within the hotel learn hospital-
ity employment skills and are provided wrap-around family services to support 
their ability to be self-sustaining and independent members of the community. 
With its multiple programs and facilities, WCM utilizes a holistic approach to 
get to the fundamental causes of homelessness experienced by men, women, and 
children of metropolitan Louisville, Kentucky. Several unique projects occur 
simultaneously within this setting. One library-led collaboration focuses on in-
creasing resident literacy – Using Technology and Information Literacy to Engage the 
Homeless (Cox, 2013).

Wayside residents were participants in Wayside’s College and Career Pro-
gram and were preparing to begin an orientation to technical college class. As 
preparation, Wayside 100 was developed and implemented as a basic comput-
ing and information literacy skills class to help the students reach the needed 
college-level skills. The class included internet basics, keyboarding, beginning 
word processing, opening an email account, creating or updating a resume, and 
applying for employment online. The library – Wayside collaborative was both 
unique and innovative.

Library challenges: new jobs, new duties, new realities,  
and community engagement

Historically, anyone who needed something from the library had to go into 
the physical setting for assistance to access many of the libraries resources and 
collections. Today, access to many of the library’s resources is available digitally, 
conveniently in the privacy of one’s home, office, or mobile device. Vast amounts 
of information are available on the Internet. Now more than ever, especially in 
an era of “fake news,” information literacy (IL) should be mandatory through-
out the educational process. As change occurs, libraries regardless of setting are 
reviewing their roles and reflecting on their contributions to determine their 
importance, relevance, efforts, and outcomes with less funding, staff, space, etc., 
while competing with other entities (i.e. public/private businesses, non-profits, 
politics, the market place, etc.) for respect, acknowledgment, and financial sup-
port. New roles that were once uncommon in Librarianship have now become 
commonplace.

The library landscape has changed in all manner of ways – job titles and expec-
tations, responsibilities, access, and delivery of services, to name a few. However, 
the Digital Divide is alive and well with, many people facing additional barriers 
to educate and equip themselves with life’s basic necessities. For the librarian, it 
can mean updating one’s skill set(s) to stay current with the  ever-changing back-
drop of the community they serve. Many libraries have development positions 
for fund-raising; public relations positions to create a “brand” for marketing 
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purposes; research data management (RDM) and data curator positions to assist 
the professions such as STEAM (science, technology, engineering, arts, math), 
medical professionals, and academicians with their data management plans, dig-
ital repositories, and open access (OA) publishing.

The library is where many things are possible. When challenges arise, the 
place to turn can be the library. In 2015, Baltimore, Maryland’s Pennsylvania 
Avenue Branch of the Enoch Pratt Free Library was ground zero when a mas-
sive protest broke out against police brutality. A CVS drugstore across the street 
from this library was looted and torched. Nevertheless, the Branch remained 
opened and served its community. The library was untouched by the hostility 
(American Libraries, 2015). Community members recognized the library as a 
safe haven – the place where one can go for assistance to find traditional services, 
such as learning how to read, printing, to find information about a job, or use 
the computer; and non-traditional services where people can go during a com-
munity crisis, find health services, a social worker, clothing and accessories for 
an interview, or the prom.

Libraries contributions to the academy, community,  
and global impact

To conclude, society has not realized the full potential of libraries. Libraries are 
an asset to any community. Through community engagement and outreach, 
opportunities exist for partnerships and collaborations with unimaginable and 
infinite possibilities. While crises and challenges are barriers for some, they can 
be opportunities for libraries to develop non-traditional programs, even with 
limited budgets, personnel, and space. Libraries persevere.

Note

 1 As the largest and oldest professional membership-driven library association in the 
world, the America Library Association (ALA) was founded in 1876. The organiza-
tion represents libraries according to type and/or function through its 11 divisions and 
networks of library community supporters, chapters, affiliates, schools P-16, academic, 
government, corporate and public organizations. It has more than 55,000 members.
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Introduction

The maker movement—a community of people who tinker, create, and share 
personally meaningful projects—is increasingly prevalent in contemporary librar-
ies, offering people an opportunity to access technologies, interact with mentors 
and peers, and engage in creative projects. Since the first public library makerspace 
in the U.S. opened at the Fayetteville Free Library in New York in 2011, mak-
erspaces in libraries continue to develop across the country (Good & Doctorow, 
2013). A growing number of libraries now offer a dedicated space for creation or 
programs to promote making. The American Library Association (ALA) Center 
for the Future of Libraries (2014) identifies the maker movement as one of the 
key trends in contemporary libraries. However, there is little consensus about the 
social roles that library makerspaces assume in the contemporary society.

Community is a central concept to both librarianship and the maker move-
ment (ALA, 2004; Remold, Fusco, Vogt, & Leones, 2016); successful makerspaces 
recognize community engagement is key (Koh & Abbas, 2016). The term com-
munity, however, is being used in different ways across the literature, often without 
defining the concept. This chapter discusses how libraries promote active com-
munity engagement through makerspaces and what roles library makerspaces play 
in today’s society, addressing the following overarching questions:

1. What social roles do makerspaces in a library assume in the contemporary 
knowledge society?

2. How might we conceptualize “community” in relation to library makerspaces?
3. What are the implications for educators and researchers to promote com-

munity engagement and social roles in and through library makerspaces?

2
MAKERSPACES IN LIBRARIES

Social Roles and Community Engagement

Kyungwon Koh, June Abbas, and Rebekah Willett
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This chapter first outlines theoretical perspectives on libraries and community 
and then addresses each of these questions with reference to professional and 
scholarly literature and empirical data from research projects.

Perspectives to Conceptualize Library Makerspaces

Different perspectives on libraries and community describe the library as a place for 
community members to create and learn. Historical research shows that libraries 
have long promoted making experiences and a sense of community (Good & Doc-
torow, 2013; Wiegand, 2015a). The following is a brief overview of selected per-
spectives that inform researchers and practitioners regarding the social role of library 
makerspaces and the meaning of community in the context of library makerspaces.

Library as Place

The public space that libraries provide is one of the central values of libraries 
in the life of their users, suggesting libraries as public places that promote and 
maintain community (Buschman, Leckie, Wiegand, & Bertot, 2007). Historical 
analysis of American public libraries shows the role of libraries is more than pro-
viding useful information and reading materials. A variety of meaningful experi-
ences occur in library spaces, giving millions of individuals a sense of belonging 
(Wiegand, 2015a, 2015b). History shows libraries have continuously adapted to 
serve the needs of their communities, and a library makerspace is an exemplar 
of library as place in this contemporary, technology-rich society. Frequently a 
makerspace is defined as a community of people who gather to create, learn, 
and socialize rather than as a physical space. Beyond the tools and programs they 
provide, library makerspaces play a role of public place determined by meaning-
ful participation experienced by community members. A few concepts are use-
ful in discussing the role of library makerspace as place. The notion of “public 
sphere” explains the social space, in which individuals come together to discuss 
freely different opinions and public affairs and communicate to develop collective 
solutions (Habermas, 2014). Library makerspaces can also be considered as “third 
space”—one of the core settings of informal public life—places of escape from 
the home (first place) and work setting (second place)—characterized by its lei-
surely and inclusive nature (Oldenburg, 1997). Similarly, “affinity space” indicates 
a social place—virtual or physical—where informal learning occurs while people 
voluntarily participate based on a shared interest (Gee, 2005).

New Librarianship

Lankes (2015) suggests the mission of librarians is “to improve society through 
facilitating knowledge creation in their communities” (p. 17). Community 
engagement is the core of librarianship, as he defines a library as “a mandated 
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and facilitated space supported by the community, stewarded by librarians, and 
dedicated to knowledge creation” (p. 96). Lankes’s view on new librarianship, 
which focuses on communities and knowledge over collections and buildings, 
supports integrating the maker movement into librarianship, because a maker-
space is essentially a community place for learning and creation. His definition of 
“knowledge creation” is based on constructivism, in which knowledge is created 
by an individual and through conversations, whether internal or social discourses. 
To facilitate conversations, librarians connect people around common activities 
or interests, for example a group of people who gather to quilt, knit, sew, craft, 
or build more complicated fabrication projects. Librarians also facilitate people’s 
learning and knowledge creation through providing access, knowledge, environ-
ment, and motivation.

Radical Change Theory

According to the theory, “Radical Change” indicates fundamental changes in this 
digital age, departing from the usual or traditional in information resources or 
behaviors, although still grounded in the foundational meanings (Dresang, 1999, 
2013; Koh, 2015). Makerspaces look radically different from a traditional library 
space; yet they are rooted in the core of librarianship—resources, inquiry, creativity, 
and discovery that follow patrons’ passion and interests. The theory explains that 
contemporary information resources and human behaviors represent three core 
characteristics—connectivity, interactivity, and access, which are frequently observed 
in library makerspaces. As community learning centers, makerspaces provide access 
to a range of resources and technology as well as a place to connect with other 
community members. The way people learn and create in a makerspace is interac-
tive; it is dynamic, user-initiated, nonlinear, and not always sequential.

Communities of Practice

Emphasizing the social nature of making and makerspaces, Halverson and Sheri-
dan (2014) write, “makerspaces are the communities of practice that are constructed 
in a physical place that is set aside for a group of people to make as a core part of 
their practice” (p. 502, original emphasis). Communities of practice are a widely 
used concept in library and information studies, with projects aiming to develop 
learning communities in various contexts, facilitate collaboration and knowledge 
sharing, and strengthen the role of libraries in communities. Communities of 
practice are also of interest to researchers conceptualizing social aspects of learn-
ing. Lave and Wenger (1991) developed the theory of communities of practice by 
studying ways learning occurred amongst groups of people who were involved in 
a common activity that centered on a particular area of knowledge. Their theory 
takes account of the development of practices as well as ways relationships and 
identities are fostered in connection to the community. According to Lave and 
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Wenger, as learners become involved in the practices of a community, they take 
on particular identities associated with that community.

The Social Roles of Library Makerspaces

The earlier perspectives explain that making in libraries is not new but rooted 
in the fundamentals of libraries, suggesting libraries are appropriate community 
places for integrating the maker movement. This section discusses social roles 
library makerspaces may assume in today’s society, based on the ALA (American 
Library Association) core values of librarianship and existing literature on the 
maker movement in libraries and education.

Among the social roles libraries play, library makerspaces promote knowledge 
creation, access, learning, and equity and diversity with and through their community. 
Grounded in the core values of librarianship, these concepts are further pro-
nounced in library makerspaces and require a new understanding of the role of 
libraries in the contemporary knowledge society. Above all, library makerspaces 
represent a shifting role of libraries as an institution for knowledge creation. The 
ALA Center for the Future of Libraries explains “libraries, traditionally collect-
ing institutions that provide access to materials created by others, may now adopt 
new functions, providing communities with opportunities to create or cocreate 
content for an individual’s own use, for use by the community, or for inclusion 
in the library collection” (2014, n.p.). Library makerspaces support the creation 
of knowledge by providing community members access to a range of resources, 
technologies, programs, experts, and peers.

While access has been one of the core values of librarianship, a traditional 
view of access is limited to providing existing resources, predominantly in print 
formats. In reconceptualizing libraries as an institution to facilitate learning and 
creation, a library collection is not restricted to books and other written materials, 
because people learn from a range of resources (e.g., arts, fiction, or entertainment 
sources) through different ways, such as hands-on experiences. Envisioning library 
makerspaces includes not only providing access to existing knowledge and fabri-
cation resources but also making community expertise and knowledge produced 
by their members available to the world, what Lankes (2015) calls “two-way 
access,” or access as two-way conversations between the community members 
and the world. By doing so, libraries play a role of “platforms and publishers of the 
community as much as . . . consumers of publications” (Lankes, 2015, p. 45). More 
work is needed, however, to advance theories and practices on how librarians can 
document and preserve maker processes and products developed by community 
members and how to make community knowledge and expertise available to 
people outside specific maker communities.

The maker movement assumes people learn by making, which has roots in 
learning theories of constructivism, constructionism, or experiential learning; and 
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makerspaces are considered learning environments (Peppler, Halverson, & Kafai, 
2016). Therefore, makerspaces in libraries manifest library as a community learning 
center. Libraries have long been places to learn and advance knowledge. Since 
American public libraries emerged as part of the public education movement in 
the nineteenth century, librarians have supplemented the public education sys-
tem in different ways—whether through cataloging learning resources or offer-
ing information literacy instruction, reference services, and spaces for study and 
meetings (Lankes, 2015; Wiegand, 2015a). What and how people learn in a library 
makerspace, however, may look different from learning often observed in the 
dominant formal education system (i.e., direct instruction, specified curriculum, 
standards, and assessments).

The Maker Education Initiative—a national nonprofit organization that pro-
motes maker-centered education—affirms their focus on the process of learning, 
recognizing a diversity of approaches (Maker Education Initiative, n.d.). Literature 
suggests the desired outcomes of learning in a makerspace include maker empow-
erment, self-efficacy, and twenty-first-century skills, such as creativity, inquiry, 
computational thinking, critical thinking, and social skills (Clapp, Ross, Ryan, & 
Tishman, 2017; Dubriwny, Pritchett, Hardesty, & Hellman, 2016). People may 
acquire those qualities without recognizing that learning occurs, and learning in 
a library makerspace may not always be explicit. Therefore, the role of librarians 
working in a library makerspace requires more carefully designed learning facili-
tation. For example, the Exploratorium Tinkering Studio develops dimensions of 
learning (engagement, initiative and intentionality, social scaffolding, and devel-
opment of understanding) and suggests educators can promote these learning 
dimensions through three facilitators: sparking interest, sustaining participation, 
and deepening understanding (Gutwill, Hido, & Sindorf, 2015).

To facilitate learning, it is critical for librarians in makerspaces to establish 
and maintain partnerships and connect with people and organizations across the 
community. ALA affirms the value of education and lifelong learning through 
coalitions and partnerships in the community, stating

ALA promotes the creation, maintenance, and enhancement of a learning 
society, encouraging its members to work with educators, government offi-
cials, and organizations in coalitions to initiate and support comprehensive 
efforts to ensure that school, public, academic, and special libraries in every 
community cooperate to provide lifelong learning services to all.

(ALA, 2013)

Makerspaces embedded in libraries inherit this heavy emphasis on engaging com-
munities and building networks.

Library makerspaces hold their promise for equity and diversity. Libraries have 
the potential to democratize and diversify the maker movement by making a 
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range of resources, tools, and processes more readily available to community 
members, which otherwise would not have been available to them, at little or no 
cost. Equity is one of the core values of librarianship; as ALA states, “all informa-
tion resources that are provided directly or indirectly by the library, regardless of 
technology, format, or methods of delivery, should be readily, equally, and equita-
bly accessible to all users” (2004, n.p.). Further, ensuring equity and diversity in a 
makerspace is not limited to equal access to certain tools and programs. The initial 
maker movement that emerged from independent organizations has been criti-
cized for its white-male-dominant culture. The majority of makers consisted of 
men and boys, and the range of making activities was somewhat narrow, including 
primarily electronics, robotics, and vehicles. As makerspaces spread to nonprofit 
organizations such as libraries, schools, and museums, the maker landscape has 
been expanding, engaging people who may not self-identify as makers, includ-
ing children, women, and families, in a variety of making activities (Halverson & 
Sheridan, 2014). Makerspaces in libraries regularly embrace low-tech and artistic 
projects and result in broadening the maker horizons from STEM to STEAM 
(science, technology, engineering, art, and math), with the addition of art. More 
efforts are needed, however, to place equity at the center of making and support 
maker learning for all (Vossoughi, Hooper, & Escudé, 2016), such as embracing 
the culture of individual community members from diverse backgrounds, beyond 
a narrow set of tools and activities (e.g., 3D printing, robotics, and electronics). 
Diversity efforts should also extend to providing makerspaces that are accessible 
to differently abled individuals of all ages (Brady et al., 2014).

Finally, the roles and values discussed here are not separate practices in reality, 
and library makerspaces perform these roles with and through their community. The 
concept of community, however, needs to be clarified, and it is to this concept 
we now turn.

Conceptualizing Community in Relation to Library 
Makerspaces

According to the Oxford American Dictionary (OAD), the term community is 
defined as:

1. a group of people living in the same place or having a particular characteristic 
in common.

2. a group of fellowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, 
interests, and goals.

In this chapter we use the term community to refer to both meanings. Community 
is a group of people whom libraries serve; a library itself is an integral part of their 
community. Community also refers to a sense of belonging and support.
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Across the literature about library makerspaces, the term community reflects 
these two definitions: library makerspaces have the potential to serve local com-
munities, engage with wider communities, include communities of interest, foster 
a sense of community, and develop new communities of practice. In these varying 
uses, community sometimes refers to the geographic area—for example, working 
with people from the neighborhood surrounding a local library or developing 
partnerships with organizations within a larger geographic community, as in the 
OAD’s first definition. Other times community refers to a sense of solidarity and/
or to a specific group of people with a shared common goal and identity, regard-
less of geographic location, as in the OAD’s second definition.

Geographic Community Makerspaces

Most often, advice about developing makerspaces and related programming in 
public libraries refers to geographically based definitions of community. Many 
guidelines emphasize the role of the local community and suggest ways to develop 
community connections as part of a library maker program (e.g., Burke, 2014; 
Hamilton & Schmidt, 2015; Remold et al., 2016; Willingham & de Boer, 2015). 
Advice includes drawing on community experts, developing partnerships, gath-
ering information from community members about their needs and wants, and 
designing specifically for the local community.

A common response to concerns about how to skill up librarians in order to 
run a makerspace is to turn to the community to find experts whose skills can 
be employed in the library, thus building a program on a base of volunteers to 
complement the skill sets of librarians. In addition to individual experts, advice 
to librarians includes finding groups in the community, for example, hobby asso-
ciations, who might be interested in assisting with makerspace programming. 
There is a broad spectrum of volunteer and paid positions in public library 
makerspaces, including different tiers of volunteers, paid experts, and artists in 
residence. Some libraries have systems in place to ensure goals of community 
experts and the library are both being met through makerspace programming, 
such as carefully structured planning processes that require community experts 
to apply to makerspace programs and to identify goals and objectives for them-
selves and for participants. In these geographically based conceptions of commu-
nity, libraries are seen as community places for the cocreation of knowledge, as in 
Lankes’s discussion of new librarianship. However, there are also portable library 
makerspace programs that move to spaces such as community centers, schools, 
and parks. These align with Dresang’s ideas about connecting with a variety of 
communities and providing access in a myriad of ways. The following case study 
illustrates how a makerspace program can be designed to meet the needs and 
interests of a specific geographic community and draw on the resources within 
that geographic area.
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Case Study 1 Meteorology Makers’ Club at Irving 
Middle School Library in Norman, Oklahoma

The Meteorology Makers’ Club began at the Washington Irving Mid-
dle School Library in Norman, OK, in fall 2014. In collaboration with 
the University of Oklahoma School of Library and Information Stud-
ies, Norman Public Schools, and the Oklahoma Climatological Survey, 
the project team was comprised of a middle school librarian, a sci-
ence teacher, a school library supervisor, a meteorologist, a library and 
information studies (LIS) professor, and graduate research assistants. 
The middle school is located in a mid-sized suburban community 
in Norman, Oklahoma, a geographic region where tornadic activ-
ity is predominant and is also the home of internationally acclaimed 
weather facilities and meteorologists. Meteorology is a relevant and 
authentic theme for young Oklahomans, who are faced with severe 
weather such as tornados and hail in everyday life. For example, one 
eighth-grade boy, who experienced the devastating tornado in Moore 
in 2013, applied for the club because he wanted to study meteorology 
and share what he learned with his family and friends to help them 
predict the weather and storms. Students felt personally connected to 
different weather issues and had insights into the scientific and social 
ramifications of weather.

The goal of this program was to promote students’ STEM interest, 
knowledge, and skills, with particular emphasis on meteorology and 
technology, as well as twenty-first-century skills, such as inquiry, criti-
cal thinking, creativity, collaboration, and digital information literacy 
skills. Ultimately, the program aimed to provide a supportive and crea-
tive social environment that enhanced students’ sense of agency by 
increasing their capacity to learn and create. Club activities varied, 
including skill building (e.g., 3D design, video editing, graphic design, 
and music production), learning basic meteorology concepts through 
presentations and experiments, field trips, creating different weather-
related projects, and the Makers’ Club Fair at the end.

As the school library offers a welcoming environment for all, the 
Makers’ club attracted and engaged even students who are not par-
ticularly interested in STEM, meteorology, or making. A seventh-grade 
girl, who did not identify herself as a “sciencey” student, came to the 
club and decided to create weather goddesses as her making project. 
She drew six weather goddesses, each personifying a weather-related 
phenomenon; scientific principles behind wind, rain, snow, tornado, 
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hurricane, and lightning were creatively expressed in her art project. 
Students with different interests collaborated to record forecast videos, 
edit the videos, create music for the forecast, and perform as forecast-
ers. Each student used their personal experiences and talents to inform 
their projects.

As a result, the final projects addressed a variety of meteorology-
related topics including a kid-friendly weather website, forecasts, 
severe weather survival guides, scientific demonstrations on soil mois-
ture and pH for gardening, 3D design/prototypes of storm shelters 
for pets, and 3D hail models of different shapes and sizes and their 
relative effects. At the end of the semester the library hosted a Mak-
ers’ Club Fair to showcase student creations to community members. 
Students shared their successes, challenges, and collaborative efforts 
with guests, which included their families, teachers, school adminis-
trators and board members, university professors, and local librarians. 
Students expressed genuine excitement and pride over their accom-
plishments, conveying a desire to see their efforts sustained and devel-
oped in the future. The Makers’ Club Fair reflected the extent to which 
young people are aware of community needs and resources and are 
integrated into their communities. Students sought to meet needs 
they self-identified in order to improve lives beyond their own. Part-
nering with local agencies and institutions also made students more 
aware of community needs and able to feel more like a part of the 
community. This case study shows that the library can play a leader-
ship role in community partnerships to promote students’ learning and 
making opportunities.

Makerspaces as Communities

Library makerspaces are also discussed in terms of developing a sense of com-
munity both within the library and in the geographic community. The broader 
makerspace movement is founded on a model of shared skills and knowledge 
within a community of makers, and the development of a community of learn-
ers is a key component of individual makerspaces. However, advice concerning 
library makerspaces rarely refers to this type of community development, that is, 
the development of a sense of community within a makerspace. In contrast, in 
literature about the broader makerspace movement (e.g., Anderson, 2012; Hatch, 
2014), discussion of geographic communities is not often the focus; rather, com-
munity is conceived of in terms of communities of practice. As described in the 
introductory section of this chapter, the theory of communities of practice (CoP) 
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considers the roles of experts and novices in the community and ways that identi-
ties related to the community are defined and modeled. The following case study 
illustrates ways a library system’s consideration of geographic community works 
hand in hand with the development of a sense of community to provide a feeling 
of belonging and support. The case study also describes an example of a CoP that 
developed through the library’s makerspace program.

Case Study 2 The Bubbler at Madison Public 
Library in Madison, Wisconsin

Madison Public Library’s makerspace program, the Bubbler, spans 
across nine libraries as well as various community spaces and has a 
focus on people, community connections, and skill sharing. For exam-
ple, the program includes an artist-in-residence program to which 
local artists or makers can apply with the understanding that the pro-
gram involves training the artist to work with members of the public 
in a variety of settings. For their artist-in-residence program, the library 
specifically recruits Latino and African-American artists to work with 
teens on projects such as music production, photography, and murals. 
The Bubbler also includes expert-led programs for children and adults 
in areas such as sewing, cooking, screen printing, animation, and video 
production. In the broad description of the program provided here, 
community might be seen in terms of a geographic area; people from 
the community of Madison participate in the Bubbler in different ways. 
However, the emphasis on skill sharing and diversity implies that com-
munity is more than the square miles of the city. A community consists 
of people; and people have diverse interests, needs, and identities.

There is evidence that some regularly offered Bubbler programs are 
creating a sense of group identity and belonging around the Bubbler, 
that is, a sense of community. For example, a Bubbler program called 
Making Justice involves work with court-involved teens in three dif-
ferent locations. The teen services librarian leading Making Justice, 
Jesse Vieau, reports that teens in these programs are asking when Bub-
bler programs are running, they refer to themselves as “group” when 
in Bubbler sessions, and they use “Bubbler” as a verb (e.g., “we are 
Bubbler-ing today”). The library supports Jesse Vieau’s prioritization of 
going into community spaces to offer programs rather than running 
programs at a library. This consideration of the geographic location of 
makerspace programming works hand in hand with the development 
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of a sense of community. One of the mantras for all Madison Public 
Library (MPL) programming is “there’s no one-size-fits-all program.” 
When a program is being offered, there are questions about what 
might work in a specific community space and what adjustments 
might need to be made. For Making Justice programming with teens 
in the Juvenile Detention Center, a Juvenile Shelter Home, and a court-
mandated neighborhood intervention program, Bubbler staff ask what 
these teens need and what will work in these different settings.

One example of the way the needs of a specific community were 
considered was a Making Justice program run by a seamstress who 
was an artist in residence at the Juvenile Shelter Home. One of the 
requirements of the artist-in-residence program is to meet with Bub-
bler staff and other stakeholders (in this case the Shelter Home teacher 
employed by the school district) to identify needs of potential Bub-
bler participants and to work out goals of the Bubbler program on 
offer. From these discussions, the artist in residence developed two 
sewing projects—string backpacks and pillows. The backpacks met a 
need for teens to have something to keep their belongings in, and the 
pillows responded to an emotional need for teens to have something 
of their own in their rooms. The artist-in-residence brought in fabrics 
featuring bright graphic designs, for example, comic book illustrations. 
The program was popular, and the Shelter Home teacher noted that 
teens particularly responded to having something of their own that 
was “soft” and “comforting” that they could take with them. Some 
teens also took pride and pleasure in making a pillow or backpack for 
a loved one. This program exemplifies the strength of working with a 
specific geographic community to develop a program, and it indicates 
the intricacies of developing an understanding of that community as a 
group in order to run a successful making project.

A second example from the wider Bubbler program is a cartography 
group. This example provides evidence of the development of CoP in 
which members come together to engage in a common making activ-
ity that centers on a particular area of knowledge and in doing so take 
on the identity of that community. The focus of the cartography group 
is on exploring open-source software and helping each other learn and 
solve issues with software such as QGIS, CartoDB, OpenStreetMap, 
and Leaflet. One member described the cartography profession as “the 
wild frontier,” saying 80% of skills he uses he learned himself. Others 
conferred that they were self-taught (beyond their graduate degrees), 
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and that at the moment, there are no guides or models for “best prac-
tice.” Established by three women after getting their MA in cartogra-
phy, the group was started to keep dialog going after completing their 
degree, to extend the community, “to have fun brainstorming ways to 
solve problems,” to share information in an ever-changing field, and 
to supplement their MA training. Monthly meetings involve explor-
ing specific software and sharing information about resources (con-
ferences, books, professional journals, web groups, online tutorials), 
career advice, and general knowledge about the state of the field. The 
group chose to meet at the library specifically because they wanted to 
invite members of the profession or hobbyists to join them; and as one 
founding member said, because “it feels like a neutral space, it is not 
intimidating.” They noted that another Madison cartography group 
meets in a brewpub and is focused more on career advice than on skill 
sharing.

The library supports the cartography group by providing a space 
and laptops loaded with free software with which the group would like 
to work. Group members and visitors include established professionals 
who are known within the field as well as novices who have related 
degrees (such as geography) and are looking to upgrade their technol-
ogy skills and knowledge. This group exemplifies the role of the public 
library makerspace program in supporting a CoP; cartographers who 
have a common goal are sharing skills, knowledge, and technologies 
as part of their process of taking on the identity of the profession. In 
providing a space and resources for this group, MPL’s Bubbler pro-
gram aligns with the three other theoretical perspectives outlined in 
the introduction: applying Weigand’s notion of library as place, we can 
see MPL as important for facilitating the group’s knowledge sharing 
in a “neutral” space; the group exemplifies the facets of Lankes’s new 
librarianship by focusing on knowledge sharing and creation within 
the wider Madison community of cartographers; and the group is 
aimed at connecting cartographers and providing access to social and 
technical resources, as described in Dresang’s Radical Change theory.

Implications for Educators and Researchers

The earlier discussion and case studies suggest important implications for LIS 
educators and researchers related to the social roles of the makerspace and library 
to their community and the ways that makerspaces conceptualize commu-
nity. This section summarizes the main points presented about the social roles 
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of library makerspaces, community, and community engagement and provides 
some suggestions to LIS educators and researchers about how to effectively pro-
mote community engagement and social roles when teaching future practitioners 
of makerspaces and researchers who seek to understand this emerging area of 
practice.

Social Roles

The literature on makerspaces and the case studies outlined suggest that library 
makerspaces are fulfilling many traditional social roles but are also reconceptual-
izing these roles. Library makerspaces promote knowledge creation, access, learning, 
and equity and diversity. The case studies provide evidence of the importance of 
these roles but also how they are shifting. For instance, in library makerspaces 
knowledge creation is the process of making that can be shared with others, 
as opposed to libraries only providing access to print and digital resources that 
facilitate knowledge creation. New knowledge is created and shared with others 
through the products produced in the maker programs; makers are no longer just 
consumers of knowledge but producers of knowledge. Ideally, library makerspaces 
need to make the new knowledge produced by community members accessible 
and available to communities outside of the makerspace, as suggested by Lankes’s 
two-way access concept.

Equitable access to technology and resources is a vital function of libraries, but 
within library makerspaces we need to rethink what access means. Is it simply 
providing access to the tools of making (for example, sewing machines, 3D print-
ers, video recording software), or does access also include the facilitated learning 
experiences and access to the expert mentors in the maker programming? In 
the Meteorology Club example, the maker program facilitated student knowl-
edge creation through interest-driven programming and also provided access to 
resources and experts in meteorology that students would not have had access to 
without the maker program. Access also speaks to the expanding roles of library 
makerspaces. For example, the Chicago Public Library’s Maker Lab saw one of the 
roles of the library as an on-ramp to meeting other groups with similar interests 
(Urban Libraries Council, 2015). The cartography group is another example of 
this expanded role. The library makerspace not only supported the group with a 
place to meet and software to learn and use, the makerspace also provided access 
to mentors and others who could add to the professional development of the 
group. The issue, however, is that library makerspaces are all unique, and although 
they might develop around the perceived needs of their community, mostly they 
are based on the resources available to them (e.g., community experts, funding, 
resources, skills, and interests of library professionals, etc.). Without an under-
standing of the overall goals of the makerspace and the roles it provides to the 
geographic community, the makerspace is in danger of being underutilized or just 
a cool place to go at the library.
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One of the library’s primary societal roles has always been to provide resources 
to support and facilitate learning. That learning has traditionally taken place in 
programming, such as storytimes, book talks, book groups, craft sessions, informa-
tion, and digital literacy sessions, to name a few. Learning within the makerspace 
has expanded the role of learning within libraries. Learning within the makerspace 
takes many forms, whether it is achieved through long-term, facilitated, interest-
driven sessions or less formal one-off sessions that provide access to expert men-
tors, artists in residence, or maker tools and technologies. To fulfill this enhanced 
role, librarians have had to reconceptualize how they think about and provide 
learning, which requires training in facilitating learning in its many forms. One of 
the most often mentioned skills managers desired as an information professional 
working in a makerspace as reported in Koh and Abbas (2015) was the ability to 
teach (to facilitate informal learning, to develop user-centered programs). Being 
able to develop interest-driven, informal programming and to facilitate these ses-
sions is essential to learning within a makerspace. Further, knowing which making 
tools to use to support programming is an important skill but a skill information 
professionals felt they needed to learn more about (Abbas & Koh, 2015).

Library makerspaces have the potential to “level the playing field” by providing 
programming to more diverse audiences than those who traditionally use maker-
spaces in other venues. Libraries have potential to democratize and diversify the 
maker movement by making resources, tools, and processes more readily available 
to all community members, regardless of ethnicity, race, age, gender, or ability. Pro-
viding equitable access to a diverse audience is one of the primary societal roles of 
libraries. Makerspaces fulfill this role through programming based on community 
needs. Understanding users, their needs, and their cultures (being culturally com-
petent) is a desired competency for expert mentors and information profession-
als working in makerspaces (Abbas & Koh, 2015; Koh & Abbas, 2015). Barton, 
Tan, and Greenberg (2017) emphasize that makerspace programming should be 
shaped by the culture of the community and that notions of community should 
be broken down to include anyone interested in making.

LIS educators should emphasize that the social roles of libraries are chang-
ing, especially within library makerspaces. LIS students need to understand the 
social roles that libraries and library makerspaces provide but also how maker 
programming supports these roles. LIS education should reemphasize the profes-
sional and societal roles, as promulgated by ALA, which libraries have within their 
communities. Library makerspaces have the unique opportunity to foster new 
ways of thinking about community engagement, learning, and ensuring equita-
ble access for a diverse audience. Makerspace programs should be inclusive pro-
grams based on the needs of participants and the community and developed by 
participants, facilitated by librarians. Mentors with cultural competency provide 
meaningful learning experiences based on community demographics and cultural 
understandings. Therefore, LIS courses should include methods to develop cultur-
ally competent programming. Methods to conduct community needs assessments 
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and develop community-centered programming should be taught. LIS programs 
should also include theory and practices associated with connected, interest-
driven learning in which participants direct their own learning and the library 
professional serves as a guide or mentor.

Further, LIS programs should teach students about socially responsible deci-
sion making. Librarians managing a makerspace should have a clear understanding 
of the role the makerspace plays in the community and have clear goals in place 
to ensure the makerspace’s sustainability and success. Teaching students how to 
conduct strategic planning that includes setting specific goals and envisions the 
makerspace’s place within the larger organization and community are essential 
skills students need to learn.

Teaching these qualities can be achieved through independent courses focus-
ing on makerspaces, or the knowledge and skill sets may be embedded across 
different courses. In any case, LIS educators who teach future makerspace pro-
fessionals must be aware of theories underlying learning through making—for 
example, constructionism, communities of practice, and the development of par-
ticular mindsets (see Willett, 2017). These pedagogical theories and implications 
for programming might be taught directly to professionals interested in facilitat-
ing library makerspaces. In addition, LIS educators might consider ways their 
classrooms reflect characteristics of maker learning environments, such as flex-
ible, open, accessible, and technology-rich learning environments, with hands-on, 
student-driven initiatives and possibilities for the development of communities 
of practice.

More research is needed to investigate the social role of library makerspaces. 
Efforts to develop an interdisciplinary field of research, such as the Makeology 
series by Peppler, Halverson, and Kafai (2016), is promising, and research from 
library and information studies has potential to make a unique contribution to 
the field, owing to the critical roles that libraries assume regarding access, equity, 
and diversity and as community anchors for learning and knowledge creation. 
We suggest researchers studying the social roles of makerspaces expand on and 
develop the theoretical perspectives introduced in this chapter in order to con-
tribute to theory building and the advancement of scholarship of library maker-
spaces and the maker movement more generally.

Community

As indicated by the literature on makerspaces and the case studies outlined earlier, 
makerspaces may define community in several ways (e.g., as part of a larger geo-
graphic community, a group with common interests and norms—CoP, as belong-
ing to the library maker group), or the makerspace may have no clear definition 
of community. In fact, competing definitions or understandings of the goals of 
the library makerspace may exist. For example, the makerspace may have been 
developed to fulfill the social roles of the library, to promote equitable access to its 
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members by providing a space for community members to engage in making 
with new technologies, or as a way to learn new skills for job advancement. The 
makerspace may have a less defined purpose, as a place where people with com-
mon interests and norms can meet and share knowledge as a CoP. Alternatively, 
the makerspace may have a more defined purpose such as providing user-centered 
informal learning experiences. Whether a library thinks about community as geo-
graphically based, community within the makerspace, or as a CoP, understanding 
the demographics, culture, and life stories of the geographic community or the 
participants in a maker program should guide development of the makerspace 
and “interest-powered” making programming (Barton, Tan, & Greenberg, 2017; 
Koh & Abbas, 2015).

Participants of the library makerspace may also have a different idea of what 
community means to them. In the Meteorology Club study, students felt owner-
ship over the maker program, and it was noted they also felt that they belonged to 
the larger community. Students directed their own learning experiences, guided 
by the experts who contributed to the maker experience and built community 
within the maker group, as well as providing the maker program as a service to 
the larger community. Also as illustrated in the case studies, the library makerspace 
provided a public space for cartography group members to meet and gain access 
to social and technological resources. The library’s role in this case was to sup-
port the group in their activities (sharing resources and skills, supplementing their 
training, building community).

LIS educators should emphasize to students, who are future makerspace pro-
fessionals, the importance of community within makerspaces but also to teach 
students the varying ways that community may be present in a makerspace. When 
developing a new makerspace, or if simply providing making programming, the 
library should have a clear idea of how they conceptualize community within the 
makerspace and/or making programming and the goals they have for building 
community, supporting CoPs, and/or providing the makerspace as a service to 
the geographic community. Students also need to be made aware that maker-
spaces may have competing definitions of community and that each definition 
may shape the outcomes of the makerspace or making programming.

LIS students need to understand the role that community and community 
members may play in the makerspace. Library makerspaces are supported not just 
by participants who come to make but by community organizations, media and 
technology experts, and many volunteers as outlined earlier. Each have a role to 
play in the makerspace, which may vary depending on the expertise or the level 
of commitment of the volunteers. Establishing, managing, and maintaining these 
partnerships is critical to the success of a makerspace. One of the competencies 
determined to be essential by managers and librarians in makerspaces as reported 
by Koh and Abbas (2016) was community engagement. LIS educators should 
include skills and strategies for building, managing, and maintaining these part-
nerships in classes on makerspaces and/or library community engagement.
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Students also need to understand that the makerspace should have clear goals in 
mind for community engagement. Community engagement may include build-
ing and maintaining partnerships with organizations in the community that can 
support the makerspace in various ways (e.g., providing expert mentors or col-
laborating and sharing resources). A library may also see the makerspace as a way 
to engage with new community members who typically do not use the library 
and/or to support participants’ activities in their own CoPs. Further, the library 
may equate community engagement as a way to garner support for increasing 
participation and sustaining or funding a makerspace (Koh & Abbas, 2016). Stu-
dents should learn to develop strategies for engaging with the various members 
and groups of the community.

LIS courses that engage future makerspace professionals must be model learn-
ing environments for engaging communities and cultivating a sense of commu-
nity among the learners. Ideally, courses include partnerships and collaborations 
with libraries and makerspaces. Field trips to various types of makerspaces that 
serve different user groups (e.g., makerspaces in academic, public, school, special 
libraries, nonprofit organizations, museums, and more) can teach students that 
there is no one-size-fits-all makerspace. Inviting mentors, experts, librarians, and 
other professionals to the class allows LIS students to be exposed to a range of 
topics and skill sets, which may not be accomplished by a single LIS instructor. 
Internships, fieldwork, and service learning are all great opportunities to teach 
students with community. Furthermore, educators must utilize strategies for cre-
ating a sense of a learning community in class. The experience of developing a 
community of practice during their preservice training is vital for LIS students 
who will be cultivating a learning community in their library makerspace. There-
fore, LIS instructors should play the role of a connector to community resources 
and a facilitator or guide for a learning community.

Researchers who study library makerspaces need to be aware of the potentially 
competing perspectives of community within the makerspace. As outlined, mak-
erspace developers or participants may have differing perspectives of how they 
view community or may not have considered how they are defining community. 
Therefore, included in research should be methods or processes that document 
and take account of different stakeholders’ understandings and definitions of com-
munity. In addition, researchers need to be aware of their own perspectives of 
community as they study library makerspaces and not impose their own ideas of 
community on the makerspace when studying how community is present in a 
library makerspace. The role of community and how community is built in the 
makerspace should be further explored. Conducting research with community, 
beyond research on community, may advance both scholarly and practical fields of 
makerspace. Librarians who facilitate makerspaces are often being pulled in many 
directions: developing new programs, building various community connections, 
raising funds, and so on. Researchers can support librarians by working with 
them to create and develop makerspaces that align with goals and tenets of their 
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libraries and communities. Several promising research approaches exist to engage 
community through innovative research, such as research–practice partnerships 
(RPPs) (Coburn & Penuel, 2016, p. 48), design-based research (McKenney & 
Reeves, 2012), and participatory action research (Mirra, Garcia, Morrell, 2015).

Conclusion

The growing maker movement in librarianship is an important phenomenon 
in reconceptualizing libraries, not only because makerspaces are equipped with 
cutting-edge technologies but also because they retain and reinvigorate the core 
values and roles of librarianship. Theoretical perspectives and historical analyses 
show the history, culture, and values of librarianship are revived in library mak-
erspaces. Instead of viewing a makerspace as a new fad or as a separate space 
disconnected from the rest of the library, this chapter suggests library makerspaces 
represent a transformative role for libraries in the contemporary knowledge soci-
ety, as libraries continuously adapt to serve the needs of their communities. The 
name, “makerspace,” and tools they offer vary across the institutions and are likely 
to change over time; however, the roles that library makerspaces assume, to facili-
tate knowledge creation, access, learning, and equity and diversity, will remain 
critical in order to sustain and promote their local communities. Further, these 
roles must continue to be examined, negotiated, advanced, and refined by the 
members of the profession and their communities.

This chapter particularly focuses on the concept of community and its differ-
ing meanings. Community may refer to a geographically based local community, 
a group of people who share the same interests, or a sense of belonging. With 
real-world examples of library makerspaces, the chapter discusses the significance 
of library makerspaces being grounded in their local communities as well as sup-
porting a sense of community among the participants. A review of literature 
on community and makerspaces reveals that the library profession has strengths 
regarding ways to engage local community and develop community connections. 
Meanwhile, literature from the broader makerspace movement emphasizes the 
development of a community of makers and learners—that is, a sense of com-
munity that supports one another—in physical and online spaces. Both provide 
valuable perspectives, and researchers and professionals in library makerspaces can 
learn from cross-disciplinary conversations to contribute to the community and 
the larger maker movement.
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All of our profiled libraries are grounded in the belief that the establishment of 
a library in a school or community will influence at least personal development 
and ultimately and collectively create a more literate and educated population. 
This is particularly true for the many new libraries in the developing world. Here 
we see that library development is a direct response to raised awareness of the 
challenges underlying hope for better lives. These libraries arise in communities 
that are marginalized and excluded from mainstream society. Libraries that 
explicitly foreground their mission as agents of social change focus their services 
and programs on influencing critical matters of social justice (particularly equity 
for women), health and hygiene, and poverty, and building local capacity for 
improved lives for all members of the community. In such visions for change, the 
community is heavily invested in the library as a partner within a wider initiative 
for change. This change process is grounded in an asset approach where the 
strengths of various players work together and entails a deeply respectful revival 
of cultural capital (Bourdieu 2008) and funds of knowledge (Moll et al. 1992), 
epistemology, and ways of teaching and learning. These libraries are often run by 
a local management committee consisting of representatives from all important 
sectors of the community and of course the librarian.

Looking through the social change lens, librarians are regarded as professionals 
and mobilize to form professional networks. There is a strong commitment to 
development of local publishing of indigenous language reading materials, which 
entails supporting a new profession of authors, illustrators, editors and publishers 
where few or none had existed before in predominantly oral cultures. Library 
projects and programs are vehicles of change by framing activities and events in 
the critical change issues listed above. Libraries and librarians then are acting as 
agents of social change. Kulenovic (2011) outlines the potential librarians have to 
make a real difference by

… providing inspiration, creative spaces, and creating opportunities for 
healthy and positive dialogues between different populations. They can 
rebuild the information landscape too, helping society move away from 
misinformation to clarity and balance. There is scope to educate people in 
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the information skills that can contribute to economic growth and prosperity. 
(Kulenovic 2011: ¶2)

As mentioned above, many of the libraries we highlight, particularly those in 
the developing world, are rooted in social change in contrast to socialization. 
Established libraries in the Western world tend to provide resources and programs 
that help people optimally participate in existing structures (political, economic, 
social). In contrast, libraries conceived as change agents provide multiple means 
of improving the lives of their community members by shifting the community, for 
example, from illiteracy to literacy, from poverty to economic independence, and 
from unquestioned customs around health to knowledge-based practices. As with 
some of our other example libraries, the impetus for such change is typically from 
the ground up, rather than from top down.

In this chapter we visit one library that brings together many of the features of 
this concept of a library. The Kuugin King Naay Library is situated in a remote 
and historically marginalized Aborginal community in northwestern Canada, 
specifically within Aboriginal reserve lands. This is one of the first libraries to 
be established in any of Canada’s numerous reserve lands. The people of this 
community took the initiative themselves when a provincial research project on 
early childhood and health revealed extremely high levels of risk for their children 
in language and cognitive development. As in other libraries, the community-led 
response to this revelation involved multiple key players who together identified 
the need for a library within the community. Funding from corporations known 
to support literacy was successfully obtained to begin the collection. The strong 
Canada-wide movement to revive and honor Aboriginal languages and cultures 
shaped the library collection, facilities and programs from the beginning. For 
example, children have a wide choice of culturally and linguistically appropriate 
reading materials, and adults have access to a special collection aimed at good 
health and community-made resources of ancestral language materials. Using 
an asset approach, programs include parent–child reading and language play 
about cultural stories, creative video productions of cultural knowledge using a 
variety of new technologies, as well as traditional cultural activities such as infant 
massage and storytelling. They also provide support for students in study skills 
to improve school performance, and opportunities for sharing traditional stories 
and crafts outside of school. The vision of Kuugin King Naay is to be a central 
node in the community network dedicated to supporting literacy and learning for 
its children and youth, families and Elders so that all members are brought into 
lifelong learning within and across the Haida Gawaii. 

This profile of Kuugin King Naay Library in British Columbia, Canada was prepared 
by Nicola Einarson.
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Haida Gwaii is a group of islands on the northwest coast of British Columbia, and 
home to about 5000 people living in six communities, two of which are located 
on aboriginal reserve land. The two southernmost communities of Haida Gwaii 
are the villages of Skidegate and Queen Charlotte. Since 2007, the community of 
Skidegate has supported a privately owned and operated library, Kuugin King 
Naay. This name roughly translates to “Looking at Books House” in HlGaagilda 
Xaayda Kil, the Skidegate dialect of the Haida language.

Kuugin King Naay was developed in partnership between the Skidegate Band 
Council, the Haida Education Committee, Literacy Haida Gwaii and School 
District 50 in response to UBC’s Early Child Development project which maps 
child development, socio-economic characteristics and community assets. 
Statistics from the 2006 survey indicated that the highest area of vulnerability in 
Haida Gwaii was in language and cognitive development, and community projects 
to address this vulnerability and support the needs of children and families were 
initialized.

The communities of Haida Gwaii are served by the provincial library system of 
Vancouver Island. Upon examining library usage on Haida Gwaii, it was revealed 
that community members in Skidegate were not active library users. The reasons 
for this were unclear, but it was thought that one barrier to library usage may 
have been due to the 15 km distance between Skidegate and Queen Charlotte. In 
brainstorming strategies to increase library patronage, a weekly shuttle bus was 
proposed to transport community members to the Queen Charlotte branch of the 
provincial library system.

Alison Gear of School District 50 presented these findings and suggestions to 
the Skidegate Band Council in conjunction with the Haida Education Council. 
In outlining some reasons why library patronage in the Skidegate membership 
might be low, she noted that in Canada, neither federal nor provincial library 
funding applies to aboriginal reserve lands. For this reason, the incidence of 
libraries on reserve in British Columbia was either nil or negligible. Upon hearing 
this reasoning, Chief Councilor Wayne Wilson exclaimed “Well then, we will be 
the first!” There was agreement around the table, and logistical planning and 
preparation for this library began.

The seed grant for the library collection was made possible with the Gift of 
Words grant program sponsored by Starbucks Canada and the ABC Literacy 
Foundation. Based on research that children need to see themselves reflected in 
books, the Haida Education Council suggested that the initial library collection 
consist of aboriginal children’s books. To choose the initial collection of books, 
the entire collection Aboriginal-content children’s books of the Vancouver Island 
Regional Library was shipped, free of charge, to Haida Gwaii. A “Book Selection 
Party” was hosted to which all families, Elders, and educators from Skidegate 
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were invited. One hundred and thirty books were purchased, and the library was 
officially opened to the public.

Initially hosted by the Headstart program, the library soon moved to its current 
location in a heritage schoolhouse in the heart of Skidegate. The decision to move 
from the Headstart building was made in order to better serve the community, and 
to grow. After installing the cataloging program Anthenaeum Express, a loaning 
system to serve all community members was soon to follow. The library collection 
has grown to almost 1600 books, and almost 300 library cards have been issued.

The building consists of two main rooms, one for the library and one for the 
nursery school. The Library space is approximately 1200 square feet, comprising 
one room of a two-room schoolhouse. The building has been renovated but was the 
original day-school of Skidegate Village. In its most recent incarnation, it has been 
outfitted to be a very child-friendly, warm and welcoming space; with a full color 
mural painted on one wall, alphabet and counting rugs on the floor, a brightly 
decorated bulletin board featuring local art and words in HlGaagilda Xaayda Kil, 
and inspirational quotes stenciled against the windows. In the summer, the space 
is predominantly lit by sunlight via large windows.

Kuugin King Naay’s collection has grown over the years to provide categories 
consisting of literature aimed for children aged 0–6, juvenile fiction, juvenile non-
fiction, teen fiction, and adult non-fiction; along with the Skidegate Health Center’s 
Healthy Bodies Lending Library. A large proportion of our children’s collection—
approximately 40%—is identified as containing aboriginal focus either in story 
or artwork, but oftentimes both. This includes aboriginal representation from 
all areas of the world, but predominantly focused on North American peoples, 
and most often peoples of the Northwest Coast. Of our adult collection excluding 
the Health Center collection, approximately 80% is focused on issues relating to 
aboriginality such as history, community development, art and biographies. We 
would like to see more aboriginal-focused literature for the tween-to-teen group, 
and we are working on it.

Along with books, we have computers and internet access, a printer/scanner/fax 
machine, and a small selection of educational DVDs. It is also wonderful to see the 
growing collection of HlGaagilda Xaayda Kil/Skidegate dialect Haida Language 
materials from the Skidegate Haida Immersion Program (SHIP), the body of 
Elders who are fluent in their ancestral language and perform documentation 
and archiving of the language. We hold a full complement of HlGaagilda Xaayda 
Kil language CDs produced by SHIP, nearing 100 disks and accompanying text 
material. We have recently acquired a newly produced set of children’s picture 
books written entirely in HlGaagilda Xaayda Kil and featuring storylines 
illustrated with photographs of local children and families. These books contain 
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an audio disk component to engage new learners with the spoken word as well as 
textual representations of their ancestral language.

The operations of Kuugin King Naay are funded by the Education Department of 
the Skidegate Band Council, and the library collection grows primarily through 
book donations from community members, literacy organizations, and publishers. 
In 2010 the initial librarian, Barbara Mack, retired from service and Nicola 
Einarson assumed the role. Nicola received her BA in Family Studies from the 
University of British Columbia in 2009, and is currently undertaking her Masters 
degree in Educational Technology, also with UBC, via distance education. She has 
a passion for education and working with active learners of all ages. One of her 
first orders of duty was to secure funding to better outfit the growing collection 
and use of the Library. To this end, the Northern Savings Credit Union supported 
Kuugin King Naay as “The Space and Place to Learn”, providing a grant with 
which new tables and shelving were purchased.

Kuugin King Naay is open 12 hours per week. There have always been considerations 
of balance amongst hours and patrons, with openings being structured to provide 
access for the nursery school classes, working families, and other patrons. We 
have experimented with evening hours, weekend hours, and daytime hours in order 
to find the right mixture, and remain open to community suggestions and flexible 
for change. In addition to our regular open hours, meetings and workshops are 
also held in the library space on a first-come-first-served basis. Over the years the 
library has hosted a variety of educational workshops, including Mother Goose 
sessions for parents and toddlers, infant massage, storytelling workshops, video 
production and editing, resume writing workshops, children’s art workshops, and 
more. 

From the beginning, it was hoped that every effort to promote library patronage 
would be provided to the community. Through the years we have run Summer 
Reading Programs by and for local youth. This provides a summer employment 
opportunity as well as a way to build community networks. There have also been 
special interest groups formed by and for teens and tweens. We have seasonal craft 
activities approximately once per month, to draw youth and caregivers into the 
library and introduce them to our collections. Given some basic details, anybody 
may receive a library card and borrow as many books, within reason, as they see 
fit. Our lending policies rely on the honor system, and so far this has worked out 
pretty well for us. We do not have rigid due dates and we do not have late fees. 
Instead of reactive measures against misuse, the library has a proactive reward 
system in which every book returned receives one entry in a monthly prize draw.

One of the major successes of this library has been providing a space for Skidegate 
residents in the K-12 education system to come and get help with their academic 
work. Since the high school is located in the neighboring village of Queen 
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Charlotte, students who live in Skidegate catch the bus shortly after school is 
over and do not always have the chance to get the after-school help they need. 
The academic support group started at the library in 2010 has grown to the point 
of consistent attendance and volunteer teacher help, bringing some students to a 
passing grade and other students to honors levels.

The vision of the Haida Education Council was to create a center for lifelong 
learning in Skidegate, and for Kuugin King Naay to promote literacy, encourage a 
love of learning, provide access to information, and provide programs for people 
of all ages. As Kuugin King Naay heads into our sixth year of operations, we 
can see the positive influence that this space has had on our community members 
as a resource for language, literacy and learning. We are happy to hear that 
our neighbors in the north end of Haida Gwaii are considering opening their 
own Children’s Library on the Old Massett reserve in the near future, and we 
encourage all communities to do the same. Through partnerships and a dedication 
to education, this legacy for education of Skidegate will hopefully be here for the 
long term.

Figure 6.1 Kuugin King Naay Library, Canada
Source: Courtesy of Nicola Einarson.
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A view of literacy as empowerment and of education as personal and social 
emancipation (Freire and Macedo 1987) underlies libraries founded as change 
agents. Literacy is the gateway to education and knowledge, but is not limited 
to “basic literacy”. In the revolutionary book, Literacy: Reading the Word and 
the World, Paulo Freire views literacy as cultural politics—not just a technical 
or cognitive ability or even a social practice. His critical literacy perspective 
regards literacy as a means of democratic and emancipatory change. In Canada’s 
Aboriginal communities, the disturbing history of oppression and erasure of 
native cultures that took place over the last century is actively being reversed. 
Indigenous languages, traditional ways of teaching and learning, long-held 
domains of knowledge that were censored and obliterated are being revived with 
deep commitment by Aboriginal communities throughout the country. Parallel 
developments are happening throughout the world in communities once nearly 
extinguished by colonialism. Libraries can play a critical role in empowering and 
emancipating subjected peoples. 

In such contexts, social justice needs to be at the core of what the library does. 
Vincent interprets this to mean that libraries must: “a) Embrace equality and 
diversity; b) Focus on a needs-based service and targeting resources towards 
those who need them most; c) Know and understand the components of the local 
community; d) Have an active, collaborative role in empathizing and working in 
partnership with the local community; and e) Fully engage the community, moving 
as far as possible towards co-production of service provision” (Vincent 2012: ¶1). 

Figure 6.2 Kuugin King Naay Library, Canada
Source: Courtesy of Nicola Einarson.
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It becomes critical then that these efforts to emancipate and revitalize are led by the 
community and not by those with vestiges of power. As explained by Williment, 

The community-led approach acknowledges the important role traditional 
approaches can still play in serving community—but it also provides 
additional approaches that involve working with community. Using a 
community-led approach, library staff actively listen to people talk about 
their library based needs, plan collaboratively with community members, and 
modify and reshape activities based upon community input. Community is 
actively involved in defining and measuring outcomes. (Williment 2012: ¶3)

Such perspectives on the role of the library allow for promoting proactive social 
changes which in turn help to build vibrant, engaged, and locally sustainable 
communities. Here libraries are no longer viewed as minor players in bringing 
socio-cultural and socio-economic improvements in people’s lives, but as effective 
agents of social change.
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often raises concerns about whether pre-tenured faculty can publish the suf-
ficient quantity and quality of work necessary to achieve tenure. This paper
describes successful collaborations through a university-based Community
Partnership Center with members of community-based organizations in
low-income inner-city neighborhoods, social work students, and faculty.
Two case examples illustrate the co-authors’ involvement with the Center
as pre-tenured faculty. The article outlines the challenges and benefits of in-
volvement with an established center for university-community partner-
ships. With careful planning and coordination, such centers can be excellent
vehicles through which to achieve important mutual benefits for commu-
nity-based organizations, student learning, and faculty responsibilities in re-
search, teaching and service. [Article copies available for a fee from The
Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address:
<docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2004
by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]

KEYWORDS. Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC), par-
ticipatory research, service learning, tenure, university-community part-
nerships

INTRODUCTION

Within the ebb and flow of political, economic, and social support for
civic engagement and partnership between universities and their neighbor-
ing communities, educators are challenged to enact ethical, proactive ap-
proaches that underscore knowledge and skills for advocacy and
community-focused practice. Collaborations between academic social
work programs and community-based organizations hold great promise for
meeting this challenge (Bembry, 1995; Harkavy & Puckett, 1994). Social
work is among the many professions participating in the paradigm shift to-
ward greater university-community involvement, including public health,
planning, psychology, education, law, occupational therapy, and sociology
(Ansley & Gaventa, 1997; Casella, 2002; Metzler et al., 2003; Sclove,
Scammell, & Holland, 1998; Taylor, Braveman, & Hammel, 2004). In-
creasingly, this involvement is influenced by a range of federal agencies
and funding sources to engage more fully in interdisciplinary, inter-com-
munity work (Maclure, 1990; Mizrahi & Rosenthal, 2001; O’Fallon &
Dearry, 2002). With the collaboration of grassroots community experts
(Abatena, 1997), university resources can be applied to programs and ser-
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vices that strengthen communities, students can receive necessary training,
and faculty can study community-specific issues.

The ethical and methodological foundation of the university-based
community partnership center described in this article derived directly
from the participatory democracy and research approaches of Paulo
Friere and Friere’s friend and colleague, Miles Horton (Gaventa, Peters, &
Bell, 1991). Friere’s conceptualizations of conscientization, critical
consciousness, dialog and reflection, and the belief that fairness and eq-
uity should and can be attained, continue to be core values of participa-
tory processes (Castelloe & Watson, 1999; Friere, 1970). As noted later,
Horton co-founded the internationally known Highlander Research and
Education Center located in East Tennessee (Highlander Research and
Education Center, 2004). Such participatory approaches emphasize
mutual exchange between citizens and researchers of personal, popular,
and professional education, consciousness-raising, and mutual skill de-
velopment. Shared power and decision-making, from the outset of so-
cial change efforts, are essential (Sarri & Sarri, 1992; McNicoll, 1999).

These approaches also form the cornerstone of the rich interdisciplinary
heritage and evolving scientific basis of community-based participatory re-
search (Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003; Trickett, 1991). The Interagency
Working Group for Community-Based Participatory Research (2002) de-
fines community-based participatory research as “scientific inquiry con-
ducted in communities in which community members, persons affected by
condition or issue under study and other key stakeholders in the commu-
nity’s health have the opportunity to be full participants in each phase of the
work (from conception–design–conduct–analysis–interpretation–conclu-
sions–communication of results).” In many communities, however, a sig-
nificant barrier to expanding the community-focused skills of social work
students has been a history of disempowering relationships between aca-
demic institutions and communities (Livermore & Midgley, 1998; Rogge,
1998). Researchers have been criticized for garnering funds and building
careers without appropriate acknowledgement of–let alone recompense
for–community member contributions including time, expertise, and intel-
lectual property. From the standpoint of ethical, robust, valid scientific pro-
cesses, research that claims to be community-based yet does not fully
engage community in the creation and critique of knowledge is flawed at
best (Sullivan & Kelly, 2001; Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998).

Grassroots organizations, in particular, view university-community
collaborations with caution. Ansley and Gaventa (1997, p. 51) argue,
“Many communities long ago gave up on universities as places from
which they could expect meaningful assistance.” Or, as one leader of a

Mary E. Rogge and  Cynthia J. Rocha 105



fledging neighborhood association noted: “You’ve got to realize the
university is a lion and we [the association] are just a kitten starting out;
you can come out here and nurture us and help us grow, or swat us aside
with one blow” (A. Gaston, personal communication, April, 1998). So-
cial work has also been criticized similarly as lacking a genuine com-
mitment to community empowerment and participatory processes
(Freeman, 1996).

This paper describes the development of successful university-com-
munity collaborations among social work faculty, social work graduate
students, and community organizations, connected through a univer-
sity-based, federally funded center. These collaborations are discussed
also in the context of pre-tenured faculty engaged in community-based
research. In academic settings, community research is not always val-
ued as much as other research methods because of its more qualitative
approach and labor intensive nature that can raise concerns about pub-
lishing sufficient material to achieve tenure (Ansley & Gaventa, 1997;
Euster & Weinbach, 1994). In this article, factors are discussed that
have created functional partnerships for university-community collabo-
rators linked through this center. First, the center’s mission and funding
during the time of the co-authors’ involvement as pre-tenured faculty
are summarized. Second, two case examples are used to describe mu-
tual benefits derived from relationships with the center. The co-authors
discuss how these relationships challenged and contributed to students,
community partners and, at the time, to their experience as pre-tenured
faculty.

COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP CENTER (CPC)

Initiated in 1994, the Community Partnership Center (CPC) at the
University of Tennessee (UT) is an interdisciplinary, participatory re-
search-based center that connects researchers, technical experts, stu-
dents, and other UT resources to groups in low to moderate-income
communities. The creation of the CPC was influenced significantly by
the rich history of grassroots organizing and social action in the sur-
rounding Appalachian region of East Tennessee in general and, in par-
ticular, by the work of Paulo Friere, Miles Horton, and their colleagues
through the Highlander Research and Education Center (Ansley &
Gaventa, 1997; Beaver, 1986; Cable, 1993; Community Shares, 2004;
Fisher, 1993, Gaventa, Peters, & Bell, 1991; Highlander Research and
Education Center, 2004; Save Our Cumberland Mountains, 2004;
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Southern Empowerment Project, 2004). The CPC provides leadership
in developing collaborative methods in research, service learning op-
portunities for faculty and students, and participatory approaches to-
ward sustainable development. Its governing board was structured from
the outset so that community members had majority vote; two thirds of
the representatives are from community and one third from the univer-
sity. As identified in its mission, objectives, and governing structure,
the overriding intent of the CPC is to direct resources into the commu-
nity to build community capacity. Housed in the University’s Office of
Research, the CPC’s focus on community-based participatory research
is unique among the University’s research centers and central to its mis-
sion of collaborating to solve social and economic problems. From the
outset, the CPC has served a clearinghouse function to identify commu-
nity-based needs and solicit UT resources to respond (CPC, 2004).

CPC projects have targeted community-identified needs including
economic development, homelessness, public safety, education, envi-
ronmental justice, at-risk youths, and job training (Ansley & Gaventa,
1997; CPC, 2004). Core funding for the CPC core program has been
through the U.S. Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Community
Outreach Partnership Centers (COPC) program (University Partner-
ships Clearinghouse, 1998). CPC received its first HUD/COPC grant,
for $500,000, in 1995. In 1997, the CPC received a $100,000
Institutionalization Grant under the HUD/COPC, which addressed five
issue areas: planning and legal assistance; institutionalization and cur-
ricular development; access to the information highway; strengthening
community-based organizations; and applied research on the effects of
globalization on East Tennessee. In 2001, the CPC was allocated a por-
tion of Knoxville’s HUD Urban Empowerment Zone grant to facilitate
the development of “citizen learning teams” within the Zone (see CPC,
2004; Gaventa, Morrissey, & Creed, 1998). HUD-related grants have
targeted the “Heart of Knoxville” inner city neighborhoods, which are
home to over 48,000 individuals with low and moderate incomes (Part-
nership for Neighborhood Improvement, 1998). Additional funding and
programs of the CPC include the Learning Initiative, first funded in
1994 by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the Ford Foundation and
the Aspen Institute to implement and evaluate citizens’ learning teams
in 10 rural Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Communities across the
United States (Gaventa et al., 1998).

Mary E. Rogge and  Cynthia J. Rocha 107



SOCIAL WORK-COMMUNITY EXCHANGES
THROUGH THE CPC

The two case examples that follow describe how the co-authors, as
pre-tenure faculty, collaborated with the CPC and how those collaborations
supported mutually beneficial exchanges among community organiza-
tions, social work students, and faculty. Following the case presentations,
the challenges, benefits, and lessons learned in terms of teaching, research,
and service are discussed.

The TennCare Project

In 1995, the second co-author was invited by CPC to collaborate with
a local grassroots organization working to improve access to and quality
of health care in East Tennessee. To lend legitimacy to their organizing
efforts, the organization wanted to systematically document citizens’
reports of effects from TennCare, Tennessee’s recently implemented
federal Medicaid Waiver and mandatory Medicaid managed care pro-
gram. The co-author was interested in studying and disseminating in-
formation about the effects of managed care on poor populations. The
CPC saw the match and connected faculty and organization. This inter-
action was the beginning of a long, interesting, and sometimes stressful
relationship. While both faculty and organization cared about the issue,
goals were not always the same. From an academic standpoint, time was
needed to approach the project objectively, obtain university approval
for human subjects’ research, and seek funding for the project. The
grassroots organization, on the other hand, wanted documentation of
what organization members observed to be happening and needed im-
mediate outcomes to pressure government officials to change the
TennCare system.

The first task was to find funding and receive university permission for
the TennCare study. Long meetings were held with the co-author, organi-
zation, and other players to negotiate the final survey instrument. Com-
munity members had significant input in regard to sample selection and
the choice of research and survey questions. Each player, including a po-
tential funder from outside of the organization and university, had an in-
vestment in what questions should be asked. The funder provided support
for the study and the UT Graduate School awarded a small faculty devel-
opment grant. The next task was to decide who would collect the data.
Because the collection process would be house-to-house in the moderate
and low-income neighborhoods represented by the grassroots organiza-
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tion, members of the organization were the obvious choice for interview-
ers. The members were paid to participate and were paired with UT
graduate social work students. Training sessions were held, and 164 resi-
dents were interviewed.

As the initial TennCare research got underway, the CPC decided to
pursue its first HUD/COPC grant, subsequently funded in 1995. Be-
cause the TennCare team had an established relationship, the CPC
asked members of the grassroots organization and faculty to collaborate
on a portion of the grant that would focus on community economic de-
velopment. The team’s project was one of twelve community economic
development projects funded. The goal was to remove barriers to health
care in the Heart of Knoxville inner city neighborhoods. Project objec-
tives and outcomes included: meeting with community residents to dis-
cuss research outcomes; developing and implementing empowerment
and leadership workshops; networking with local groups and residents
to monitor health care programs; organizing and holding an annual
community health fair; and conducting process evaluations of the proj-
ect objectives and a follow-up survey on barriers to health care. In 1997,
the HUD/COPC grant funded another TennCare research project with
the faculty-grassroots organization team. Paid community members
and students paired again to conduct interviews with forty managed
care clients who had reported problems with TennCare. Whereas the
first TennCare project identified the extent of the problems faced by
TennCare recipients, this study produced a more in-depth understand-
ing of those problems and their effects on the lives of the people experi-
encing them. Many meetings were held with community members to
frame the qualitative survey instrument in regard to existing barriers to
health care in the community. Members of the grassroots organization
also participated in the use of content analysis to interpret the qualitative
findings.

The grassroots organization took the results of the study to local me-
dia, organized a protest march in the city’s downtown area, and held a
press conference. Because of this publicity, the Tennessee State Over-
sight Committee invited the co-author and the organization to testify
about the findings of both studies before the Committee. These events
point to an important mutual benefit from this university-community re-
lationship. Before the research, the grassroots organization had tried un-
successfully to testify before the Committee. The involvement of
university research lent the legitimacy that the organization needed to
be heard by the Committee. On the other hand, the results of these two
studies would not have been publicized through the media nor reached
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state legislators in this way if the organization had not taken to the
streets in protest.

Coursework Integration. The co-author integrated this research into
her advanced social work policy class that uses experiential techniques
to teach policy practice to social work students (Rocha & Johnson,
1997). In this class, students work in semester-long task groups to ana-
lyze an issue, develop a purposeful change campaign in response to a
community need, and implement a change strategy at the organizational
or community level. Depending on the issue, students often have very
little or extensive contact with community groups. If there are commu-
nity groups already working on the issue of choice, the student task
group consults with the community groups to assess how the students
can be most helpful. Some class projects, such as assisting in the devel-
opment of a community health fair, came directly from projects created
by the HUD/COPC grant. Other projects, such as changing bus routes to
better serve a city area comprised primarily of people who are elderly
and have low income, were connected through the CPC clearinghouse.

The task group assignment continues to be a core component of the ad-
vanced policy course. Each semester, two or three community groups
usually request student assistance to work on local or state level issues.
Student groups have lobbied successfully for change in state spousal rape
laws; assisted grassroots organizations in training welfare advocates to
work with families affected by welfare reform; carried out a local aware-
ness campaign promoting the public’s help with homeless children; cre-
ated a resource guide on health care for uninsured persons; developed sex
education curricula for public schools; and lobbied, with some success to
increase accessibility for students with physical challenges at UT. In ad-
dition, student assignments and reflective comments indicate that they
also benefit through service learning as a method to increase citizen par-
ticipation in a democratic society (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996).

Morningside Heights Homeowners’ Association (MHHA)

Community Fellows in the Classroom. In response to community requests
for help with grant writing, the first co-author initiated a “community fel-
lows” project in 1997. Community Fellows are members of commu-
nity-based organizations who participate, on a tuition-free, non-credit basis,
in a graduate course on financial management and resource development. In
the first year, three community fellows associated with CPC-partner groups
participated: the executive director of the Morningside Heights Homeowners
Association (MHHA), a community organizer with an anti-drug initiative for
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youth, and the grant writer for a faith-based community development group.
In exchange for attending the course, fellows share their experiences in get-
ting financial resources for their organizations. Because the major course as-
signment is to develop an actual grant proposal based on real agency needs,
the Community Fellows also produce a grant proposal relative to their orga-
nization’s program. Two of the three inaugural fellows’ grant proposals were
funded. The fellows contributed to lively class discussions on building rela-
tionships with potential funders, collecting and organizing assessment infor-
mation, matching program design to social problems and target population,
and budget with program scope. Evaluations from students and fellows have
been very encouraging. Students note that, despite initial misgivings, the fel-
lows’ sharing of their experiences enriches rather than detracts from learning.
One fellow wrote that the experience was “both intense and extremely bene-
ficial . . . I am grateful . . . to learn with you all, and for the tools you have
given me to use to good effect in the community in which I work.”

The CPC benefited from the community fellow project in that part of
the co-author’s teaching time and fellow’s project time counted toward
the CPC’s HUD/COPC grant match. One unanticipated benefit was the
establishment of a new health clinic in the neighborhood served by the
MHHA. During a discussion of organizational best practices among
class members and a panel of social work agency leaders, the MHHA
fellow described the need for such a clinic. Both the fellow and the pan-
elist from the facility that established the clinic attribute this action di-
rectly to their connection during the course (G. Winfrey & B. Dodson,
personal communication, December, 1998).

Student Task Groups in the Neighborhoods. A second exchange oc-
curred in a subsequent semester and different course. In a graduate foun-
dation course on practice with organizations and communities, the first
co-author piloted an experiential community-based assignment, which
was a new experience for most of the students. Groups of three to six stu-
dents worked with pre-selected representatives of community-based or-
ganizations on projects structured by the organizations. Each student
worked a maximum of 20 field hours; each organization received from
60-120 volunteer hours. Projects emphasized community assessment or
participation in social change efforts. Presentations and discussion of the
projects over the semester exposed students to each other’s projects.

Organizations were selected primarily because of their social change
efforts. Another characteristic of many of the organizations was that
they did not employ professional social workers (c.f., Johnson, 2000).
Such organizations were targeted so that social work students experi-
enced grassroots change efforts in organizations generally unfamiliar to
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them; organizations experienced the benefits of working with social
work students; and groundwork was laid for future university-commu-
nity collaborations through field practica and community-based re-
search. In good faith with the concept of mutual exchange (i.e., “the
what’s-in-it-for-you/what’s-in-it-for-me,” WIFFY/WIFFM principle),
tasks with short learning curves were designed to meet concrete organi-
zational needs. Again, the CPC benefited by using part of the co-au-
thor’s teaching time and student task group time as HUD/COPC grant
match. The CPC was the introductory link for over half of the organiza-
tions with which students worked, including the MHHA. The co-au-
thor, in turn, connected several of the organizations to CPC. The CPC
was important in this assignment because of CPC’s staff knowledge of
local low- and moderate-income community social change organiza-
tions and actors.

Variations of the assignment continue to be a core component of this
course. During the first semester that the assignment was used, 51 stu-
dents worked in 12 task groups with 11 organizations, for a total of
about 1,051 hours. Projects have included:

• Neighborhood organizing: conducting and analyzing a door-
to-door neighborhood survey for a local community development
center and presenting data at the first meeting of that neighbor-
hood’s new association;

• Local/international political action: producing an article on inter-
national debt burden and the local economy in a regional newspa-
per, sponsoring a Peruvian speaker on campus, and collecting over
600 signatures for an international petition to forgive the debt of
poor developing countries;

• Environmental justice: researching funding opportunities and or-
ganizing materials in a citizen’s library jointly used by a group of
workers, an African-American neighborhood, and environmental
activists concerned nuclear radiation and associated chemicals;

• Community violence: collecting and analyzing police data for a
citizen’s group concerned about law enforcement violence and
creating a guide to public referendum processes; and,

• Economic development: for MHHA, helping to implement aspects
of the neighborhood’s revitalization plan.

Student evaluations indicate that the diversity of organizations, is-
sues, leadership styles, and political contexts helps translate theory
about practice with organizations and communities to reality. For exam-
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ple, in an in-class exercise using Weil and Gamble’s (1995) commu-
nity-based practice models, students discovered that each of the eight
models was represented by at least one organization with which the
class worked.

BENEFITS, CHALLENGES, AND LESSONS LEARNED

The situations, relationships, benefits, and barriers discussed in the
two cases have challenged and contributed the learning of students,
community partners, and faculty in a number of ways. Although the
cases illustrate partnerships primarily between social workers and com-
munity, many of the experiences and lessons learned are applicable in
cross-disciplinary applications. These are summarized in the context of
the triad of academic responsibilities in teaching, research, and service.

Teaching

Over time, the co-authors have adapted the experiential learning
components of the foundation practice and advanced policy practice
classes to build sequentially. The foundation course involves students
in time-limited, pre-selected tasks with supervision from task leaders in
community organizations. In the advanced course, students identify,
shape and carry out semester-long projects, often in coordination with
community organizations. Both courses emphasize experiential learn-
ing and reflective processes as important pedagogical tools for making
course materials relevant and “real.”

As described in the two case examples, there have been multiple ben-
efits for community partners, social work students and faculty from the
relationship with the CPC and associated community organizations.
Students have experienced organizing and other aspects of grassroots
work, applied participatory practice, advocacy and social action skills,
and observed diverse organizations and leaders in action. The skills that
students have acquired derive from applying sound community inter-
vention techniques including finding creative uses for slim resources;
customizing and carrying out community assessments; building rela-
tionships with stakeholders; and presenting one’s case to citizens’
groups, city council, transit boards, neighborhood associations, faculty
committees, public forums, and nonprofit organizations. Students re-
port having learned to use the media to bring important issues to the
public’s attention through creating public service announcements, writ-
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ing editorials, discussing issues on television talk shows, and using the
Internet. They have integrated experiences with readings on task force
organization, and the translation of mission to measurable outcome. In
project evaluations, students note having shared, with each other and
their community partners, the challenges of time management and coor-
dination and the frustrations of delayed outcomes, power plays and po-
litical intrigue. Students have shared also the excitement of successful
local and state lobbying efforts and the gratification of achieving con-
crete change such as improved transportation in low-income communi-
ties and the birth of a new neighborhood association.

Students have learned firsthand about the political nature of organizational
control and information management and about the tenacity of citizens dedi-
cated to a cause. Most importantly, students report new insights in under-
standing social problems from citizens’ perspectives and the mutuality of
building social capital (Brzuzy & Segal, 1996; McNicoll, 1999). Through
partnering with citizens to solve local problems, students experience the
challenges and celebrations of how community members come together
around an issue to make a difference. After the projects are over, some stu-
dents have maintained relationships and become volunteers for the organiza-
tions with which they worked. Participatory approaches emphasized through
these courses move students out of familiar social and professional networks
to work with new, diverse groups of people and approaches to social change.
A number of relationships formed through the actions described here paved
the way for what have become excellent, mutually beneficial field placement
opportunities for students to extend service to organizations including the
Highlander, Solutions, a member-directed grassroots organization (Solu-
tions, 2004), and the fair economy-focused Tennessee Industrial Renewal
Network (TIRN, 2004). Finally, students have reported that the interactions
deriving from these assignments have helped them, often for the first time,
“get” the relevance of macro social work practice and participatory processes
for their own practice.

Research

The case studies illustrate some of the research-related benefits of con-
necting to community through entities such as the CPC. There are impor-
tant challenges for both university and community folk associated with
collaborative research in neighborhoods and communities (Cordes, 1998;
Rogge & Winfrey, 1998). First and foremost, the richness of commu-
nity-based research and its potential to influence positive change with cit-
izens have been, in the co-authors’ experience, well worth undertaking
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such challenges. Other research-related benefits have included expanded
networks within and external to the university, grant opportunities and
awards, access to data, and participation in national HUD/COPC grant
application reviews. As pre-tenured faculty, community-based associa-
tions provided rich material for dissemination through publications and
conference presentations (e.g., Rocha, 1999; Rocha, 2000; Rocha &
Johnson, 1997; Rocha & Kabalka, 1999; Rogge, Hicks, Stucky, &
Conner, 2000; Rogge & Rocha, 1999; Rogge & Winfrey, 1998). The
challenges and benefits of enacting a true participatory practice model are
inherent in these exchanges. As described in the TennCare project, what
would have been most efficient for the community organization was not
necessarily what best served immediate interests as a researcher, and vice
versa. Researcher and organization members spend more time, engage in
more training, and make more concessions than would be made with
other, more “traditional” models.

Although no large scale funding was sought or emerged directly from
either of the case studies described here, the CPC incorporated materi-
als from both in its successful bid for renewal of the HUD Community
Outreach Partnership Center grant that it received originally in 1995
(CPC, 2004). Both co-authors have infused participatory research pro-
cesses into other large-scale proposals that reflect their substantive in-
terests. The second author used participatory approaches to engage
individuals in a National Institute of Mental Health grant to examine the
effects of plant closure on former workers. The first author is develop-
ing the education and outreach component of an interdisciplinary pro-
posal to the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences to
study chemical contaminants in Tennessee’s Chattanooga Creek (see
Rogge, 1998).

Organizations such as the CPC provide important clearinghouse and gate-
way functions that can help the university realize the potential of univer-
sity-community partnerships. In today’s political and economic climate, the
academy’s acceptance of community-based research continues to be tenu-
ous. CPC-type organizations and their associates must maintain strong lead-
ership to secure resources and standing as “real” researchers. Strategies for
broadening academic acceptance of participatory democracy approaches in-
clude training more faculty, students, and staff in participatory approaches;
providing technical support for locating and securing funding; consulting
with faculty and community members regarding project implementation and
evaluation; and supporting the production of publications and conference
presentations. Such strategies accommodate the best of participatory democ-
racy, research methods and academic requirements. University-community
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partnership centers can be valuable points of leverage, exchange, and re-
sources for social workers and their constituents. Participatory processes can
ground faculty and students in understanding the genuine application of em-
powerment and “kitten–lion” power differential between community and
university.

Service

Overall, a more systematic and deliberate plan to collect community out-
come and impact data in short, intermediate, and longitudinal timeframes
would have been useful in evaluating service. End-of-project evaluations by
community partners and students, however, provide some indicators of the
actual service outcomes experienced and perceived by community partners.
Community partners report receiving help to achieve work in progress and
on organizational work “wish lists” that needed extra person power to tackle.
Community members used the hands-on support from students and faculty
in a variety of community-generated and defined areas, such as garnering lo-
cal media and state legislators’ attention and expanding their grant writing
knowledge and skills. These areas included the implementation of an annual
neighborhood health fair; the extension of public bus routes to underserved
populations; changes in state spousal rape laws; the door-to-door collection,
analysis, and presentation of neighbors’ voices on local issues; greater under-
standing of public data regarding law enforcement violence; and, in the con-
text of local actors as international citizens, the collection of over 600
signatures advocating debt forgiveness for developing countries.

Certainly, not all service experiences have been uniformly positive
from community partners’ perspectives. Defining common goals and
managing different timeframes for action can be stressful and requires
dedicated, mutual communication and flexibility. Community members
(and students) at times experience frustration and delay in carrying out
project activities as busy project team members try to coordinate sched-
ules or as students move “up the learning curve” to a point at which they
can contribute directly to the service aspects of the project. Additional
learning over time has included how to help both community partners and
students assess at the outset their mutual knowledge, skills, and interests
to shape service project activities. Together, the two case studies describe
a range of measurable and intangible service outcomes for the actors en-
gaged in this university-community partnership. Community-based net-
works nurtured through MHHA and the CPC greatly enhanced the rapid
mobilization of the Youth, Environment and Service (YES) Coalition,
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also comprised of community and university representatives, which was
invited to be lead entity for one component of Knoxville’s Urban Em-
powerment Zone grant (PNI, 1998).

In this pre-tenure work, the co-authors sought to minimize the ten-
ure-related risk of participating too extensively in community service
by maximizing the research and teaching components. The CPC and
University of Tennessee College of Social Work supported these efforts
in important ways. Associations with the CPC resulted in service to the
university community in roles on advisory teams for HUD/COPC
grants, a university-wide Service Learning Team, the university-com-
munity CPC Advisory Council, and an Environmental Justice Research
Team. CPC acknowledged faculty involvement in tenure-facilitating
ways such as co-nominating the co-authors for a university award for
excellence in teaching and leadership.

Two final points regarding the connection between CPC-type ap-
proaches to university-community linkage and academic service require-
ments should be noted. First, financial incentives for universities
engaging in community partnering and participatory approaches should
be implemented to lend greater weight and value to community service
(Maclure, 1990; Reardon, 1998). Second, Sclove, Scammell, & Holland
(1998) and others argue that, as participatory and other community-based
research approaches become more widely accepted, universities should
acknowledge, nurture, and publicize the academic value-added enhance-
ment of community service through such research.

CONCLUSION

Associations with the CPC and community-based organizations continue
to be sources of learning about similarities and differences between social
work practice and participatory research processes; the nature of personal bi-
ases and perceptions; the complex history, culture, and dynamics of commu-
nity; and the dedication, creativity, and wisdom with which citizens fight for
justice. By working with the Community Partnership Center, students, com-
munity partners, and faculty continue to exchange learning about the
strengths, limitations, and at times the debilitating influences of professional
practice and language. When, for example, a community member gently re-
flects to an academically trained professional that “our community is like a
woven cloth; we see the threads and spaces between, you only see the holes,”
one must rethink the power of familiar phrases such as “community needs
assessment” (see also Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003; Ansley & Gaventa,
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1997). As the science of community-based participatory research continues
to evolve and inform, so must we advance in designing, implementing, and
systematically evaluating university-community interactions and outcomes.
Centers such as the CPC can help to create and sustain the crucial dynamic of
trust in long-term, exchange-based university-community relationships. As
conduits for student training about the warp and weave–the threads and the
holes–in the cloth of community, there can be a high degree of fit among the
activities of university-community partnership centers, the mission of social
work education, and the wants and desires of communities. For these rea-
sons, and with careful coordination and planning, they can be excellent vehi-
cles through which to achieve important mutual benefits for actors in all
aspects of the university-community relationship.
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Abstract
This entry presents an overview of social justice vocabularies, conceptualizations, and philosophies as they

are represented in the history of library and information science (LIS) practice and research. Emphasis is

placed on theoretical descriptions of both justice and social justice, and how these constructs are histori-

cally related to past and emerging trends in the LIS professions, with a main focus on social justice in

regard to public library philosophy and practice in the United States. The entry also includes a discussion

of information science research as it relates to the needs of disadvantaged populations.

INTRODUCTION

Traditions of fairness, open inquiry, service, and human-

ism have long characterized the library and information

science (LIS) professions. Indeed, these and other altruis-

tic stances are professional mandates in the varied repre-

sentations of the discipline, providing important

distinctions to the LIS domain. Although so far little has

been written specifically about social justice in an LIS

context,[1–3] the term is emerging as a useful conceptual

tool to describe and analyze these qualitative aspects of

LIS practice and research.

Presented here is an overview of social justice vocabu-

laries, conceptualizations, and philosophies as they are

represented in the history of LIS practice and research.

Emphasis is placed on theoretical descriptions of both

“justice” and “social justice”, and how these constructs

are historically related to past and emerging trends in the

LIS professions, with a main focus on social justice in

regard to public library philosophy and practice in the

United States. The entry also includes a discussion of

information science research as it relates to the needs of

disadvantaged populations.

CONCEPTUALIZING SOCIAL JUSTICE

“Justice” is often used as a legal term that describes the

administration and maintenance of fair laws.[4] The term

“social justice” expands the notion of justice, referring to

an ideal in which justice is achieved in every aspect of

society, not simply the legal sphere.[5] Thus, in a socially-

just society, individuals and groups are treated fairly and

receive an equitable share of all of the benefits in society.

However, defining this “socially-just society” is prob-

lematic. Although social justice has been explored in phil-

osophical, political, religious, and other contexts, no

universally accepted, all-encompassing definition of

“social justice” has emerged.

Historically, social justice has been concerned with the

tensions between: 1) the individual’s right to choose her/

his own ends; 2) conflicts with other individuals’ rights to

make similar choices; and 3) the debate on individual

rights vs. the good of the community. These tensions have

existed in Western thought since the time of the classical

Greeks.[6] For example, in his Republic, Plato reflected

upon similar disputations in his model of justice intended

to bring harmony to the city-state and establish rights for

citizens.[7]

These notions of social justice were debated for hun-

dreds of years (and continue to be), but the rights of

individuals and the idea of the “common good” became

particularly crucial issues during the vast social and polit-

ical transformations of the nineteenth century. In the

1840s, the Thomistic Jesuit philosopher Luigi Taparelli

coined the term “social justice” as a way to identify and

conceptualize these tensions. He combined the words

“social” and “justice” to refer to the intersecting tautology

between the human rights of individuals and reconciling

these rights to a society that is composed of groups.[8,9]

Taparelli’s concept of social justice soon became part

of ecclesiastic discourse on how societies should adjust to

the Industrial Revolution. In 1891, Pope Leo XIII, a stu-

dent of Taparelli, published the encyclical Rerum
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Novarum (On the Condition of the Working Class), a key

document in the early development of social justice phi-

losophy. In this work, the Pope defended the efforts of

labor unions to protect the rights of individual workers,

urged nation-states to establish just societies through the

protection of individuals’ rights, and philosophically posi-

tioned the Catholic Church to address social issues and

advocate for policies that promote class harmony, a posi-

tion it retains today.[10,11]

As the twentieth century progressed, the concept of

social justice was incorporated into secular discourses on

human rights, policy, and public moral philosophy. This

move from the religious sphere to the secular emphasized

the “social” aspects of the affects, relationships, behavior,

actions and interactions between people in society.[12]

Social justice, thus, directs attention to the tangible reality

of the social context in analyzing the implications of legal

justice and its impact on the relations between people in

every dimension of life.[13]

Furthermore, social justice inherits the etymological

and conceptual origin of justice in terms of providing

crucial reasons shaping one’s beliefs and actions. It incor-

porates both the abstract issues of ethics and morality

(related to beliefs), as well as the concrete actions that

impact justice in a social context.[14] Consequently, social

justice initiatives have recently emphasized progressive

actions to bring positive changes in society that implement

the abstract elements of justice (or typologies as further

described in the entry).[15,16] Thus, specific social justice

actions are viewed favorably as “progressive” when they

provided impetus to a creation and development of those

social conditions or environments that embodied the actu-

alization of justice.[17,18] Philosophers, scholars, and activ-

ists draw close connections between this deconstructed

meaning of social justice in terms of actions for change

and a critical reflective process that questions traditional

understandings and scrutinize existing values, practices,

ideological frameworks, and processes to promote a pro-

gressive society.[19–21] Application of social justice as a

critical framework and progressive mode of analysis has

further been cemented in the twenty-first century.[22,23]

Presently, there are several movements throughout the

world that are working toward various social justice

goals.[24] These study and analyze social justice in terms

of its legal, political, economic, criminal, civil, philosoph-

ical, linguistic, religious, historical, and sociocultural

dimensions.[25] Also, they examine how social justice

goals are shaping relationships and social exchanges in

varied institutional, organizational, governmental, educa-

tional, community-based, group-related, familial, person-

to-person, and other formal and informal settings.[26]

Among these movements are LIS-specific examples,

including the Campaign for the World’s Libraries, Librar-

ians Without Borders, and ProLiteracy Worldwide.[27]

From these analyses, several interrelated typologies of

justice and social justice have been developed. The fol-

lowing are particularly useful typologies when consider-

ing social justice aspects of LIS practice and research.

Justice-as-Desert: Justice-as-desert theory propounds

giving a person what s/he justly deserves.[28] It is consid-

ered integral to natural law that presents an understanding

of justice as part of a systemic process of consequences

which result from any option, decision, or action.[29] Jus-

tice-as-desert holds that justice provides individuals or

groups with a consequence (e.g., goods, resources, etc.)

that they deserve, merit, or are sanctioned to receive in

society.[30]

Egalitarianism/Equity: Egalitarianism refers to the equal

distribution of resources.[31] Equity enriches the concept

of egalitarianism by considering political, economic,

social, and cultural developments in society, and addresses

limitations of treating all as equals without considering

their historical or individual contexts that may lead to

injustice and unfairness.[32]

Utilitarianism: The utilitarian perspective of justice

favors the good of society over the good of the individual.

Utilitarianism suggests that policies should maximize the

welfare of the many, even if this results in the expense of

an innocent few.[33]

Distributive Justice: Distributive justice refers to the

appropriate distribution of resources, wealth, power,

rewards, and respect among all or select stakeholders in a

society.[34] This notion is based on theories of fairness,

status, and right.[35]

Justice-as-Fairness: Justice-as-fairness presents the idea

that societies must safeguard the rights of citizens based

on rational and unbiased notions of fairness.[36] It was put

forth by the American political philosopher John

Rawls,[37] who asserts that fairness is based on principles

of justice that: 1) ensure extensive and equal liberty; and

2) promote societal benefits to be arranged in such a way

that the least disadvantaged persons obtain the greatest

benefits possible.

Although justice and social justice theory are devel-

oped domains, LIS-specific social justice theory is in its

infancy. Rarely is social justice explicitly articulated in

LIS practice and research.[38] Yet ethical and moral imper-

atives have long been apparent in LIS.[39,40] The next

section gives an overview of key social justice elements

(i.e., fairness, humanism, individual rights, etc.) that have

inhered within mainstream LIS constructs, practices, and

research (e.g., intellectual freedom, service and diversity-

related goals, community-based programs, etc.).[41,42] It is

followed by a critique of mainstream LIS discourses

within a social justice perspective that helps identify short-

comings and blind spots of the field. A critical point of

view adds a deeper dimension of analysis that questions

mainstream LIS ideologies and practices concerned with

social justice values. Separating the two emphases in

social justice and juxtaposing them provides for a stronger
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and more balanced presentation of the issues. The former

provides an understanding of the LIS professions in the

United States in terms of their liberating role to seek social

justice ideals in the services they developed for their var-

ious constituencies, while the latter presents an analysis in

terms of a limited role of LIS professions to seek social

justice outcomes in their work, constrained that they have

been by curtailing sociopolitical, socioeconomic, and

sociocultural circumstances during different times in their

history.

The discussion presented in this entry on social justice

elements in LIS and a critical analysis of the LIS profes-

sions from a social justice viewpoint includes only brief

temporal snapshots in the history of LIS practice and

research. An in-depth analysis of each historical moment

and role of LIS is beyond the scope of this discussion since

each time period and topic has been extensively addressed

on its own terms; additionally, here the discussion is not

meant to be all-encompassing in its extent and inclusion of

all activities and roles of the LIS professions. The goal in

this entry is to provide representational evidence to show

the liberating and limited role of the LIS professions in

addressing social justice criteria and impacts during vari-

ous times.

The entry acknowledges that there have been multiple

interpretations and meanings associated with the various

times in the historical growth and development of the LIS

professions in the United States. The intention here is to

present one mode of analysis in discussing the liberating

and limited role of the LIS professions to further a social

justice agenda.

SOCIAL JUSTICE ELEMENTS IN LIS

In the United States, the library has evolved in direct

response to the existing social, political, economic, and

cultural conditions during different times.[43] These condi-

tions influenced all dimensions of library development,

particularly in regard to the library’s role in furthering

social justice.[44] They have also contributed in defining

libraries functionally as institutionalized organizers of

world knowledge and service providers of information to

meet the needs of all members in society.[45] Tracing these

central functionalities in the library institutions’ activities

show a connection between library practice and social

justice elements, for example, in providing information

access and outreach to underserved populations that runs

deep in the history of American librarianship.[46]

The nineteenth century saw the dependency of democ-

racy on capitalism sow the seeds for social justice to meet

the needs of educated workers and informed citizenry.[47]

Though not entirely based on a “capitalist agenda,” Amer-

ican public schools and libraries responded to the social

expectations in providing expanded collections and ser-

vices to meet the demands of these intertwining needs.[48]

The concept of social justice was not yet developed, yet

principles of equality, justice, and fairness of service were

espoused by libraries, even though they had little control

over their own fate since they were a voluntary institution

(i.e., people did not have to use them) and highly depen-

dent on public financing.[49] An increasing pressure to

provide free access to information in the early nineteenth

century[50,51] solidified middle class sympathy for the

library, contributing to an expanded social justice agenda.

Additionally, tax-funded library development in the mid-

1800s represented the following liberating roles to further

social justice elements in library work:[52]

� Library facilitation of social justice activities promoted

equity in literacy services, supported fairness in infor-

mation access to the middle-class, and incorporated

elements of a welfare state in expanding their services

to cater to all segments of their communities;
� Increased marketing efforts by the public library as

“people’s universities” allowed opportunities for all to

learn[53] and where immigrants could Americanize so

they could find jobs;[54]

� A growth in the community’s stake in the public

library as a result of its tax investment[55] provided a

regular income for the public library and helped in its

growth as a community’s center, cultural hub, and

agent of social justice.[56–60]

Important milestones and events for libraries in 1876 (e.g.,

founding of the American Library Association (ALA) and

publishing of the Library Journal, first edition of the

“Dewey Decimal Classification,” and the U.S. Bureau of

Education’s “1876 Report” entitled Public Libraries in the
United States of America: Their History, Condition, and
Management)[61,62] provided liberating possibilities for

social justice activities resulting from the library’s

increased power base in a consolidated professional body

and development of organization and representation tools

to meet the information needs of people on society’s

margins.[63]

During the period between 1890 and 1925, when semi-

rural, small villages began growing into metropolises of

more than one million inhabitants, libraries represented

hope in the future and trust in progress.[64] Free public

library service promoted literacy,[65] and the development

of traveling libraries actualized the library’s mission to

provide service to far-flung immigrant communities.[66,67]

For example, between 1896 and 1914, Lutie Stearns, a

founder of the Wisconsin Free Library Commission,

campaigned extensively engaging in lobbying amongst

small-time elites (even though such political expediencies

sometimes conflicted with her democratic ideals) for the

establishment of public and traveling libraries.[68] It was

such efforts and the vision motivating the actions that

facilitated and consolidated the library’s role as an infor-

mation provider.[69]
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Expansion of free library services and construction of

library buildings with expanding collections, under the

generous bequests of industry leaders and wealthy, civic

minded men like Samuel J. Tilden, Andrew Carnegie, and

others, provided yet another opportunity for the library to

further its social ideals in reaching out to a greater number

of people.[70] The generosity of industry leaders allowed

libraries to extend their services in contribution towards

the overall welfare of society (e.g., Carnegie libraries that

were developed around the country) by creating jobs and

furthering the economic wheels of a capitalist society,

with its demanding appetite for a consuming middle class

and literate working class.[71]

Martin[72] documents a rich and extensive history of the

public library in the United States during the twentieth

century as a reflection of prevailing sociocultural condi-

tions during various times. For example, similar to the

earlier periods, public library service in the twentieth cen-

tury responded to a focused capitalist agenda to create a

middle class with informed decision-making abilities, who

could engage in productive work and contribute economi-

cally as a market segment owing to their significant buy-

ing potential.[73,74] Libraries played a significant role by

portraying themselves as socially uplifting agents, devel-

oping library services to meet the needs of European

immigrant populations during the foundation years

(1900–1917), or during the era of depression and war

(1930–1945), and afterwards, where the focus was on eco-

nomic recovery and revitalization. During these times, the

library provided liberating directions for social justice out-

comes in nurturing just and fair ideals, expanding the base

of impact to include outreach populations, creating a ser-

vice-based ethics in the profession, and forging partner-

ships with community-based social justice agencies

towards common goals.[75]

The twentieth century saw public libraries explore

models and changing service philosophies to their patrons

and user communities through lifelong learning, support

for democracy and intellectual freedom.[76] In the early

1900s adult services in public libraries were part of an

extension and outreach movement and later the national

adult education program during 1920–1930[77] that

extended the idea of library service to different under-

served populations with “active transformations” of their

collections, services, resources, and staff “into program-

matic responses relevant to community served.”[78] A

series of essays in honor of Margaret E. Monroe identified

the four basic adult services functions to include informa-

tion, guidance, instruction, and stimulation,[79] the last

considered “a library’s response to community needs

along the continuum from highly innovative to extensions

of existing services.”[80]

There were many library efforts to reach out to the poor

and immigrant populations during the last century.[81,82]

While the record is certainly mixed in terms of effective-

ness of service, and not as extensive as one would hope,

several noteworthy efforts can be considered.[83] In

Libraries, Immigrants, and the American Experience,
Plummer Alston Jones Jr.[84] presents a thoughtful and

well-documented volume on the historical interaction

between American public libraries and immigrant com-

munities from 1876 when the ALA was founded through

1948, when the ALA Committee on Work with the For-

eign Born disbanded. Phyllis Dain[85] took issue with ear-

lier critiques of libraries that essentially viewed them to be

a creation of the social elite and recognized that a variety

of people, including immigrants, believed in the value of

reading and use of libraries. Gratia Countryman who led

the Minneapolis Public Library from 1904–1936 and her

contemporaries believed in social justice ideals making

the library more user-friendly and open to all of the area’s

residents, regardless of age or economic position.[86] Sim-

ilarly, many “revolting librarians” of the 1960–1970 era

shared a similar faith in social justice ideals and reflective

resistance towards expanding library service provision

beyond its complacent boundaries and scope of

activities.[87]

Historians of American librarianship (as well as in what

later became identified as a related discipline of informa-

tion science with the advent of computers during the clos-

ing half of the twentieth century) have traced its

philosophical, theoretical, and sociohistorical roots to

reveal directions for its future development.[88] These

included social justice activities and initiatives, even

though the rhetoric and vocabulary of “social justice” had

not been significantly incorporated into the mainstream

profession. For example, Shera’s (1903–1982) work on

the foundational principles of librarianship, the library’s

role in promoting literacy and its relationship to democ-

racy, and identification of connections between librarian-

ship, documentation, and information science have had a

profound influence on the “conceptualization of public

library service by the profession’s leaders as it has been

transmitted and reconfigured for each changing era.”[89]

Similarly, Ditzion[54] saw the library as an advocate for

democracy and education to develop a reflective and

engaged citizenry capable of sound decision-making and

participation in a democratic life.[90]

The twentieth century saw a number of policy reports

and guidelines published by the ALA and others that pre-

sent ideals, professional tools, directions, bench marks,

and codes of ethics to apply in current library practice on

how to have a greater impact on the community in terms

of a social justice discourse. For example, the National
Plan for Public Library Service[91] developed and

implemented by the ALA’s Committee on Post-War Plan-

ning during 1947–1952, focused on the Public Library

Inquiry, a professional legitimizing effort that served as

an “exercise in identity creation that relied heavily on the

role of the public library as a sustaining contributor to

American democracy.”[92] Post World War II library sup-

port programs (e.g., ALA’s War on Poverty) during the
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next two decades helped strengthen professional

interlibrary relationships and build national consensus on

library service conceptualization and outreach mission

definitions.[93] Several ALA publications during this time

played a major role in shaping library ideals as rhetorical

uplifters of the downtrodden, leading to extended dia-

logue, passionate discussion, and clarity in defining the

library’s perceived activism and its mission of serving

poor people.[94,95]

Similarly, since 1968 when the ALA established a

Coordinating Committee on Service to the Disadvantaged

(that eventually became the Office for Literacy and Out-

reach Services), there have been several professional

forums that were initiated to represent the needs of the

underserved (e.g., the Subcommittee on Library Services

to Poor and Homeless People, the Social Responsibilities

Round Table (SRRT) and its Task Force on Hunger,

Homelessness and Poverty, etc.).

Recently, there have also been non-mainstream efforts

to return to the heritage of “traditional library service,”[96]

serving the needs of diverse library users,[97] developing

tangible measures of the impact of library and information

services[98] on the lives of the disenfranchised, and “learn-

ing from the voices of the customers, the staff, the pro-

cesses, and the organization.”[99] These and other similar

shifts have allowed for recent experimentation and imple-

mentation of progressive library activities targeted

towards the needs of various disenfranchised populations

based on race,[100,101] ethnicity,[102,103] class,[104,105] gen-

der,[106,107] disability,[108,109] sexual orientation,[110,111]

age,[112,113] and other variables associated with institution-

alized social exclusion. It has provided for an appreciation

of the convergence in ideals, motivations, and pragmatism

in public library service delivery and its philosophy to

meet the needs of specific communities based on local

library planning and decision making.[114]

The lessons from the past are today providing libraries

directions to develop a new approach that recognizes: 1)

importance of outcome-based, socially relevant evaluation

methods in assessing library services;[115] 2) value of local

experiences and ontologies and their representation into

formalized organizational tools of information; and 3)

necessity in building equitable partnering efforts with

disenfranchised constituencies.[116] This has been, in part,

a result of external pressures from federal, regional, and

local funding agencies (e.g., the National Institute for

Museum and Library Services), that have incorporated

the social relevancy of library projects as strict criteria in

their missions and guidelines for grant proposals.[117] The

funding of library projects with strong social relevance, in

conjunction with leadership initiatives such as those

spearheaded by the U.S. National Commission on Librar-

ies and Information Science (NCLIS), are providing rec-

ognition and representation of the social value of libraries

and librarians in circles of power. There is increasing

external political expectations and pressure to provide the

necessary support for libraries to expand their collections,

services, programs, and other creative outreach partnering

efforts for disadvantaged and underserved constituencies.

This has called for the library’s expanded role in social

justice efforts to equalize power differentials in society

and partner with underserved populations as equals who

bring a change in their own lives with support from others

(such as LIS professionals).[118,119]

Moreover, recent Library 2.0 efforts in the twenty-first

century for information professionals to respond to con-

stant contemporary changes by purposeful involvement of

users in the design and evaluation of library and informa-

tion services[120,121] has also provided some opportunities

to expand the social justice missions in LIS work.[122] For

example, Library 2.0 developments in the design of spe-

cific services, policies, procedures, programs, and technol-

ogies has required adopting participatory, collaborative

and social applications via the Internet.[123] This has fur-

thered social justice elements of building capacity, provid-

ing value to individual experiences, knowledge, and

contributions, and thereby, shifted an earlier biased library

service mission of helping people to “helping people help

themselves.”[38] It has resulted in efforts to equalize past

power dynamics between the library and the library user

and provided positive changes in public perception about

the library, thereby increasing its role and function in

society.[124]

CRITIQUE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE IN LIS

Libraries today are considered notable models of service

to local and recently global communities, and are expected

to be unequivocally immersed in pursuing this dictum.[125]

But the implications of such a position for libraries, in

terms of a social justice agenda, are not quite clear. LIS

and its professional service orientation can be considered

from a social justice perspective, specifically by examin-

ing the underlying power vested in libraries that has been

historically perpetuated through a social contract in the

American public sphere.[126]

The assumption is that as a public institution dedicated

to represent diverse social constituencies, and because of

its role to provide information based on the needs of those

it characterizes as “marginalized,” outside society’s

acceptable domains, the library acquires unstated power

because of this mandate to serve.[127] For it is the library

(as defined to include the institution and its library board,

library director, and library staff) that decides its patrons

or customer base and their information needs.[128] It is the

library that plays the role of gatekeeper and determines

what resources and information to include as a part of its

collections, services, and programs.[129] This has devel-

oped a reputation of the traditional American library as

an advocate of justice and a provider to the information

needs of the underprivileged, based however, on
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sometimes biased conceptualizations and limited under-

standing of people on society’s margins solely in terms of

their deficient characteristics.[130] Historically, as

discussed in the following critique, such unfair library

practices were not always effective in changing the sta-

tus-quo, and instead, may have sometimes continued to

perpetuate gaps between the haves and have-nots.[131]

Libraries as institutions that advance the “dominant cul-

ture’s ideology” and symbolize places for the privileged

and select scholarly[132] can be traced back to the first

“subscription library,” established in 1731 by Benjamin

Franklin and open to all who could afford the fees.[133]

The nineteenth century provided an environment that

offered a limited role for libraries to meet social justice

criteria in their work, constrained that libraries were by

curtailing sociopolitical, socioeconomic, and sociocultural

circumstances of the times.[134] For example, the expanded

collections and services in libraries of the times were ini-

tially limited to only those who had the money to access

them.[48] Owing to fee-structure, slavery, and a limited role

of women in society, access to information was based on

class and income, and subsequently on race and gender,

amongst other variables.[135] The increasing pressure to

provide free access to information in the early nineteenth

century[50,51] and the solidified middle class sympathy for

the library resulted in little connection with the needs of

people on the ethnic margins (i.e., the indigenous Natives,

Blacks and other people of color, and women from the

lower middle classes).[136] Additionally, tax-funded library

development in the mid-1800s to meet the whims and

demands of the privileged classes[137] represented the fol-

lowing limited role for libraries to further social justice:

� Library dependency on the public tax monies provided

greater power to the growing middle class white popu-

lation that had control over the library budget and

became the guardians and dictators of the library’s

policies, programs, and collections,[138] leading to a

minimal focus of library services to serve the informa-

tion needs of others;[139]

� It led to increased library efforts in aggressive public

relations and expansion in their services catering primar-

ily to appease the largest and the loudest in the commu-

nity since libraries perceived them to have the greatest

influence over the allocation of tax revenues.[140]

Further, the important milestones and events for libraries in

1876 led to limiting inward-looking professional trends

and practices of library leaders of the time to deliberately

disengage with their local constituencies that has generated

negative public criticism owing to their lack of perceived

currency and relevance to everyday lives.[141] At the same

time, the concept of “the public” in the public library of

1876 was understood as anything that was not in strictly

private hands, open to any segment of the population.[142]

A closer exploration of the culture and history during this

time suggests that the seemingly democratic notion of the

“public” was more rhetorical rather than demonstrated

action.[143] The “public” in public libraries was largely

homogenized and “imagined”[144] to represent forces of

economic, urban, and cultural development,[145] resonating

with the religious beliefs and image of the majority.[146]

Such a critique of the public library has been presented by

Michael H. Harris and Gerard Spiegler,[147] who have

asserted that Edward Everett and George Ticknor, advo-

cates for the establishment of the Boston Public Library in

1852, were “elitists who supported libraries and education

as one way of raising up an ‘aristocracy of talent and

intellect’ which would provide benign and enlightened

leadership to the masses.” This image of some public

libraries of the time reflected the profession’s own market-

ing agenda to retain favor with the growing middle class in

order to hold-on to its tax support.[148]

Historical research indicates that women on the public

library frontier were its strong backbone[149] actively

involved in raising funds, lobbying for tax-support, and

implementing outreach programs.[150] Yet, as in many

levels of society at the time, women’s role to improve

society through libraries and their equal representation in

the library was hampered by their lack of voting rights and

status as second-class citizens.[151,152] It often led to an

unfair position for women librarians, for example, even

as late as 1903, when Gratia Countryman in Minneapolis

became the first woman to head a major public library, her

salary was set at $2000—$1000 less than her predecessor

who was a white male.[153]

In addition, public library service to racial and ethnic

minorities was far from equitable levels since these

populations were quite “invisible” and faced many bar-

riers to becoming recognized as part of the “public”

domain that the library claimed to serve during this

time.[154] For example, unequal and biased trends in public

library services to non-white communities would continue

till the 1960s shaped as they were by issues emerging from

racial segregation and prejudice in their struggles for fair

distribution, quality, quantity, and the development of ser-

vices, collections, and availability of resources and

opportunities.[155,156]

The funding and support of libraries by wealthy indus-

trialists and capitalists had definite implications for

improved service, accelerated progress, and library devel-

opment;[157] it also resulted in the economic growth of the

middle class that contributed in filling the pockets of the

miniscule upper classes, who continued to grow richer and

richer, strengthening their social control on the capital

investments and industries, and thereby maintaining the

status quo of widening socioeconomic gaps between those

who had power and those who did not.[158] As Andrew

Carnegie himself wrote, that he was motivated in part by

the idea of public libraries making “men not violent revo-

lutionists, but cautious evolutionists; not destroyers but

cautious improvers.”[159] A possibly well-intentioned and
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pacifist idea, though it makes one ponder if library support

had alternatively come also from the government (via

increased taxes from the upper classes) and federal, state,

and local funding, instead of (or in addition to) donations

from wealthy benefactors such as Carnegie and others,

would libraries have been as dependent on the capitalists’

agenda to maintain the status quo and social order and as

likely to promote the goals of these elites?[160] Instead, we

might have possibly witnessed more interaction between

libraries and marginalized communities, shaping social

change and social justice instead of taking a primarily

reactive role.[161,162] But obviously, such a “what if” ques-

tion may seem irrelevant today since library development

did not historically go down that route, yet, it does call for

challenging a purist interpretation of the noble motives

and philanthropic activities of American capitalists in

their support of public libraries during the times.

Similarly, parallel to earlier times, public library ser-

vice in the twentieth century responded to (and was lim-

ited by) focused and encompassing capitalist motives that

crippled democracy and developed an impotent middle

class whose informed decision-making abilities, participa-

tion in productive work, and buying potential contributed

in making the upper classes wealthy and widening the

social, cultural, and economic gaps in society.[73,74]

Embedded in a possibly unintentional hegemonic orches-

tration of profit-making for their wealthy benefactors, at

this time, the development of libraries was limited in their

inability to become truly culturally responsive agents.

Moreover, the vision of the library’s role as an infor-

mation provider was possibly facilitated without

questioning the ingrained power imbalance between the

library as provider and the disenfranchised population as

the needy who required betterment and uplifting.[163] In

this case, the community was viewed solely in terms of a

unidirectional impact of library services on the

community’s knowledge-deficient and information-

impoverished conditions.[164] This perspective assumed

an active role for librarians and a passive role for the

community as an inert receptor and consumer of library

services. The activeness of libraries and the passiveness of

a homogenized, deficient community perpetuated the pro-

fession’s image of striving to improve the conditions of

the needy members in society; helping those who were

completely passive and helpless to better their own condi-

tions. This perspective partially led to a failure of public

libraries to significantly engage with a majority of

disenfranchised Americans to actually use the libraries

and adequately respond to new cultural and intellectual

challenges of the day.[165] Contemporary trends recognize

the limitations of past service-based ethics in the profes-

sion (e.g., biased language constructs reflecting imbal-

anced power dynamics) and are moving towards adopting

more progressive concepts and practices (e.g., community

engagement, community-based action research, collabora-

tive learning, etc.).[166]

Historians of American librarianship have drawn flack in

recent years for not taking a more aggressive stance to

further social justice in their identification of future direc-

tions for the LIS professions in order to overcome the debil-

itating political and economic circumstances historically

presented by a capitalist society. For example, critics of

Shera’s work identify important limitations in applying

some of Shera’s ideas into actual practice and creating

library activities that could shape social conditions in the

community and impact the everyday lives of

disenfranchised people in meaningful ways.[167] Similarly,

not only did Ditzion overlook the significance of key library

developments including youth services librarianship,[168] he

also ignored “long-standing gender stratification in the pro-

fession” (similar to other professions).[169] Also, Ditzion’s

view of librarianship as democratic agents limited the efforts

by libraries to affect social change beyond the profession’s

self-conceptualization as a knowledge storehouse and infor-

mation provider.[170]

Further, the post World War II library support pro-

grams and publications during the next two decades (e.g.,

ALA’s War on Poverty) continued to remain essentially

within the limited sphere of the national association, hav-

ing little or no impact outside of library circles in local

communities and at political and legislative levels of deci-

sion-making. For example, the National Plan for Public
Library Service and other such subsequent efforts further

perpetuated library efforts away from a social justice per-

spective in recommending public libraries to minimize

their role among the lay public, and instead, focus more

on gaining favor of only the most powerful opinion

leaders in the community,[171,172] that invariably resulted

in the possible exclusion of disenfranchised minorities and

those outside the influence of library domains from receiv-

ing services.[173] An important note to make is that though

the profession never completely endorsed this view nor

was this strategy formally adopted by the ALA,[174] better

services for opinion leaders is a de facto practice in many

libraries (e.g., reflected in the contemporary practice of

selective dissemination of information that focuses on

providing the “right” information to important leaders

and others in the community based on a study of their

interests and topics of concern to gain their favor).[175]

Much professional energy and resources in the ALA

were applied in dialogue and publications,[176] with little

action that would affect any real change in the marginalized

lives of the poor and the underserved.[177] Additionally, past

ALA and other library initiatives have been criticized for

their top-down focus on library leaders and administration,

rather than facilitate any action for social change and

extend involvement of others beyond “mainstream middle-

class practices and values.”[132] Similarly, ALA’s efforts

since the 1970s have encouraged professional discussion

and conceptualization, identified national standards as “one

fit” for all,[178] and built networks for librarians, strengthen-

ing ties within the “inner circle” of the privileged group,
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though it is debatable if in the past there have been any

significant inroads beyond these bureaucratic and adminis-

trative policies and procedures.[179] For professional library

avenues to represent dialogue about the underserved have

included only very limited outside (beyond the profession)

community members from the marginalized populations

being discussed.[180] American Library Association’s role

at local community levels has thus been limited, and ALA

representation and participation in external efforts at

national, regional, and local levels in legal, policy, and

political avenues has also been minimal.[181]

From a critical perspective, ALA’s activities reflect its

mission that focuses on efforts “to provide leadership for

the development, promotion, and improvement of library

and information services and the profession of librarian-

ship in order to enhance learning and ensure access to

information for all.”[182] It has essentially been concerned

with solely professional networking, internal mobilization,

and creating limited political and public representa-

tion.[183] Contemporary democratic expectations to

develop greater professional relevance of LIS warrant an

expanded mission of ALA to include a proactive focus on

outcome-based, community-level efforts that promote

active participation of minorities and help develop stron-

ger impacts on local communities.[81,82]

Over the years, there have been internal philosophical

struggles in the ALA and the Public Library Association

(PLA) towards realization for a process “that would reflect

local community needs.”[180] Lack of consolidated strat-

egy, cultural inertia, and administrative lethargy have lim-

ited library professionals in only looking at the user in the

life of the library, rather than the library in the life of the

user.[184] Since the 1980s though the PLA decided to move

toward a community-oriented, user-focused planning pro-

cess for development of public library services,[185] and

the first version of its planning manual recommended

extensive needs assessment and community analysis; sev-

eral iterations have emerged since but the goal is still (at

least in principle) to establish guidelines to develop a best

match between services and the localized needs of all

members in different communities.[186]

As a result of a lack of consensus, however, libraries

have been struggling to mobilize public opinion of library

relevance and credibility for users, and to find ways to

enable local communities to build and sustain capac-

ity.[187] The recent non-mainstream efforts of “traditional

library service” to serve the needs of diverse library users

have also been partially successful, however, because they

followed the traditional models of library service provi-

sion that did not go beyond knowledge organizers and

information providers and struggled with classism and

elitism “that pervade the library profession.”[179]

Historical developments in information science

research in the United States with its deep roots (philo-

sophical, symbolic, and tangible) in librarianship[188] have

incrementally allowed for an integration of social justice

imperatives in the LIS professions though they also

inherited a limited (and often slow) tendency to shape

social justice outcomes.

Pioneers in the field of documentation, a precursor to

information science, maintained a humanistic view in their

work.[189] Paul Otlet, a central figure in the early docu-

mentation movement and his colleague Henri Lafontaine

worked until the mid-1930s in developing universal orga-

nization schemes and storage and representational systems

(e.g., library classification and library catalogs), promot-

ing the notion that knowledge should be made available to

anyone who needed it, and that organization and access to

world knowledge could be integrated into efforts to pro-

mote a more peaceful and just world.[190,191]

Over the years, information organization and classifi-

cation have been recognized and critiqued as tools

for including and excluding, for validating and

univeralization and reinforcing a dominant worldview,

on the one hand, and for silencing and their transgressive

potential to represent marginalized knowledge domains,

on the other.[192,193] As a socially constructed tool, clas-

sification imbues power in its role as the “scaffolding of

information infrastructures” to develop a systematic

(though invariably biased) process of categorization and

creating like and unlike groupings for understanding and

retrieval purposes.[194,195] From the International Classifi-

cation of Diseases, Library of Congress Subject Head-

ings, Dewey Decimal Classification, to the Nursing

Interventions Classification and race classification under

apartheid in South Africa, amongst other examples, all

categories and standards involve some form of bias and

partiality. In order to further social justice ideals of fair-

ness and equity in knowledge representation and informa-

tion practice, the “knowing community” of LIS must

continue to question the dominance of hierarchy and lin-

earity, adopt fuzzy logic and web-like structures (instead

of the pyramid), provide multi-lingual and metathesauri

interfaces between standards, and augment traditional

standards via cluster analysis to “enhance the situatedness

of syntagmatic relationships,” amongst other strategies, to

rectify imbalances and better serve a diversity of

users.[196]

A focus on access to information and information dis-

semination in the early twentieth century provided a con-

ceptual opportunity and rhetorical space to question and

philosophize the nature of LIS professions at a later date

and to integrate social justice elements of fairness and

equality for all.[197] At that time, however, such trends

provided a broad, sweeping, and ambiguous goal of infor-

mation access, leading to an unsatisfactory systems-cen-

tered approach for the design of information systems and

services that was eventually found to be limited in meeting

the information needs of users, especially in the scientific

communities.[198] A particular focus was placed on the

adaptation of users to information systems outputs rather

than creating information systems that were user-driven.
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Information was seen as objective, and users were seen as

simple processors of information.

With the goal to improve information services,[199] the

emergence of the user-centered paradigm in the 1980s as an

alternative (or addition) to system-focused research and

study of human information behavior in developing more

effective and usable computer systems in information sci-

ences[200] provided a shift in making people the focus of

study, instead of systems and technologies. This had an

indirect bearing upon social justice agendas. For example,

understanding the user’s perspective in information seeking

and use[201,202] and in processes associated with informa-

tion seeking, information gathering, and information giv-

ing,[203] the concept of usefulness in the assessment of

information services[204]and the importance of psychologi-

cal relevance and other relevance studies,[205] all

represented fairness in social justice by acknowledging the

existence of the human being involved in the interaction

with systems and services, even if people were considered

as abstract entities from a purely theoretical perspective.

Similarly, research on human interactions with informa-

tion systems provided another area where a focus on user’s

problems in the process of information seeking situa-

tions,[206–208] and the user’s evaluation of usefulness of

information for resolution of the problem,[209–211] had lim-

ited relevance to social justice that does not narrowly view

just one “problem” that LIS users face in their lives, as

conceptualized and addressed in such work. A social jus-

tice construct regards the entire experience of users

(including their economic, political, social, and cultural

realities that limit their access and effective use of technol-

ogy and information) as a “problem” (if one identifies the

meaning of the word as a barrier or hindrance) to their

well-being, advancement, and change in social sta-

tus.[212,213] In such a context, evaluation of information

provision must be taken into account in terms of meaning-

ful integration and use of information within people’s

entire experience. Strategies to measure the effectiveness

of information provision, and the usefulness of information

resources and support mechanisms, must not identify them

as isolated avenues, but their design, implementation and

practice need to be expanded via studying their impacts in

people’s entirety of experiences in order to reflect what is

really meaningful to people using them and how does it

change their status and position in society.[214]

An important idea about focus on the personal mean-

ings that users seek from the information[215–217] is rele-

vant to social justice in terms of recognizing the personal

experiences of users in their meaning-making process and

decision-making. Here too, social justice translates the

idea from a narrow application of meanings from “infor-

mation” to making sense of meanings in relation to the

entire experience of learning to further users’ power and

status in society.

The notion of construction of learning in information

seeking as a process, and its dynamic nature, has been

proposed in other prior work such as the analogous state

of knowledge hypothesis,[218] where the researchers lay

out the process of the user’s information seeking from

identification of the user’s problem to finding a solution

that satisfies the information need and solves the informa-

tion problem. In situations where there is not a specific

problem at hand, but the entire nature of experience has to

be understood and negotiated (to improve one’s

“disenfranchised” sense of being), a broader framework is

called for, to reflect the nuances and reality in the different

and larger situation. Similarly, Taylor’s significant work

on information use environments[219] and levels of infor-

mation need in terms of visceral (actual but unexpressed),

conscious (internal description in the brain), formalized

(formal statement of need), and compromised (presented

question or query) also provide limited understanding of

constructive process and learning experiences in its

focused application of information seeking that bypasses

social justice outcomes of larger economic/political/social

changes in people’s lives.

As noted by Case,[220] several researchers assert that

understanding individual users’ information needs is among

the keys to improving information systems. Information

needs are often described as being initiated by people’s

attempts to address everyday challenges or resolve uncer-

tainties or knowledge insufficiencies. For example,

Dervin[201,202] asserts that information behavior begins

when a user acknowledges a gap in her/his knowledge of

how to deal with a life situation. Marchionini[221] positions

information seeking as a problem-solving activity “a pro-

cess driven by life itself” (p. 128). Krikelas[203] describes

information need as the general recognition of the existence

of uncertainty. Understanding the cognitive processes in

which users engage has also been recognized as an impor-

tant way to improve information systems.[222–224] One of

the most widely used frameworks for studying cognitive

processes associated with information seeking and use is

Dervin’s Sense-Making approach. Sense-Making focuses

on the notion that individuals who have information needs

experience a cognitive gap that prevents them from making

sense of a particular life situation, and they seek informa-

tion to fill that gap. However, during this information

search, an appropriate course of action is not indicated,

and the individual is placed in a situation where “making

sense fails.” As the user collects information in the gap

phase, s/he learns more about her/his situation, becomes

better at interpreting it, and then is able to select a course

of action or behavior that helps her/his make sense of the

particular situation.[201,202] Dervin’s sense-making triangle

of situation-gap-use as a perspective to understand user’s

information seeking and use processes provides an opening

view of social justice in focusing on the user and acknowl-

edging peoples’ information use to “make sense” of a “gap”

in a specific “situation” that the user experiences.[225,226]

Further, social justice must involve collecting information

that addresses not one particular “gap” in a situation, but
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gaps in the entire reality of experience based on lack of

knowledge and power to change one’s state of being.

Pettigrew et al.[227] indicate that since the early 1990s, a

key characteristic of information behavior research is a

body of theory that emphasizes contextual interplays of

cognitive, social, cultural, organizational, affective, and

linguistic factors of information behavior. They assert that

this research stream supports the notion that information

behavior phenomena are part of the human communicative

process. Study of context in information science research

provided a recognition of the role of situational dynamics

in the processes associated with people’s interactions with

various information systems and technologies.[228] Such

work, important from a theoretical and descriptive point

of view, has indirect bearing on social justice agendas in its

identification of user’s learning of information systems and

services as a complex mechanism where individuals go

through a dynamic process in learning about a particular

subject or “becoming informed.” It represents fairness by

acknowledging the existence of the human being involved

in the human–computer interaction.

Nahl[229] argues that cognitive processes are strongly

connected to the emotions that users experience as they

use information. Identifying an emerging affective para-

digm in information behavior research, the researcher

goes on to assert that given how deeply humans feel in

response to information in newspapers, books, libraries,

Internet, etc., it is critical that LIS professionals under-

stand these emotions in order to maintain and improve

information services for their constituencies. Affective

aspects of information behavior are also often linked to

Kuhlthau’s information seeking process model (ISP),

which describes the triad of thoughts, actions, and feelings

associated with information seeking and use.[230] There is

need to further this model via studying the role of the

“classic triad” in the lives of “marginalized” and the infor-

mation poor to examine how they negotiate and change

their realities to represent social justice outcomes.

A wide variety of information behavior context studies

have been published in recent years that are relevant to

examinations of social justice in LIS. For example, Spink

et al.[231] discussed word-of-mouth information seeking

within multi-member, low-income African-American house-

holds. Hersberger[232] examined whether economically poor

people are information poor. Chatman[104,105,233,234] explored

the information needs, seeking, and use of under-served

groups such as female prisoners and poor rural residents.

Saumure and Given[235] investigated the information behav-

ior of visually impaired students. Bilal[236] reported on how

children used online search engines, and Mehra[237,238]

examined the cross-cultural learning process of international

students to propose “two-way” learning outcomes where

both international students and American academicians/stu-

dents learn from each other.

Broader contexts have also attracted the attention of

LIS researchers. Van Dijk explored how information

divides are emerging within and across demographic

groups in all societies.[239] Others position librarianship

as a tool of economic and social change in the developing

world.[240–242] Seidelin and Jensen[243] presented frame-

works for how libraries can be involved in efforts to min-

imize HIV/AIDS, poverty, and corruption.

These are but a few areas in current LIS research that

reflect social justice philosophies, methods, and/or

results. In the years to come, LIS professions will con-

tinue to engage in more of such work that use social

justice parameters to frame, apply, and represent needs

of underserved populations in society towards the design

and development of fair, equitable, and just information

systems and services that are meaningful to disem-

powered people and empower them to promote proactive

changes in their lives.

CONCLUSION

Historically, a strong emphasis on humanism and fairness

in both library practice and LIS research suggests that the

first formative stages of a theory of social justice in LIS

are clearly present. Future directions will include greater

development of LIS-specific social justice theory in order

to promote active and efficacious social justice agendas in

the profession. We are seeing first steps in this direction as

reflected in wide-ranging efforts to develop, test, and

apply new concepts, terminologies, and methods (e.g.,

community informatics, community engagement, partici-

patory action research, to name a few) that share

intersecting elements with social justice to push the

boundaries of traditional LIS conceptualizations towards

more progressive outcomes.

The active involvement of LIS professionals working

on society’s margins in influencing positive social justice

changes is imperative. Results of LIS involvement in

select social justice activities can be evidenced in steady

increases in library users and the increasing role of LIS

professionals in shaping the form of library collections (e.

g., fiction) and other services (e.g., local programming and

events) to directly meet the needs of their local communi-

ties to empower their lives.[244]

In spite of these recent efforts, in sum, historically

libraries and LIS research in the United States have been

effective in bringing only moderate socially progressive

changes in their communities, trapped that they have been

within limited social justice parameters and constraints

owing to their permitted roles within a socially structured

fabric, community values, and academic streams of

thought. Contemporary trends in twenty-first century LIS

development, are however, showing a marked shift in

attitudes, practices, management efforts, and planning to

integrate social justice goals and outcomes in both prac-

tice and research. For example, positive changes and

trends in LIS have included the use of computers in library
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and information environments to meet the information

needs of various user/customer/patron/client constituen-

cies (as variously defined) via their active and ongoing

participation in assessment and evaluation of LIS services

(e.g., library–community partnerships to host computer

literacy training workshops, use of social tagging and

Library 2.0 software, to name a few).[122] Such continued

efforts to re-engage with local communities in terms of

newly constructed modes of interaction will help to further

integrate social justice ideals into LIS practices and build

equitable relationships with people on society’s margins to

develop effective library services, programs, collections,

and activities that are meaningful in the everyday lives of

all members in society.
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Yours, Mine and Ours: 
Reference Service 

and the Non-Affiliated User 
Debbie Masters 

Gail Flatness 

As reference librarians, we are schooled in the philosophy that in
formation should be freely available to all. Equal access to informa
tion is an important component of a democratic society, and a value 
we are taught to embrace. How then do we confront the conflict 
presented in a centrally located, private university in an urban set
ting in which our own users, the University's faculty and students, 
are indistinguishable from a sea of non-affiliated users, all needing 
"information," but competing for our resources, both staff and 
materials? These conflicts may be more obvious at our particular 
Reference desks, but our situations are not that unique. Reference li
brarians everywhere are forced to make decisions daily about whom 
to serve and how much service to provide. 

In keeping with the general philosophy of free information most 
university libraries, whether public or private, retain open access 
for use of their collections on-site. At George Washington Univer
sity(GW) and Georgetown University(GU) access to the buildings 
and main collections are unrestricted. George Washington, for 
security reasons, does check user identification at the door, but 
almost no one is denied admittance. Restrictions apply to such ser
vices as circulation, use of reserve and media resources, but these 
are relatively easily controlled since presentation of a University or 
otherwise authorized identification card is necessary to complete a 
transaction. 

Reference service is another matter, especially extensive refer
ence service. Neither library feels that it has the human resources to 
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provide this level of assistance to the general public. We do, how
ever, have a certain obligation to users to whom we have extended 
borrowing privileges and to the students and faculty of the members 
of the Consortium of Universities of the Washington, D.C. area. 
But even then, unless the question relates to unique or exceptionally 
strong parts of our collections, we do not provide them with exten
sive assistance. Although both reference departments maintain a 
desk collection and exchange books from that collection for an I.D. 
card, our intention is not to deny access to anyone, but to keep some 
heavily used materials secure and accessible for all. Aside from this 
small area, there is no easy way to distinguish our own patrons from 
those of other area schools, or from business people, employees of 
government agencies, etc. GW is especially vulnerable. It is in the 
middle of a downtown area, an easy walk from a subway stop and 
from many area businesses and government offices. The conflict for 
us is really two-fold. We are expected not to cross a certain line with 
non-affiliated users and give "too" much service. This runs counter 
to a very basic tenet of our profession, to help all users to the fullest 
extent we can, and it is difficult for Reference librarians to offer 
less. On the other hand our desks are so busy that we often feel 
frustrated because our own primary users are not getting the extra 
assistance they could use because they are competing for our ser
vices with non-affiliated users. 

HIGHER REFERENCE USE 

One phenomenon that we have observed, but not documented 
with actual statistics, is that a higher. percentage of non-affiliated 
users approach the reference desk than our entry tallies would in
dicate. This pattern is especially evident on weekends when more 
non-affiliated users come to our libraries. GW counts a fairly con
sistent 10% non-GW user traffic by requiring identification at the 
door and documenting outside users. Unlike our own faculty and 
students, however, outside users are not familiar with our building, 
collections, or such access tools as serials lists or online systems 
available for public use. They have not been exposed to the basic 
level bibliographic instruction that we try to provide for our own un
dergraduate students, or to the more sophisticated introductions to 
the reference sources in a discipline that we offer for upper division 
undergraduates and graduate students. As a result, we feel that a 
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higher percentage of outside users approach the desk, and that they 
tend to require more assistance in using our libraries than our own 
users. This same phenomenon was discussed by Anne Piternick in 
her article on resource sharing where she observed that at the Uni
versity of British Columbia, ''while only 16 % of the questions were 
from external users, they required about 25% of the total time ex
pended in answering questions'' due to the complexity of the ques
tions and the knowledge of the users .1 

Another aspect of the problem is represented by the high volume 
of phone questions we both receive, many of which center on card 
catalog or serials holdings checks, or questions about building ac
cess and circulation policies. While we have clear policies to serve 
in-person patrons as a priority over phone requests, and we limit the 
amount of work we do over the phone (e.g., only three titles will be 
checked at a time), we still have a dilemma. How do we make sure 
we are serving our own users first? What if the phone call that is on 
"hold" is a faculty member at our own institution and the in-person 
traffic at the desk consists of a local consultant, a student from 
another area school and a lawyer on her lunch hour looking for a 
journal article? We sometimes feel we are forcing our users to come 
into the building because it is so hard to get through to us by phone. 

At Lehigh University Library an analysis of transactions from the 
reference divisions showed that 15-20% of the daily, non-interli
brary loan inquiries came from the outside community .2 Like GW 
and GU, Lehigh serves a metropolitan area with a large population 
of alumni and technically-oriented professionals. In response to the 
increasing demands for library service by the non-University com
munity, Lehigh established a fee-based information service. In con
sidering staffing at the reference desk, both GW and GU have con
sidered the times when non-affiliated users constitute a majority of 
our clientele and adjusted staffing accordingly. For example, 
neither library currently provides staffing on Friday evening when 
our own users are not the primary clientele for our services. 

LITTLE GUIDANCE 

The literature offers little guidance in facing these dilemmas. The 
document prepared by the Standards Committee of the Reference 
and Adult Services Division of A.LA., "A Commitment to Infor
mation Services: Developmental Guidelines", acknowledges that 
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reference or information services will vary with ''the user the insti
tution is designed to serve," and that "eligibility of users will be 
determined by the role, scope, and mission of individual institu
tions. " 3 These guidelines, however, do not really help reference li
brarians distinguish between those users the institution is designed to 
serve, and those non-affiliated users who have equal access to the 
building and the reference desk. The Reference and Online Services 
Handbook documents the reference service policies of a number of 
academic libraries.4 Most document a policy of open access to li
brary buildings and collections, although not borrowing privileges, 
for non-affiliated users. For those that distinguish among users for 
purposes of reference service, most answer quick reference ques
tions for all users. Some have a fee-based service for extended 
reference to non-affiliated users, although it is a judgment call as to 
when that distinction is made. Others suggest that when an inquiry 
becomes an extended reference transaction, user affiliation may be 
requested and distinctions made. Several libraries also recommend 
referral of the outside user to his or her own library or to the public 
library to pursue time-consuming inquiries unless the question in
volves the use of materials uniquely available at that library. Tax
supported institutions, especially when they are the largest library in 
an area, generally feel an obligation to respond to the needs of the 
community provided that such service does not interfere with the 
primary goal of service to the university. 

At the meeting of the ACRL Fee-Based Information Service Cen
ters in Libraries Discussion Group at ALA Midwinter in January, 
1984, there was some discussion of the issues such a service pre
sents at the Reference Desk. Generally, "ready reference" inquir
ies of up to fifteen minutes were done for anyone without charge. 
After that, the fee-based service was suggested. One library indi
cated that desk inquiries were monitored, with no charge the first 
few times. If a pattern was perceived, the fee-based service was sug
gested and librarians avoided continuing to answer questions free. 
Such services encounter the problem of the reference desk giving 
away services that are included in the fee-based service (e.g., pro
viding verification, identifying local locations, etc.). One suggestion 
was to routinely ask for presentation of an I.D. card at the Refer
ence Desk when a question is asked. The problem of establishing 
priorities when the same staff is used for both free and fee-based 
service was also addressed. Academic users are given priority, but 
another conflict emerges when faculty members request reference 
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service in connection with a consulting job for a corporation for 
which they themselves will be paid. At Georgia Institute of Technol
ogy, such clientele are included in the fee-based service.5 

LIMITATION POLICIES 

At both George Washington University and at Georgetown Uni
versity, some policies on limitation of reference service have 
emerged. Reference librarians at our desks very quickly learn that, 
when a question extends beyond a certain point in time, they are ex-: 
pected to find out if the patron is a member of our primary clientele. 
We try not to be overt, but will subtly withdraw from the question or 
refer the person elsewhere if they turn out to be a non-affiliated 
user. Both of our institutions limit computerized literature searches 
to our own users. In an area like Washington, D.C. where informa-· 
tion brokers and other for-fee services are widely available, and 
where there are a number of other public and private universities 
willing to provide the service, we feel no obligation to use staff time 
and university equipment to provide searches to outsiders, even with 
a surcharge. We also limit checks for other area holdings on OCLC 
to our own clients on the premise that the user's own library or the 
public library should be using OCLC or other sources to identify 
local holdings. Since OCLC charges for holdings displays, this is a 
fairly easy policy to justify, although it sometimes requires an ex
plicit question to determine user status at the point that we have veri
fied a needed title and determined that we do not own it. Having to 
limit service and enforce these rules, however, can be difficult for 
Reference librarians trained to use all available information sources. 

We have several proposals for how libraries facing these kinds of 
conflicts can address them: 

1) Probably the best thing any library can do is to have a written 
statement describing its policies relative to non-affiliated users. In a 
recent survey, the Association of Research Libraries polled its 
members and found that "61 out of 64 had written formal policies 
for external user access and services. "6 Many such policies relate 
more to borrowing and building access but several, including 
Georgetown's do attempt to address reference service policies as 
well. Although a policy won't solve all the conflicts, ifnothing else 
it will help raise the consciousness of the staff and provide more 
consistency in handling requests. 
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2) Fee-based services offer a real alternative, particularly if they 
are handled by a separate staff that can respond to the requests in a 
timely fashion, and on a cost-recovery basis. Problems can develop 
when this service is handled by the same staff as that serving regular 
daily reference questions. For one thing, it is difficult to distinguish 
free from for-fee service, and to determine when to draw the line. 
Another consideration is the timeliness with which fee-based re
quests can be processed when they are competing for the same staff 
time that must respond to the seasonal demands of the reference 
desk, bibliographic instruction, etc. Do fee-based requests always 
go to the end of the queue? If so, how effectively can such a service 
be marketed given the business community's need for timely infor
mation? 

3) Access policies could be restricted. For those libraries that 
monitor the entrance and require identification at the door, certain 
outside users· could be excluded except under exceptional, pre
authorized circumstances. We would need to continue to offer ac
cess to students from the Consortium and honor other reciprocal 
agreements to insure similar access for our own students and faculty 
at those institutions, but could limit access for individuals working 
for corporations, etc. We would still encounter some conflicts at the 
reference desk, but they would at least be among academic users, 
not between academics and for-profit groups. If a library does not 
want to go to an across-the-board limitation on access it might want 
to consider limiting access at particularly busy times, such as during 
term paper season or exams. For example, the medical library at 
GW limits access by non-medical center clientele during evening 
and weekend hours, and GU's law and medical libraries restrict ac
cess during final exams. 

4) To help identify our own users on the phone, the phone number 
listed in campus directories for the Reference Desk could be differ
ent from the publicly listed one. Another possibility for holdings 
checks would be for libraries in a region to institute a central num
ber that could take calls for checks on all area holdings. Given the 
wide participation by local libraries in OCLC, and a union list of 
serials, many such questions could be answered in an central loca
tion with the cost of the service shared by the participating libraries. 

5) For those users to whom borrowing privileges are extended, a 
library orientation of some kind could be required to secure a bor
rower's card. Patrons might be required to take a Self-Guided Tour, 
view a videotape or slide-tape program, or undergo some other ori-
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entation program not requiring an investment of staff time in order 
to insure their basic orientation to the building and its collections. At 
the very least, a library should make sure that a basic guide to its 
building and services is given with each card. The library's sign sys
tem could be examined and improved to reduce directional questions 
and make the building easier for the occasional user to understand 
without assistance. 

The Reference Desk will probably remain one area of library ser
vice where distinctions in level and type of service offered to differ
ent categories of users will be difficult to define and enforce. For 
libraries facing these conflicts, however, perhaps these suggestions 
will offer some help in dealing with the necessary setting of priori
ties in these days of tightening library resources and increasing staff 
demands. 
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