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Non-BI Librarians' Involvement 
with Library Instruction: 
Assessing the Evidence 

by Brian Quinn 

Bibliographic instruction is typically considered a function of reference 
librarians. Yet in some libraries, staff from other departments also take part in 
BI activities. A search of the literature was conducted to determine the extent 
to which librarians outside the reference department have been involved in BI. 
Although few studies were found that address this issue, some of the scant 
material suggested that non-reference librarians have been linked to BI. 

T he importance of bibliographic instruction to the overall mission 
of academic libraries has grown over the last few decades. Many 

libraries have developed elaborate programs of library instruction 
incorporating a variety of educational techniques, technologies, and 
strategies. BI has become so complex and so much in demand that it has 
become a specialization whose practitioners are commonly known as 
"BI librarians."! 

With many libraries having at least one librarian specializing in 
bibliographic instruction, it is easy to think of BI as the sole province 
of specialist librarians. Yet this is not necessarily the case. Biblio
graphic instruction is often a shared enterprise, with several librarians 
on the reference staff participating. Librarians may divide BI respon-
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sibilities according to their subject specialty, with one librarian han
dling, for example, business related instruction, another the sciences, 
and a third, the humanities. 

NON-BI LIBRARIANS AND BI 
What is less clear is the extent of involvement of librarians outside 

the reference department in BI efforts. BI has commonly been thought 
of as being primarily the responsibility of reference librarians, perhaps 
because they have traditionally been the librarians with the most 
public contact. Yet there is no reason why this should necessarily be the 
case. 

Indeed, good arguments could be-and have been-made for 
involving librarians from other areas of the library in BL Collection 
development librarians often have considerable subject expertise and 
knowledge of specialized sources that could be valuable to students of 
a specialized subject area. 2 Cataloging staff also frequently have sub
ject expertise, as well as an in-depth understanding of the library's 
organization and cataloging conventions.3 In some libraries, the poten
tial contribution that non-BI librarians such as these can make to the 
library's overall instruction effort has not gone unnoticed. Collection 
development librarians, for example, often serve as liaisons to aca
demic departments and participate in BI for students enrolled in 
courses in that department. 

THE STUDY 
The research objectives of this study were to determine which 

librarians conduct BI, what areas of the library they come from, and 
what their roles are in the BI process. 

A review of the literature was conducted to locate and examine 
evidence of non-BI librarian involvement in library use instruction. 
This review involved searching Library Literature, Library and Informa
tion Science Abstracts, and ERIC documents as far back as 1980 for any 
studies carried out on this topic. Relevant material prior to 1980 cited 
in these sources was also examined. In addition to "bibliographic 
instruction," subject headings included terms used to refer to other 
aspects of the library, such as "technical services," "collection devel
opment," "catalogers," and "bibliographers." 

ASSESSING THE RESULTS 
Although scant materials were found on the subject, some evi

dence indicated modest involvement by non-BI/non-reference librar
ians in library instruction. 

As early as 1923, Lucy Lewis referred to the participation of non
reference librarians in teaching. Writing in defense of library instruc
tion, Lewis suggested that this use of time by various librarians paid 
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liGood arguments could b~d have been-made for involving 
librarians from other areas of the library in BI. Collection 

development librarians often have considerable subject expertise 
and knowledge of specialized ... Cataloging staff also frequently 

have subject expertise, as well as an in-depth understanding of 
the library's organization." 

off by helping to make the students more independent. "Our present 
teaching schedule requires one-sixth of the time of the reference 
librarian, and one-sixth of the time of the continuations librarian, or 
one-third of the time of a staff member in addition to about three hours 
per week for lectures by the librarian."4 This brief mention clearly 
suggests that the reference librarian had help with her BI responsibili
ties from other library staff members. 

But the first real empirical evidence regarding the participation of 
non-BI librarians in BI does not appear until 1978, when Anne Roberts 
published a study of library instruction programs at ten campuses of 
the State University of New York. All offered undergraduate credit 
courses in library instruction, requiring the involvement of 45 SUNY 
librarians, of whom 7 were from technical services, 4 were in collection 
development, and 3 were in cataloging.s 

Another survey by Lois Pausch and Jean Koch appeared in 1981. 
They constructed a questionnaire designed to determine the extent to 
which technical services staff were involved in library instruction. Of 
the 300 academic libraries surveyed, 219 responded. Sixty-four per
cent of the technical services staff at these libraries reported partici pat
ing in some form of library instruction: 61 percent of technical services 
staff served as tour guides, 54 percent staffed the public catalog 
information desk, 49 percent taught classes, 44 percent served as 
consultants, 20 percent prepared lessons, IS percent worked at the 
reference desk, 6 percent wrote study guides, and 3 percent acted as 
term paper clinic interviewers.6 

In 1990 V. Lonnie Lawson and Charles Slattery sent a questionnaire 
to 32 academic libraries in Missouri to investigate the degree to which 
technical services librarians participated in bibliographic instruction, 
and the extent to which public services librarians compensated by 
participating in technical services acti vities.? Of the 25 libraries that 
responded to the survey, 8 indicated they had technical services 
librarians engaging in some form of BI. Lawson and Slattery found 
some variation among respondents in their perceptions of what consti
tuted BI-some respondents, for example, did not regard activity at 
the public services desk as BI. Nonetheless, they noted that the largest 
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number of technical services librarians were involved in working the 
reference desk, usually evenings and weekends. 

Although 14 of the responding libraries offered classes in library 
use, only 1 technical services librarian participated in teaching. Twelve 
libraries reported that technical services librarians were currently 
involved in conducting library tours, and 6 libraries reported that 
technical services librarians had participated in the past. Lawson and 
Slattery concluded that the survey results suggested a growing accep
tance of technical services librarians in BI. 

In 1991, Patricia Eskoz published a study of the extent to which 
catalog librarians in academic libraries participated in public services, 
including bibliographic instruction.8 The study began in 1983-84 when 
Eskoz sent questionnaires to 160 academic libraries. After receiving 
responses from 106 institutions, the author conducted follow-up tele
phone interviews in 1986-87 with 40 of the original respondents, and 
again in 1988 with 20 more respondents. 

Twenty-eight of the 106 institutions that responded to the original 
survey reported some involvement of catalogers in BI activities. Of 
these, libraries at larger institutions (with enrollments of over 30,000) 
reported the most involvement. In the follow-up survey, 15 out of 40 
libraries reported some involvement, indicating a tendency toward 
increasing participation. The 1988 update also suggested a modest 
increase in catalogers' involvement. 

CONCLUSION 
This assessment suggests that there is a longstanding tradition of 

involvement of non-BI librarians in bibliographic instruction. The 
available evidence indicates that these non-BI librarians tend to be 
predominantly catalogers, with some collection development librar
ians participating as well. Unfortunately, this involvement seems to 
have gone relatively undocumented in the literature. 

More research is needed on the numbers, types, and roles of non
BI librarians involved in library instruction, for only then will a clear 
portrait emerge. It is also important that future studies carefully 
define what is meant by "bibliographic instruction." If one defines BI 
in the very broad sense of helping patrons at the reference desk, the 
results of the study are likely to be different than if BI is defined as a 
more formal, structured activity that involves groups of students. 
Until the problem of defining BI is resolved, it will be difficult to 
compare studies and arrive at any sort of overall composite portrait of 
exactly who is doing BI these days. 
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