
In this presentation, we will share some of what we learned as early career librarians in our 
current areas of specialization: teaching and management.  
 
Kaitlyn: Emily and I used to work together, and so often one of us would come to the other and 
say something like, “Don’t laugh, but what is EZ-Proxy?” or “Do you know how to update 
LibCal?” I used to feel like a perpetual idiot, but the reality is that there are so many paths you 
can take in a library career, and so much to know, that it’s impossible as a young professional to 
NOT have some knowledge gaps.  
 
There’s the apocryphal quotation, ascribed to Abraham Lincoln, “Better to remain silent and be 
thought a fool than to speak and to remove all doubt” --- that WILL NOT apply here.  
 
Emily: Although I studied archives in library school, job availability steered the course of my 
career for years, bouncing around library jobs, until I finally found permanent work teaching info 
lit in an academic library. Over the past 4 years, I learned how to teach by on-the-job trial and 
error, which always felt like sneaking in through a back door. Thinking of the teachers I know, 
who went through a curriculum of education theory and supervised student teaching, I felt totally 
unprepared in comparison.  

I didn’t have a professional pathway or concentration while I was in library school; I took 
electives in different areas (something I didn’t do in my undergrad and regretted). I found 
several things I wasn’t interested in, including law librarianship. I even went back to school after 
I completed my Master’s to get a school media certification, completed 6 of the 12 credits I 
needed for that, and then realized I’d made a huge mistake during my fieldwork and quit two 
days in.  

While all of this was going on, I was working in an academic library part-time, and then full-time, 
still wanting to explore. I knew I didn’t want to teach, and I didn’t think that I wanted to manage, 
either. Meanwhile, I worked my way up through positions with steadily increasing managerial 
responsibilities, each time thinking, “Okay, I might be in over my head, but I can probably figure 
this out. I just won’t go any higher.” That’s not to brag --- that’s to try to impress upon you how 
underqualified and unprepared I felt, and how little that ended up mattering.  

Did you receive teacher training during your LIS education? 
 
If, like me, you don’t feel like library school prepared you for the reality of the classroom, you’re 
not alone. 
 
 
Merinda Kaye Hensley, who evaluated 10 syllabi of LIS courses that cover library instruction in 
this study, concluded that “…there is a severe mismatch between the ways our library schools 
prepare graduate students for the classroom and that librarians don’t receive much, if any, 
on-the-ground training for learning how to teach.” 

http://www.ala.org/acrl/sites/ala.org.acrl/files/content/conferences/confsandpreconfs/2015/Hensley.pdf
http://www.ala.org/acrl/sites/ala.org.acrl/files/content/conferences/confsandpreconfs/2015/Hensley.pdf


 
Hensley’s study also found that teaching is increasingly a skill that library directors and deans 
expect in library hires, and that whether you’re in front of a classroom, at the reference desk, or 
training other library staff, it’s clear that “Teaching is inescapable for the academic librarian.” 
 
 
What about management and leadership training? 
 
All MLIS programs offer a management or administration course, and for many (but not all) it’s 
part of the core curriculum. I had one, and every colleague I talked to about this presentation 
had one --- and most mentioned that they felt it to be inadequate preparation. In 2018, Against 
the Grain asked their 2017 Up & Comer award recipients what they wish they had learned in 
library school and along with “more about cataloging” and “how to fundraise,” over half wanted 
more management and organizational training, wanting more instruction in: “how to manage 
people,” “how to deal with conflict,” and (I love this one) “human interaction.”  
 
Library school programs certainly intend a prioritization of these topics, among others.  
 
In January 2009, the ALA approved and adopted as policy “ALA’s Core Competencies of 
Librarianship.” There are eight core areas and a total of 41 competencies that a person 
graduating from an ALA-accredited master’s program in library science should possess.  
 
Section 7 is “Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning,” with sub-areas including: “Learning 
theories, instructional methods, and achievement measures; and their application in libraries 
and other information agencies” as well as “The principles related to the teaching and learning 
of concepts, processes and skills used in seeking, evaluating, and using recorded knowledge 
and information.” 
 
MLIS programs are varied, and many of them are flexible. There are so many directions you can 
take in this field, and specialized areas of study are constantly evolving. All of this to say --- if 
there are gaps between the expectations of the Core Competencies and any one librarian’s 
personal experience of library school, it isn’t an indictment of the system.  
 
We can’t go any further without acknowledging what I would argue is the most critical of the 
competencies, also in section 7 ---  
 
 
“The necessity of continuing professional development of practitioners in libraries and other 
information agencies.” Obviously, no one needs to be sold on this argument; by listening to this 
presentation, you’re actively engaging in professional development.  
 
But it’s also true that we’re all experiencing a gap between our book-learnin and our 
professional know-how. 



 
The concept of “tacit knowledge” helped me feel a lot better about my level of preparedness -- 
there’s some information people take for granted if they’ve been in a field for a while. Like when 
you’re at a new job and they use an acronym you don’t know. 
 
We have to watch this impulse at the desk all the time -- assuming a student knows what 
“periodicals” or “databases” are. 
 
We’re hoping this presentation can make some concepts go from tacit to explicit. 
 
We’re also hoping to inspire non-judgment in honest conversations about how to bridge 
knowledge gaps. If you still feel like you don’t understand something, and all of your individual 
research and studying has left you with more questions than answers, reach out to someone.  
 
Because asking questions helps promote a culture where it’s ok not to know things. 
 
Because no one is born knowing what WorldCat is, or how to make a worksheet that actually 
assesses what you’re trying to teach. An important moment in my teaching journey was when I 
allowed myself to release the feelings of being a failure and embrace the term “beginner” 
instead. You’re not a failure. You’re a beginner.  
 
Even if you’ve been in the field for 20 years, you can still wander down a new path with a 
beginner’s mind. 

In the next slides I’ll go over some teaching concepts I had to learn the hard way: by pretending 
I knew what my boss was talking about until she left my office, and I could Google it. We can 
start with some basic terms in education that teaching librarians use a lot. 

- Pedagogy: the art and science of teaching, especially putting a theory into practice. 
- Rubric: A grading system where you state what an A paper looks like, what a B paper 

looks like, etc. You may remember rubrics from when you were a student. 
- Learning objectives: Brief statements that describe what a student should be able to do 

by the time they’re done with the lesson, or assignment. Learning objectives are an 
important part of lesson planning as well as assessment. 

- Scaffolding: I think of it as meeting a student where they are, either by starting with the 
familiar, then transitioning to new concepts, or spreading the skills they need across the 
course of a semester or series of sessions. A paper where over the course of the 
semester, you write an outline, then a bibliography, then a first and final draft of a paper, 
this would be a scaffolded research assignment. 

- Active learning: practicing what you’re learning in a hands-on activity during the class 
- UDL: a way of thinking about teaching and learning that is inclusive to all students. It 

involves designing activities to engage different learning styles, and is especially 
important for students with learning and attention issues 

- Flipped classroom: where students learn a concept ahead of class, then use class time 
for an activity that would normally be homework. This gives the student access to the 



teacher for questions, and the chance to work with others while they practice the 
concept. Flipped classrooms are a popular model for library instruction because you’re 
often limited in time. 

- One-shot: This is where the librarian teaches how to do research in one class period of 
a semester-long course. A lot of library instruction works on a one-shot model, as 
opposed to working with the same students for an entire semester. 

- Assessment: the variety of ways educators evaluate and measure learning objectives in 
students. Administrators care a lot about assessment, but it’s also a big catchall term 
that I found ambiguous for the first few years of teaching. 

A little more on assessment. If your school already has things in place, great! If not, and you're 
expected to develop that in your area, here are tips I've found useful: 

- A little goes a long way. Especially if you haven't formally assessed instruction at all 
before. 

- Think of the good, better, and best type of data you could have to assess instruction. For 
example -- student survey is good, faculty feedback is better, and maybe seeing the 
finished assignment is best evidence.  

- This helps you think through what information you need, how you could get it, 
and who you need to collaborate with to make it happen 

- Use your student learning outcomes to form your assessment. This is why it’s worth 
taking the time to write good learning outcomes for a lesson plan -- because then as you 
begin to assess how it went, you can start with a simple “Ok, here’s what I said they’d be 
able to do at the end of this. So, can they do it?” 

- Assessment should ultimately make your job easier, and make your instruction more 
rewarding for everyone 

- Don't let the perfect be the enemy of the good: I think that’s where a lot of library teams 
get stuck, because the thought of formal assessment programs feels so overwhelming. 
Just try a little, and grow from there. 

 

- Online polls or surveys with Poll Everywhere, Survey Monkey, or Google Forms. (Poll 
Everywhere is the one I have experience with) 

- Three Things You Learned: At the end of the session, have students write down three 
things they learned. 

- Muddiest Point: Have students write down one thing they are still confused about. You 
can use this for follow-up instruction. 

- One-minute Paper: Give students one minute to write down everything they learned at 
the end of the session 

- Seek faculty feedback: Ask faculty, either face to face or through a survey, to reflect and 
share on observed gains and gaps in student learning. 



- Review student work samples: If it’s already happening at your institution, take part in 
evaluating student assignments. 

 

- Learn how to write learning outcomes. It’s basically the second half of the statement, 
“After this [class/activity], students will be able to…” Verb/action phrase + "in order to" + 
why statement = learning outcome  

- So an example could be: “Use Noodlebib in order to organize research and 
citations, so that they avoid plagiarism.”  

- Asking questions:  
- Be patient. The recommended amount of wait time after asking a question is ten 

seconds. This will seem like an uncomfortable eternity, but it is important 
processing time for students. Try counting silently to yourself, before offering a 
hint or rephrasing the question. 

- Asking questions pt 2:  
- Move from closed to open-ended questions. Starting with simple yes or no 

questions, like how many of us use an iPhone, can help students become 
comfortable and more willing to take a risk on a deeper question later in the 
class. If students are reluctant to speak, you can ask for a show of hands as 
response, or let them pair up and discuss answers before sharing in front of 
everyone. 

- Ask someone to observe you in the classroom:  
- You might be thinking “oh no, then they’ll know i’m an idiot who can’t teach,” but 

this is a chance to get valuable feedback from someone who knows what to look 
for.  

- You can also talk ahead of time about the specific kinds of feedback you want, so 
that you avoid getting feedback like “you touch your hair a lot, or your jokes aren’t 
that funny,”...there are also worksheets for classroom observation that make this 
process feel less murky and subjective. 

- keeping a teaching log, where you take the time to reflect on what’s working, and what 
you’d like to improve in the future. 

- Constellation of mentors:  
- I learned about this at ACRL 2017 and it’s better than trying to find your one 

special mentor who will be perfect in meeting all your needs. Instead, the 
presenters talked about different types of mentors in different areas of life, like a 
cheerleader, confidant, advocate, and role model.  

- Kaitlyn is a perfect example of a cheerleader and confidant in my life! 
- MILEX, the Maryland Information Literacy Exchange, is a great membership with 

periodic workshops on teaching information literacy. They’re some of the most 
supportive folks in a professional membership that I’ve ever talked with. 



- Write a teaching philosophy. Even if you don't need one yet, it's a living document you 
can update as you learn and helps you put your priorities into words. 

 

Here’s a short paragraph I wrote last year, summarizing my teaching philosophy. This is 
definitely a work in progress, and I can already think of things I wish I could add. It does not 
need to be written in teacher jargon, and there are great resources out there to help you get 
started. I’ve linked one in the slide notes, from the University of Minnesota, that I found helpful. 

Taking the time to identify the values I want to support – curiosity, persistence, failure as a part 
of learning – has influenced the way I design class activities and how I interact with students. 
Having my teaching philosophy fresh in my mind as I walk into the classroom has helped me be 
a more thoughtful teacher. 

Now I’m going to turn it over to Kaitlyn to talk about management. 

Back to the ALA’s Core Competencies, this time as they relate to management and leadership. 
Once again, when I spoke to colleagues and told them about the topic of this presentation, 
almost everyone without exception said, “Oh, but I did have a class about library management 
in library school,” immediately followed by, “But I didn’t really learn any practical skills.” Again, 
this isn’t an indictment of library school, but rather a call to remember that earlier competency 
regarding continuing development and to find what works for you as a manager. These are a 
couple things I’ve picked up over the years that I think will help anyone, though.  
 
 
Last year I attended an excellent professional development experience, maybe some of you 
watching today were able to attend as well --- the Library Management Skills Institute, put on by 
DeEtta Jones and Associates and designed in partnership with Association of Research 
Libraries and National Training Laboratory.  
 
One of the most informative pieces of that experience was the self-discovery element.  
 
What do you know about your own communication preferences? Your behavior style? Could 
you sum up both in a couple of sentences? It’s important to understand the people you’re 
working with and managing but the other critical part of those relationships is you.  
 
Self-reflection and self-awareness are absolutely essential to being an effective leader. How do 
you get there? There aren’t short-cuts, but if this is a new area for you, and you’re looking to 
learn the vocabulary and how your personality influences what happens in the workplace, I 
recommend both the DiSC and the Influence Strategies Exercise.  
 
The DiSC looks at four different aspects of your natural behavior and the ISE tells you what 
influencing strategies you tend to use, what that looks like in working with others, and how you 



can become a more effective influencer --- basically, how you can become a more effective 
leader.  
 
For instance, when I took the ISE, the top strategies I scored in were empowerment (making 
others feel valued by involving them in decision-making, and giving them recognition) and 
interpersonal awareness (identifying other people’s concerns and positioning one’s ideas to 
address these concerns), both of which rang very true to my natural tendency to avoid conflict 
and try to please people.  
 
I scored low in logical persuasion (using logical reasons, expertise or data to convince and 
persuade others) and bargaining (gaining support by negotiating a mutually satisfactory 
outcome, exchanging favors).  
 
There are nine strategies, and you need them at different points --- for example, logical 
persuasion is most effective when you’re dealing with people who rely on logic and reason. The 
instrument gives you ideas for when each strategy is most effective, how to increase your 
effectiveness in using it, and also troubleshooting questions if you find it’s just not working.  
 
A little bit of self-reflection and self-awareness can go a long way. I’ve personally found that 
when I have the vocabulary to describe the behavior I see in others, and the self-knowledge of 
my own patterns, I’m able to see things with less judgment, take things less personally, and 
make better, evidence-based choices in managing. 
 
These benefits come from the DiSC personality website, and I think they’re representative of 
any time you take the time to reflect on human nature, including your own. You can increase 
your self-knowledge, how you respond to conflict, what motivates you, what causes you stress, 
and how you solve problems. And you may find that you can facilitate better teamwork and 
teach productive conflict. 
 
 
Of course, other people are tricky to understand.  
 
Maybe we understand ourselves, we understand what we’re trying to accomplish and what 
we’re trying to say. I love this quotation --- in other people we see the behavior; in ourselves we 
see the intent.  
 
It’s easy to understand our own intentions for doing things, or for what we say. There may be 
certain contexts in which intent doesn’t matter or matters less in life --- it’s not about intent, it’s 
about the impact, but I don’t think we can skip the intent stage when we’re trying to understand 
others and work with others.  
 
 



This brings us to confirmation bias --- the tendency to interpret new evidence as confirmation of 
one's existing beliefs or theories, which is harmful because you are assuming. In dealing with 
people, we want to do a lot less assuming than is natural. Our brains are automatic processors, 
we’re going to try to find shortcuts, but we need to fight it and have a conversation. 
 
 
So if there’s a problem situation, how can you combat confirmation bias and get to better 
understanding? 
 
This is where having a planned conversation with someone as opposed to an off-the-cuff 
conversation has its benefits.  
 
But even in the moment, just mirroring back to the person you’re talking to, saying, “I’m hearing 
this --- is that right?” leads to more clarity.  
 
Another thing to think about: when you ask a question of someone in the context of a problem 
situation,  the first response is usually not the answer (or at least not the full answer). Ask 
people to “say more about that.” I know when I was younger, my natural impulse was to say 
whatever would end an uncomfortable conversation quickest, as opposed to being completely 
forthcoming. 
 
Speaking as a naturally shy, non-confrontational person, it’s easy to want to go into a discussion 
with a team member having formed some conclusions because it’s uncomfortable to sit with the 
unknown, or to go into a conversation wide-open to where it could go.  
 
I will add that anytime I hear myself saying “always” or “never” in my head, it’s usually an 
indicator that my emotions have gotten involved, and I need to step back and think about some 
of these questions, especially “Am I making an interpretive leap?”  
 
An example from my Fall semester being, “This student worker is never on time,” I’m frustrated, 
I’m watching the clock knowing this person is going to be late.  
 
Then I checked myself. Before I sat down and looked at our new time clock’s data, I made a 
guess as to how many shifts this person had been late for, because I wanted to check my bias. 
And I guessed higher than the actual number. That gave me pause, because I’m on the 
students’ side. I’m not out to catch them.  
 
All this to say it’s difficult but essential to cue in to when you are taking mental shortcuts, 
because you’re cheating yourself out of a better understanding of what’s going on. 
 
If there’s a problem behavior that needs to be addressed, though, it’s helpful to work through 
problem behavior analysis. Think through these questions surrounding the impact of the 
behavior you’re looking to discuss: what are the impacts on users, on colleagues, on the project 



or the work, and on me. Then, think out what you can say based on that, focused only on facts. 
Now, this model doesn’t work for every conversation --- it’s more for single issue, focused 
problems.  
 
Let’s say we had a meeting yesterday, and Emily left in the middle of it without any explanation, 
and slammed the door shut as she left. When I talk to her about it, I’m going to mention the 
behavior, focused only on facts (not how much it hurt my feelings), and then if there were any 
impacts on the groups mentioned here, I’ll mention those --- but they HAVE to be OBSERVED 
by ME.  
 
I’m not going to future-forecast and say, “If you did that in a meeting with faculty, it would 
damage our working relationship.”  
 
I’m not going to give feedback based on third person information, where someone tells me they 
were in this meeting where this happened but I wasn’t; in a situation like that, it’s better to 
inquire rather than assume because all I have is hearsay, and that’s not fair to build a case on.  
 
So with my previous example, I might say, “Emily, yesterday during our meeting when I started 
to talk about building updates, you picked up your notebook and left the room and didn’t come 
back. You missed the rest of the information in the meeting. I’d like to know what happened.”  
 
In that opening statement which starts our conversation, I’m not trying to FIX the behavior, I’m 
not telling her what I want from her, or telling her what went wrong; I’m not editorializing the 
interaction in any way. I’m coming to this conversation with facts but also questions, open to 
hear whatever she has to say and then work together on a solution. 
 
I started with more difficult conversations, but of course, there should be many more positive 
conversations than just those brought on by a problem behavior. Ideally, coaching and feedback 
should be given at a 6:1 ratio of positive interactions to negative, but a minimum ratio of 3:1.  
 
Good feedback is: 
 
Specific – observable behavior, never something like, “You seem sad.” That’s not feedback. 
Focused – SINGLE issue conversation 
Non-evaluative – don’t make assumptions, or ascribe intentions…come to the conversation as 
much a blank slate as possible 
Purposeful – gives the person useful, actionable info. and deals with a BEHAVIOR that CAN 
and NEEDS to be changed  
Future-oriented – leaves opportunity for growth/change 
 
You’ve probably heard of the compliment sandwich --- a critique given between two pieces of 
positive feedback. The compliment sandwich is bogus --- it is a disservice to the person 



receiving feedback; the positive feedback seems less sincere and it really only serves to make 
the person delivering it feel better. 
 
The last topic I want to talk about is power. Power in this context is really just the ability to 
influence the behavior of others, to overcome resistance, in order to achieve an objective. When 
I started researching power dynamics, I didn’t really see how it fit into the library workplace --- it 
seems more like a topic for the corporate world, right? Libraries are egalitarian by nature, and to 
talk about power feels a little weird, at least to me, but this isn’t power to rule over someone --- 
it’s more about recognizing relationship dynamics.  
 
Everyone has access to these types of power in different contexts in their lives. To further 
explain one type I use a lot: referent power is interpersonal, it’s based on others liking or 
wanting to please a person who doesn’t necessarily have a recognized, legitimate power in the 
relationship. For example --- if you have a faculty emeritus who no longer has any formal 
relationship with the college, but everyone adores him --- he’s going to be able to leverage that 
power to get access to things that would normally be cut off for him, maybe like interlibrary loan. 
 
What’s the point of knowing about these different forms of power? Well, they inform how you as 
a manager or leader work with people. If you understand what type of power you have in a 
situation, or what type of power others have, it informs what strategies you can leverage to work 
most effectively.  
 
And just because I have a type of power doesn’t mean I want to use it in a given situation. I may 
have coercive power over my student workers, because I can threaten or punish them. And 
coercive power is good for short-term compliance --- if I had a one-off problem, like someone 
bringing a friend behind the desk, maybe I want to use coercive power and say to them as part 
of a larger conversation, “You can’t have friends behind the circulation desk; next time I’m going 
to need to write you up.” If I know from the context of a different conversation with the student 
that their friend  is just visiting with the person’s parents for the weekend, this may strategy may 
work because it should be an isolated incident. But I can’t wield coercive power willy-nilly, 
because it dilutes over time and affects the dynamics of the relationship.  
 
A helpful way to get started thinking about this, and using this information, is to think about 
relationships you have with people and what sort of power structures exist in those 
relationships.  
 
We have some resources to recommend! No Hard Feelings is a great book for anyone who 
over-thinks their work life and gets lost in the bog of human relationships in the workplace. 
Managing to Change the World is an excellent, practical book with really actionable advice; it’s 
written by the creator of “Ask a Manager,” and if you are not familiar with that blog, please check 
it out. It’s good for a laugh, but beyond that it’s an excellent forum for thinking through workplace 
questions --- it is one website where I would recommend that you read the comments because 
it’s so thought-provoking to see different people’s takes on issues.  



 
As for teaching resources, I highly recommend The New Instruction Librarian, which is an ALA 
book. It’s organized by the different “hats” an instruction librarian has to wear, like project 
manager, coordinator, and advocate. And has some excellent worksheets for designing learning 
objectives and classroom observations in the back. 
 
I’d also recommend library blogs! ACRLog is the ACRL official blog (full disclosure I write for 
them) -- I’ve found their posts knowledgeable and compassionate about all kinds of topics in 
academic librarianship, not just teaching.  
 
The ACRL Sandbox is another cool resource, where you can browse learning activities, 
worksheets, assignments, and lesson plans, tagged by the ACRL Framework for Information 
Literacy frames. That’s something I love about education, and library educators in particular, is 
this willingness to share classroom resources and inclination toward open access and Creative 
Commons. 
 
Some other tools we like are: 
Trello, a project management website 
Unsplash, a repository of high-quality, freely-usable stock photos (all the photos in this 
presentation are from Unsplash!) 
Canva 
 
 
I’m always personally curious to hear what people wish they’d learned in library school and also 
to hear about how they filled their own knowledge gaps.  
 
I love to hear about the tools other people are using to continue their learning. Please feel free 
to contribute your thoughts on our Google form here.  
 
In conclusion, when you’re lost in the woods, ask for help! Even if your workplace doesn’t feel 
psychologically safe enough to admit your ignorance, if you can find one friend to confide in and 
compare notes with, I think you’ll find an easier time. It might feel like the lost leading the lost, 
but there’s something to be said for peer-learning. We’ve jokingly referred to each other as 
“dumb-question friends,” even though of course there is no such thing as a dumb question! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


