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While microcomputer labs and software collections are increasingly a part of college and uni-
versity libraries, most librarians are not instructing users in microcomputer literacy, despite
the clear need of many users for such instruction. In many cases, librarians do not believe that
it is their role to provide such instruction. This paper will contend that it is indeed their role
and that if one views microcomputers as important tools for information retrieval and manage-
ment, librarians’ role in teaching users about them is vital. By examining the experience of one
academic library in assuming a central role in the administration of a microcomputer lab and in
campuswide microcomputer literacy instruction, changes in librarians’ professional roles are
suggested, and the implications of such a role are examined.

= icrocomputer labs and software
collections for the use of pa-
trons have become a feature of
” many college and university li-
branes over the past few years. In 1981, li-
braries adding such services were rare
enough to be reported individually in the
library press. By 1984, according to a sur-
vey reported in Library Journal, 45.7 per-
cent of the college and university libraries
responding made microcomputers avail-
able to the publlc and 43.4 percent did so
with software.’ And in a survey of ARL li-
braries taken in January 1984, twenty-four
of eighty-five respondents reported hav-
ing microcomputer facilities for users.”
Colleges and universities looking for lo-
cations for microcomputer labs have
tended to view any library with available
space as a suitable location largely due to
such factors as central location, long
hours, ability to provide access and con-

trol for software, and service orientation.
Libraries, for their part, have had a wide
range of responses to this institutional
need, sometimes resisting, but more often
accepting, welcoming, or actively seeking
responsibility for these additional ser-
vices. For most, the primary rationale for
doing so was probably to support the cur-
riculum and research by providing access
to instructional and application software.
But libraries have had other purposes,
too, including collection of data available
on floppy disk (and now CD/ROM), de-
velopment of end-user online search ser-
vices, and support for general computer
literacy, contmumg education, and fac-
ulty development.’ Additionally, a few li-
braries have had special library educa-
tional missions in mind, such as the use of
computer-assisted-instruction software
for library instruction. Few, however,
have considered the specialized teaching
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skills of instruction librarians and the im-
plications of these skills for microcom-
puter labs. (A notable exception is the
Mann Library Microcomputer Center at
Cornell University.)*

A major problem faced by libraries add-
ing microcomputers is the necessity of
coping with the lack on the part of many
users of microcomputer training and their
overwhelming need for assistance. Meth-
ods adopted to deal with this problem
range from posting signs advising patrons
to go to the computer center for assistance
to hiring and training student assistants to
staff the area. But many patrons are not
comfortable learning on their own; some
don’t realize—even in 1986—that they
don’t need to know how to program to use
a microcomputer; even if assistance is
available, many are reluctant or uncom-
fortable in seeking it out. Thus, there is a
strong need for various types of group
training and instruction.

Even with this obvious need on the part
of users, however, academic librarians—
including instruction librarians—are not
generally providing such instruction. Pos-
sible reasons for this situation include (in
addition to a shortage of staff time) a lack
of clarity on many campuses as to the unit
responsible for providing such assistance,
lack of microcomputer skills and/or confi-
dence on the part of librarians, and the fact
that many librarians simply don’t think it
is their role to teach microcomputer
skills—it sounds too much like teaching
computer science.

This paper will take exception to these
assumptions, particularly the last one. It
will be argued that the microcomputer—
far from being seen as a programmer’s
instrument—should be seen, at least as far
as the needs of many faculty, staff, and
students are concerned, as an information
retrieval and management tool, and, as
such, something with which librarians, as
information professionals, should be vi-
tally involved. Furthermore, the implica-
tions of this point of view and of develop-
ments in technology and telecommunica-
tions will have profound implications for
the professional roles of academic librari-
ans in the future. By examining the experi-
ence of one academic library in assuming a

Teaching Microcomputer Literacy 375

central role in the administration of a mi-
crocomputer lab and, more importantly,
in campuswide microcomputer literacy in-
struction, one such appropriate role will
be suggested and the implications of such
a professional role examined.

In the fall of 1982, a microcomputer lab
was made available to the users of the Li-
brary/Learning Center at the University of
Wisconsin-Parkside. The university ad-
ministration chose this unit as the most
suitable to house and administer acampus
microcomputer facility because of its ser-
vice orientation and open and nonintimi-
dating atmosphere.” Although it has
grown considerably since that time, this
site remains the sole microcomputer facil-
ity for this campus of approximately five
thousand students. At the time it opened,
two of the major goals of the lab were to
suplport the curriculum and to provide a
facility to promote general computer liter-
acy for the entire campus community. For
the reasons cited above, librarians soon re-
alized that there was a strong need to offer
general microcomputer instruction.

To respond to these needs, two librari-
ans from the public services staff began
regularly offering a hands-on general ori-
entation workshop to introduce students,
faculty, and staff to the use of microcom-
puters. After the need for follow-up work-
shops on several specific applications—
word processing, file management, and
electronic spreadsheets—became appar-
ent, workshops on each of these applica-
tions were developed and taught the fol-
lowing semester. All workshops were two
hours in length and taught in two-person
teams, with librarians serving alternately
as ““presenter’’ and “‘troubleshooter.””

After approximately one year, the seven
reference/instruction librarians in the
public services division reached the collec-
tive decision that they should all partici-
pate in this program of microcomputer in-
struction. All librarians had attended
in-house hands-on workshops similar to
the orientation workshops, and many had
trained themselves further in the use of
microcomputers by learning to use a par-
ticular application program to accomplish
a library or professional task. The team
teaching method allowed those who had
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not yet taught workshops to work initially
with one of the more experienced work-
shop leaders. Although most librarians
found that teaching the workshops ini-
tially required extensive preparation and
was stressful, all were reasonably com-
fortable in this role within a few months.
Further, most found the experience to be
stimulating professionally and the enthu-
siasm of workshop participants gratify-
ing. As aresult of the participation of a to-
tal of seven librarians as instructors, the
library was able to offer a workshop ap-
proximately every two weeks without cre-
ating an unreasonable work load for any
staff member and to expand its workshop
offerings to include one on the use of bibli-
ography management software.

During this period, as librarians in-
creased their level of computer literacy
and awareness, they became aware that
the objectives of the microcomputer in-
struction program should be expanded.
The potential applications of microcom-
puters to library research tasks became
more apparent with new information be-
coming available—in some cases
exclusively—in machine-readable format,
whether on floppy or optical disks or via
telecommunications. An online catalog
was also in the foreseeable future. Librari-
ans became convinced that instruction in
information literacy—the skills and
knowledge necessary to find and utilize
needed information, regardless of its
physical location or format’—was an im-
portant goal of the bibliographic instruc-
tion program and that microcomputer lit-
eracy was an important subgoal.

Librarians therefore developed a series
of seminars directed at faculty on the use
of microcomputers as a tool to enhance
library-related research and teaching
tasks. Included in the series were presen-
tations on end-user searching, manage-
ment of bibliographies and research
notes, and presentation graphics. Unlike
the workshop series, these seminars are
more conceptual in nature. Relevant soft-
ware is demonstrated, but little hands-on
experience is offered. Plans call for invit-
ing faculty and staff members from other
campus units who have specialized micro-
computer expertise to participate as in-
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structors in future seminars. Librarians
also experimented on a trial basis with in-
corporating instruction on these topics
into the ongoing bibliographic instruction
program.

The workshops and seminars have been
both well attended and well received; for-
mal evaluations, informal feedback, and
librarians’ perceptions have all been gen-
erally very positive. In terms of the spe-
cifics of designing and offering work-
shops, the hands-on instruction method
turns out to be effective, particularly for
novice computer users, who have one
overriding need: to use a microcomputer
successfully. The hands-on approach
meets this need by minimizing theory and
emphasizing a learning-by-doing ap-
proach. Assigning two participants to
each microcomputer works well for orien-
tation instruction; not only do they get
sufficient hands-on experience, but they
are often able to assist each other, reduc-
ing both their anxiety and the amount of
classroom time that must be devoted to
troubleshooting.

Hands-on workshops are, however,
time-consuming for both students and in-
structors. Teams of at least two persons
are essential for teaching introductory
hands-on workshops of more than five
participants. Trained microcomputer stu-
dent assistants serving as troubleshooters
can be used effectively in many cases as
the second member of the team. The time-
consuming nature of hands-on microcom-
puter instruction will require that strate-
gies and methods for integrating it into the
existing bibliographic instruction curricu-
lum be carefully developed. Although re-
searchers using a library can profit from
use of a number of microcomputer appli-
cations, it takes a considerable amount of
time to teach each of these skills thor-
oughly. It has proven to be unwise to at-
tempt to have students incorporate more
than one of these skills into the research
process initially. A first step for many bib-
liographic instruction programs may be
simply to incorporate information on
library-owned software programs appro-
priate to library research-related tasks into
classroom presentations for upper-
division and graduate students.




Unlike the hands-on workshops, the
seminars have assumed a basic level of fa-
miliarity with the use of microcomputers
on the part of those attending. This format
has turned out to be well suited to meeting
the need simply to make patrons aware of
software suitable for particular purposes
and how it might best be used. A signifi-
cant outcome of the seminars is that they
have increased opportunities for librari-
ans to act as consultants; as a result of the
seminars librarians have often been called
upon by teaching faculty seeking advice
on accessing online search services and
managing reprint files. In general, teach-
ing skills and experience gained previ-
ously by librarians active in bibliographic
instruction programs have been helpful
and relevant to the task of developing and
teaching microcomputer workshops and
seminars.

There have been a number of specific
benefits at UW-Parkside resulting from
the new role of academic librarians as in-
structors and consultants in microcom-
puter literacy and applications. Many pa-
trons who might otherwise never have
utilized microcomputers have become en-
thusiastic beneficiaries of the productivity
potential inherent in microcomputer ap-
plications. Faculty, in particular, have
been prepared to introduce their students
to discipline-specific applications of mi-
crocomputers, which otherwise might
have been ignored. Further, the emerging
role of librarians as technologically adept
professionals with expertise in the latest
technology has enhanced the image of li-
brarians in the eyes of a number of faculty
and administrators. Finally, the expertise
gained by librarians in the use of micro-
computer applications has paid off in
gains in operational efficiency, as the li-
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brary staff has increasingly utilized micros
for a variety of in-house applications.

Librarians have traditionally been the
interface between patrons and informa-
tion, possessing an understanding of the
way information is organized while at the
same time being able to work well with
people. This fundamental role remains
the same, even with the new technology,
but the skills needed by librarians, re-
searchers, and students will change. As
more sources of information become avail-
able via computer, librarians must assume
leadership roles in working with users to
insure their ability to access, evaluate, or-
ganize, and manipulate this information.’

Librarians can play a significant role in
promoting general computer literacy on
their campuses, and they must play a cen-
tral role in promoting information literacy.
The microcomputer is an important infor-
mation retrieval and management tool,
and librarians have an obligation to help
users utilize it for research and informa-
tion purposes. Further, as patrons in-
creasingly use microcomputers to access
information from remote locations, librari-
ans’ roles will be more concerned with
consulting with and teaching users about
the new technology than with the direct
provision of information. Librarians,
more than perhaps any other group on
campus, are attuned to working with peo-
ple to access and manage information.
Teaching faculty are facing up to the ne-
cessity of integrating microcomputers into
the curricula of their specific disciplines;
librarians should do the same with the bib-
liographic instruction curriculum. The as-
sumption of a proactive and dynamic role
by librarians will help them to play central
roles in the technological future of the uni-
versity.
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