Jane Hammons and Kapil Vasudev

Connecting school and academic librarians

through professional development
A pilot project

COllaborations between school and academic librarians centered around the profes-
sional development of K-12 media specialists may represent a scalable and sustainable
method by which school and academic librarians can support information literacy. This
article outlines a pilot project developed between The Ohio State University Libraries
(University Libraries), located in Columbus, Ohio, and the Columbus City Schools (CCS)
that was intended to forge connections between school and academic librarians through
professional development.!

Background: School and academic librarian collaborations

Both school and academic librarians have expressed concerns about students” information
literacy and the transition to college.? And there is evidence to support these concerns. For
example, a Project Information Literacy study found that many new freshmen were not
prepared for college-level research assignments.> As a result, some librarians have called for
closer connections between school and academic librarians.* Without such collaborations,
students may find that the approach to information literacy at the college level differs from
their high school experience. One study of school and academic librarians found that skills
that high school librarians rated as being extremely important were sometimes considered less
important by academic librarians, suggesting a potential disconnect between what students
are being taught at each level.’

There are numerous examples of collaborations between academic and school libraries.®
Many involve academic librarians providing instruction to high school students. As an alter-
native, some have proposed the train-the-trainer model, in which academic librarians provide
professional development for school librarians.” Supporting the professional development of
school librarians has the potential for multiple benefits. Studies have demonstrated that the
presence of school librarians has a positive impact on students.® However, media specialists
may struggle to access professional development relevant to their needs.” There are a few
examples of academic librarians providing professional development for school librarians,
but the literature is limited."

Development of the Ohio State and CCS collaboration
In March 2019, the director of outreach and engagement in the University Libraries reached
out to the CCS supervisor of library services to inquire about the possibility of a collaboration
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in support of K-12 students. Such a collaboration aligned with the strategic directions of
the University Libraries, which includes a commitment to building partnerships outside
of campus. After a series of conversations, a plan was created for a pilot program in which
representatives from the University Libraries would lead two 90-minute professional devel-
opment workshops on CCS professional development days.!! The CCS media specialists
would receive Continuing Education Units for attending. This focus was selected based on
the needs of the CCS representatives, who explained that the professional development op-
portunities they typically encountered were not always relevant for librarians.

Workshop descriptions

Information literacy

The first workshop, Information Literacy: Supporting the Transition to College by Address-
ing Common Misconceptions, took place in the library at one of the CCS high schools.
Participants were introduced to the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Edu-
cation, familiar to many academic librarians but less for school librarians. The participants
were encouraged to reflect on how the conceptual focus of the Framework compared with
their own understanding of information literacy.

The second component of the workshop focused on identifying common misconceptions
that students have about information and research. The media specialists reviewed a list
of misconceptions developed by academic librarians, which included “research is a linear
process” and “every question has a single right answer.”'? Participants each wrote down a
misconception they have encountered, then all responses were examined to identify themes.
For the final part of the session, participants were encouraged develop a plan for helping
students move beyond a misconception.

Comics in the classroom

The second workshop, held in March 2020, was to be on a topic related to equity, diversity,
and inclusion. The education librarian decided to focus on a method for media specialists
to welcome students into the library and encourage them to engage with and take owner-
ship of the physical space of the library. The workshop centered on comic creation activities
that the media specialists could share with their students. This decision was inspired in part
by the success of the Comic Book Project, an initiative started by members of Columbia
University’s Teachers College to improve literacy education outcomes by engaging middle
school students in comic creation.?

The workshop began with an overview of the history of the medium. Participants were
introduced to a major concept in understanding comics: representational drawing. Repre-
sentational drawing means drawing an image that communicates a concept to the viewer.
The media specialists participated in an activity involving volunteers drawing increasingly
difficult concepts that had to be guessed by their colleagues. The concepts ranged from the
more concrete (like “judge”) to the more abstract (like “justice”). The group discussed what
details in each drawing made it effective in communicating the concept.

The next part of the workshop focused on comic creation activities. Several studies have
been conducted about the value of students participating in comic creation activities to ex-
press personal narratives based on their own lived experiences. After being shown examples
of comics created by students participating in the Comic Book Project, the media specialists
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created a single comic page depicting their typical workday using a 3x3 panel grid, and then
an 8-page minicomic, complete with a cover. The goal was to model an activity that could
be used with their students to create art for the library.

Additional workshops

There have been two additional workshops, both held over Zoom because of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. The head of bibliographic initiatives at Ohio State led a one-hour MARC
cataloging workshop for 11 CCS librarians. The workshop reviewed current cataloging
practices and resources for creating bibliographic records using the MARC format and how
these practices are applied in the Follett Destiny catalog used in CCS libraries.

The education librarian also led a 90-minute workshop on digital literacy skills. Participants
engaged in conversation about their experiences teaching students to verify information.
The workshop covered how to trace information sources online upstream to their origin and
the skill of lateral reading, which is using additional tabs to search for information about
the source.?

Benefits, challenges, and recommendations

Despite the disruption of COVID-19, the project proved valuable to both sides and is one
that the University Libraries hopes to continue. From the perspective of the CCS media
specialists, the workshops addressed a major concern, the lack of professional development
opportunities oriented to their needs. Another major benefit was the development of a
professional librarian community within Columbus that can share experiences and infor-
mation. While both academic and school librarians in Columbus have similar goals, there
has not previously been formal opportunities to engage. In fact, there have not always been
sufficient opportunities for the school librarians to meet with each other.

However, there were also challenges. While the workshops were well received, it is dif-
ficult to measure the long-term impact on the teaching practices of the media specialists
or student learning. Also, the University Libraries has not yet successfully scaled up this
project beyond the current 90-minute workshop model. The school librarians have been
invited to participate in some additional professional development programming offered
by the University Libraries, but the timing of the events as well as the fact that some of the
programming takes place through the campus learning management system have created
roadblocks.

For those considering a similar initiative, there are a few important things to keep in mind.
As noted by Jane W. Nichols, Lothar Spang, and Kristy Padron, it is important to make
sure that such programs are collaborations, in which the experiences and perspectives of
both sides are valued, rather than cases in which the academic librarians impose their view
of what is needed.'® In this collaboration, the content of the workshops was developed by
the Ohio State librarians, while the CCS librarians determined the topics that they wanted
for the presentations. It is also important to ensure that there is sufficient time for group
discussions to allow the media specialists to share with and learn from their colleagues.

Conclusion
The pilot project has been successful in starting to build a professional community of school
and academic librarians in Columbus. The results indicate that collaborations between
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academic and school librarians centered around professional development can be one way
both groups can support students’ information literacy and the transition to college. z=
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