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College and university library instruction programs often
focus on providing information literacy instruction for
undergraduate students. In this article, Kathy Christie
Anders shares how she has developed an information lit-
eracy program specifically aimed at graduate students. She
discusses the challenges of embedding information literacy
into graduate and professional school curricula, particularly
across degree programs. She also discusses the advantages of
taking a multi-pronged approach to instruction for graduate
students, especially in an instructional context that makes
programmatic implementation a challenge.—Editor

or many years, undergraduate success has been a

central part of many conversations concerning aca-

demic libraries, and indeed about universities more

broadly. Recently, though, there has been grow-
ing public interest in the fates of graduate students. From
national discussions about job markets for PhD students,
graduate student mental health, and graduate student debt,!
the conversation has moved into the realm of academic
librarianship. Academic librarians have long helped gradu-
ate students, just as they have undergraduates and faculty
members, but in the last twenty years or so graduate stu-
dents have begun to be viewed as a specific population with
unique needs. We see this in the development of professional
groups and events focused on graduate students; the bian-
nual Transforming Libraries for Graduate Students Confer-
ence started in 2016 and will be meeting for the third time
in March 2020.2 In 2017 the Academic Library Services for
Graduate Students Interest Group in ACRL was formed.? In
2009, the United States Electronic Thesis and Dissertation
Association Conference was founded, sponsored by both
graduate offices and academic libraries.*

One particular area of interest is in information literacy
education for graduate students, a population that consists
of masters, doctoral, and professional students. Graduate
information literacy needs to be considered in its own right,
not only because of the differences between graduate and
undergraduate needs, but because of the spectrum of needs
between entering masters and advanced doctoral students.?
Therefore it is helpful to consider advanced information liter-
acy skills and knowledge as increasing with further education
and practice. Information literacy, like any other discipline,
scales up in terms of specialization and complexity. Graduate
students, moving from recent undergraduates to academic
or industry professionals, encounter increasingly nuanced
and complex information literacy concepts and levels as they
move through their education. For example, at the graduate
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level, students must not only understand the information
life-cycle, but where their own research and publication live
within that life cycle. Information literacy for graduate stu-
dents is not just about advanced research, but about scholarly
production and publication within a given discipline.

While certain graduate populations, such as those
in information science, may view themselves as having
advanced information literacy skills,® there is evidence to
suggest that some graduate students may not be fully pro-
ficient.” And while it is helpful to consider whether or not
graduate students have achieved the proficiency levels nec-
essary for the type of work they are doing, it is also worth
investigating what advanced information literacy looks like.
The Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education
is helpful in that it establishes “dispositions” rather than
competency levels, and these dispositions are applicable to
all stages of education.® Nina Exner successfully shows how
the frame “Research as Inquiry” can be used to approach
teaching those engaged in original research, such as doc-
toral students.’ Given the general integration of creation
and context into the Framework, there is room to envision
how it applies to the seasoned academic professional and
the freshman alike.

THE PROGRAM

Texas A&M University is a large public research university.
As of the 2019-2020 academic year, it had nearly 15,000
graduate and professional students, and more than 69,000
students enrolled overall.'” In terms of administrative orga-
nization, the Office of Graduate and Professional Students
is responsible for graduate student records, dissertation and
thesis review, and professional development. In College
Station, there are fourteen individual colleges that enroll
graduate and professional students, with an additional two
such colleges at other locations in the state. Many of the
graduate programs are residential in nature, but as of 2020
there are forty-eight distance degrees offered, most of them
at the masters level.!!

In terms of creating information literacy programming
for the graduate student population, the University Libraries
have implemented a multi-format approach. In addition to
liaison librarians who are invited into classrooms, gradu-
ate students can choose to participate in our workshops,
retreats, and short courses. This structure of programming
within the University Libraries is relatively new. The posi-
tion of Graduate Studies Librarian was created in 2014 in
the Learning and Outreach unit, although many librarians
in the University Libraries had been working with graduate
students for far longer. With the creation of that position
came the development of the current program.

Prior to 2014, librarians had been offering course-inte-
grated classes and some stand-alone workshops, depending
upon requests and relationships with departments. Sub-
sequent to 2014, the Libraries maintained their previous
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instruction while piloting retreats, offered in partnership
with the University Writing Center, and short courses. Addi-
tionally, the Libraries integrated their graduate workshops
into the University professional development program for
graduate and professional students. One of the benefits of
the structure of the program has been that librarians can
experiment with new forms of instruction and offer a diverse
set of learning formats. This allows our librarians maximum
flexibility in developing learning opportunities, and benefits
graduate students by giving them choices about how they
prefer to participate in instruction.

Workshops

One of the long-term staples of our graduate information
literacy program has been workshops. They are generally
about an hour long and are taught by librarians and library
employees from public services and scholarly communica-
tions in their areas of expertise. While not always strictly the
case, liaison librarians tend to teach workshops on topics
related to their disciplines, and learning and outreach and
scholarly communication librarians teach workshops that
are broadly applicable to the entire graduate and professional
student community. Workshops are popular with graduate
students, and library literature shows that they can be effec-
tive formats for teaching information literacy.'*

Graduate workshops require a high level of expertise to
teach, so the topics offered depend upon which librarians are
available to teach them. In addition to offering workshops
that cover how to use disciplinary databases, topics offered
in the past five years include:

o Citation management software

e Copyright for both research and teaching
e Data management

e Scholarly identity

e Keeping up with scholarly literature

e International research

These workshops generally intersect with one frame of
the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education,
often reflecting one or two knowledge practices. They are
clearly focused on information literacy, albeit at a more
specialized level. Many of the workshops blend informa-
tion literacy with scholarly communications, which reflects
literature suggesting that for graduate students, becoming
adept at information problem solving means learning skills
encompassing both scholarly communications and informa-
tion literacy."

While workshops are generally well-attended, with ten
to twenty-five attendees on average, the Libraries participate
in a graduate student professional development program to
incentivize student attendance. This program is run by our
Office of Graduate and Professional Students, and students
who attend professional development events earn units that
count toward three progressively-tiered certificates. These
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certificates do not appear on students’ transcripts, but they
are able to list them on CVs. The Libraries’ participation in
this program contributes to the Office of Graduate and Pro-
fessional Students’ goal of increasing professional develop-
ment opportunities for students and gives students a way to
indicate the workshops they participate in apart from their
degree coursework. This collaboration between university
units also provides opportunities for the Libraries to develop
additional collaborative relationships with other units that
participate, such as the Center for Teaching Excellence.

Short Courses

Workshops, while being easy to offer, are limited in the
depth of instruction that is suited to them. There is only so
much one can cover in a one to two hour session. To allow
librarians to delve into more depth, the Libraries piloted a
set of three “short courses,” all related to topics concerning
data. In these short courses, students signed up to attend
classes once or twice a week for four to five weeks. Each
session lasted between one and two hours. The intent was
to more closely replicate the traditional teaching structure of
the university, with students being in cohorts and meeting
with the same instructor over a regular period of time. There
was enormous demand for the courses, with two courses
each having waitlists of more than 150 people. Another was
able to accommodate 100+ students and still had a waitlist.
This was perhaps due to the popularity of the topics (GIS,
data literacy, and data management), but also because the
nature of the short courses allowed enough time for students
to noticeably improve skill levels in those areas.

While students were enthusiastic about the topics and
initial attendance was very high, instructors found that
attendance rates dwindled as the courses ran on, such that
the final completion numbers were considerably lower than
registrations. For example, the GIS short course had a 50
percent completion rate.'* Students in the course indicated
that they were interested, but that it was difficult to complete
all of the sessions while managing the rest of their academic
workload. Instructors, too, found the short courses very
work-intensive. It is worth noting that since the Libraries are
not a credit-bearing college, there was no way to offer these
short courses for credit or have them appear on transcripts. It
would seem reasonable to say that if completion of the short
course were reflected on academic transcripts, completion
rates would rise.

There is evidence that the cohort-based short course
model of information literacy education for graduate stu-
dents can be very effective.’” Tt certainly allows instructors
to create learning opportunities that go into far more depth
than a typical one-shot workshop, which is beneficial to stu-
dents because the skills they are developing are complex. We
are interested in revisiting this model in the future when we
can find a way to better incentivize completion, perhaps by
integrating these into the university graduate professional
development program.
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Retreats

In addition to workshops and short courses, the Libraries
host research retreats with the University Writing Center.
These retreats are targeted at graduate students who are in
the process of writing their thesis or dissertation proposals.
They last from one to two days and offer students a chance
to research and write together for most of the day. The days
begin and end with short presentations about writing and
research techniques. Embedded into these retreats are thirty-
minute appointments with subject librarians and writing
consultants. During an appointment with a librarian, a
student might learn more about ways to search for informa-
tion, how to manage citations, or how copyright applies to
their work. We hold these retreats twice a year, with thirty
to thirty-five attendees each time. They are incredibly popu-
lar, with registrations filling up within an hour of going live.

The aim of these retreats is twofold; first, it provides stu-
dents the chance to work in a communal program focused on
facilitating academic research and writing. Students benefit
from being with their peers, and during the retreats, cater-
ing is brought in throughout the day so that students can
maintain their energy and focus on their work. The second
is for students to work with consultants and librarians on
stumbling blocks in their research. Their interactions with
librarians are generally educational in nature and involve
information literacy learning on the part of the students.
Students might learn about fair use practices, new informa-
tion resources, or how to look up recent dissertations that
have come out of their departments. In many cases these
appointments with librarians during the retreat result in
follow-up consultations.

Course-Integrated Sessions

One of the longer-standing ways of incorporating informa-
tion literacy into graduate studies is through classroom
invitations. Much as with undergraduate classes, professors
teaching graduate classes request that their subject librarians
teach a session for their class either at the library or in their
classrooms. At our library, those instruction collaborations
are managed and offered by individual liaison librarians, and
occur with different levels of embeddedness and integration.
In some instances, librarians are teaching conventional one-
shots. In other cases they are more integrated into assignments
or longer workshops and projects. Library class sessions are
the most common form of information literacy instruction
at the Texas A&M University Libraries. In the 2019 calen-
dar year, the Libraries taught just over one hundred course-
integrated library sessions for graduate and professional stu-
dents.'® While there is evidence that graduate students prefer
in-person workshops to class instruction sessions,"” these are
still important to teach because they are requested by faculty
and can be tailored to specific courses and assignments. Such
classes represent some of the Libraries’ best opportunities to
be embedded in departments and courses.
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IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS
Lack of Common Insertion Points

Undergraduate information literacy programs have had great
success by targeting high-volume lower-level classes for
information literacy integration. Introductory composition,
first-year experience, and other general education require-
ments are natural areas where information literacy can be
introduced to the curriculum and reach large numbers of
students. Education programs can also be implemented
relatively easily across departments and disciplines, since
general education and introductory classes can be taken by
students across a variety of majors. These classes, such as
introductory composition, are often administered by one
department, like English, making collaborations easier to
achieve.

Graduate programs, by and large, do not have a simi-
lar type of first-year experience course or pervasive single
introductory course. This makes relying on only one type
of course-integration difficult. If a first-year or common-
course movement for graduate students begins in the future,
that would be a natural place to look to embed information
literacy. At the moment, however, offering many different
types of programming allows academic programs, individual
faculty, and graduate students multiple opportunities to
increase information literacy skills.

Apart from having a multi-format information literacy
program, in the future we may try to integrate information
literacy into an entire academic program. Maria Grant and
Marlowe Berg’s 2003 study indicates that San Diego State
University/University of San Diego successfully integrated
information literacy learning into all of the core courses for
their Joint Doctoral Program in education.!® While finding
a point at which an information literacy program might be
ideal, in the meantime targeting individual programs may be
another way to systematically integrate information literacy
into graduate and professional curricula.

Time after Coursework

While masters and professional students generally are in
coursework for most of the time during their degree pro-
grams, doctoral students usually spend a considerable
amount of time, often years, doing independent research.
At this point their main supervision is through their advi-
sor, and after ending coursework they may feel somewhat
isolated.” To reach students at this phase, it is important
to make sure that faculty advisors, departmental graduate
directors, and graduate college/office members are aware
of the information literacy learning opportunities that are
available.

At the Texas A&M University Libraries, we have devel-
oped relationships with many of the other administrative
and academic support units on campus, such as the Office of
Graduate and Professional Students, the University Writing
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Center, the Center for Teaching Excellence, and International
Students Services. Through relationships and collaborations
with these offices, we are able to extend our outreach to
administrators, advisors, and faculty members who continue
to work with graduate students after they have completed
their coursework. We also organize learning opportunities,
such as retreats and workshops, that are targeted to students
completing milestone projects after coursework, such as sub-
mitting proposals and dissertations.

Next Steps and Conclusion

There is not one single method of information literacy teach-
ing that we rely on alone in the Libraries. Each has its own
opportunities and weaknesses, so relying on one method
alone, such as workshops, is not sufficient to reach all
graduate students. By maintaining a program that consists
of multiple formats, the Libraries have the ability to experi-
ment with different models of education while reaching
more students than we could with one format alone. This
has afforded us the ability to experiment and innovate while
drawing on the strengths of many of our librarians.

The program does not exist on its own; it requires work
to inform graduate students and faculty members about
the learning opportunities that are available. The program
dovetails with our outreach programming to graduate stu-
dents, which includes orientation sessions, resource fairs,
and stress-busting events. Library literature suggests that
promotion is an important part of maintaining a successful
graduate information literacy program,* and we have found
that in order to keep up attendance, we have to let students
know what we have to offer. In the future, it would be ideal
to integrate information literacy more into the graduate
curriculum, so that graduate students could be ensured of
information literacy learning, rather than taking workshops
only if they happen to attend an outreach event or see our
marketing materials. It is fairly common for students to say
after workshops that they wished they had known about
the topic earlier in their graduate careers, but early in their
careers they may not know about all of services the Librar-
ies provide, especially given the size of our university and
the many offices on campus that target graduate students.
We have found that the information literacy program is in
demand, since workshops and retreats regularly lead to
more consultations with students, indicating the need for
additional learning opportunities where students can learn
more deeply about the research and scholarly dissemination
processes.

As our graduate information literacy program progresses,
we will continue to experiment with types of offerings while
maintaining our current core. The intersection of scholarly
communications and information literacy has been one
of increasing interest to our students, and this is an area
that will continue to grow in the future, particularly as the
Libraries have recently created a new data management unit.
Future steps also include expanding our online offerings to
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make sure that our distance education students have the
same opportunities as our residential students do. Academic
library services focused on graduate students only continue
to grow, both locally and nationally, so we anticipate this
being an area of need for a long time to come.
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