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I’ve learned in teaching workshops that, like with curriculum, you can only do one or two things well in an hour or two. Coverage is always in tension with learning (practiced learning!), and coverage usually fails when made the priority. I’ve made this mistake several times in workshops. I’ve decided to teach only two things, MAYBE 3, in a workshop. I’ve found that the process that demystifies the library the most is this: moving from “dumb” keywords to “smart” or smart-ish Library of Congress Subjects. I’ve decided that if I can only teach one thing for individual projects, it’s this. I’ve also learned that it’s important to teach advanced or graduate students to start following authors and their work, not just databases, and journals, not just indexes or search tools. Most of the MIT students I’ve worked with found it very helpful to think about following the work of, and responses to, authors that are in their vein of inquiry.

Of course, I always have to remind myself that each successful teaching module requires action on the part of the student – a task to complete, a conversation to summarize, a question to go about answering. In the meantime, I’ve worked with a long list of programs, built web pages that included books, reference materials, journals, and databases, and followed through with individual students.

I too feel the sense of disruption that comes with our unusually wide range of work; but I also agree that the disruption is more than compensated for by the diversity of experience that comes with it.  There are so many ways in which our insight into library work is enhanced through deeper involvement in the curriculum, and through intensive involvement with students through contracts.  Among so many other things, this makes it impossible for us to think about library resources, and access to them, strictly as librarians.  We are not only users (most librarians everywhere are users, not just librarians, to some degree), but we are users who have to use our own systems of resource access under the real pressures of team teaching, the real pressures of concentrated 10-week quarters, the real pressures of working with students at widely varying levels.  This gives us a tremendous advantage in understanding the user experience of the library, and it is an advantage that could not be gained through any kind of simulation – it is the realness of the pressures that make the user experience itself real.

Then there is the program teaching itself, which is challenging and disruptive, coming as it does at infrequent intervals.  But again, the real pressure to dig deep into the literature, to know one’s subject well enough to lecture and to respond to students’ questions and help give some direction to their work – these are intrinsically valuable pressures to face, and, having faced them, they yield direct benefits, as our domain knowledge comes into play at the reference desk and in collection development work…  

I had quite a few very good teaching interactions at the Reference Desk this spring and winter – the kind where the patron watches you avidly as you search online, then asks questions about your search approach, and then excitedly notes down new search features or search engines they had not known about.  Some even join you in sneering pretentiously at search engine shortcomings.  Google Books and Amazon Search Inside the Book continue to provide a major new avenue for helping out with all kinds of questions – I’m amazed at how many people are still unaware of these unique services.  Back in the world of print, I had some of my most satisfying demonstrations of key reference sets like the Dictionary of Literary Biography and Contemporary Literary Criticism (and its cousins).   In particular, students who had already had a taste of researching an author or a work without knowing about these reference sources were extremely pleased to discover them.  I even had a few students get excited to discover 19th century periodicals on microfiche.  I’d say my percentage of quality reference interviews has gone up over last year.  Am I getting better, or are the students getting better?  Or is it just the luck of the draw? 

In the library, I did my science workshops and, as I mentioned last year, these have become more rewarding occasions because of how the catalog has developed toward an integrated piece.  I suppose that my delight at these changes informs my work with students.  I’ve been especially happy with the subject access that Brian provided to the databases and find myself using this in the course of almost every research question and workshop.  

During Fall Quarter, I taught regularly in the Forensics program, giving two back-to-back sessions each week.  There was a hugely mixed result, with one of the sections delivering outstanding work and the other driving me toward a blowup during the final class when I gave up, walked out, and never looked back.  The three faculty (Sharon Anthony, Rebecca Sunderman, and Toska Olson) commiserated about this odd split in the students’ ethos—odder still because of how the complainers and shirkers all ended up in the earlier session, also a lab group.  As the senior in this faculty team, I advised us to avoid over-analysis, which tends to produce reform-minded folderol that’s much a much worse effect than the ill it intends to cure.  “These things happen,” I told them, which seemed to settle it.  Beyond that, Rebecca and Susan invited me to teach in their programs next year.  Rebecca and I have worked together many times, which means the planning has become a tacit piece of work based on trust and experience.  This will be my first time teaching alone with Susan and, perhaps because of this, the planning has become substantive and fairly elaborate, extending into Winter Quarter.  Susan’s program, Introduction to Environmental Chemistry, only seats 25 students, which means that I’ll be able to immerse the students in specialized tools of the discipline.  

The intellectual content of the program was as satisfying this year as it’s ever been. In the short term, it was great to explore the new field of digital humanities, and to learn from the hot new NEH grant that I was on the cutting edge of the liberal arts.  In the long term, now that I have immersed myself in these inquiries for a fourth year, and have had benefit of reading more than a hundred titles in this field in that time, a lot of stuff is finally starting to sink in.  Primary in my learning this year was a new distinction between direct and indirect effects of computing technologies.  The direct effects seem pretty obvious at this point – changed attention patterns, sitting on butt too much, entitlements of online shopping, information dilution, porn, blogosphere, and so on.  Indirect effects may be the more profound and the more difficult to see – computers are changing how we use language, and this is what may really and irrevocably change us.  

The administration of the program was not so pleasant for me this year, though I did learn a lot from doing it differently than before.  For the first time, I had a course registration number and a place in the Registrar’s catalog.  This created intended and unintended effects.  Intended – the program grew in size and got much more interest than in years past.  Unintended – a few of the students seemed to take an attitude more characteristic in my experience of full time programs rather than individual contracts.  Some, not most by any means, felt free to pick and choose the elements of the program they wanted to complete and bag the ones they didn’t… 

In the Fall I provided a stupendous number of workshops.  Surprisingly, most were quite satisfying.  In almost every case I felt that there was actually something worthwhile to teach and that I got it across to a spectrum of students.  In almost every case the students were well-prepared with research topics and fairly well defined disciplinary or topical focus.  I believe the satisfaction I experienced, and the learning I hope the students achieved, has to do with several things: 1) basic, pre-existing familiarity with the web, so that students have a modicum of literacy and an ability to follow searches as they view them; 2) sufficient numbers of faculty across the curriculum who are committed to preparing their students for their research before involving the library so that I rarely faced a roomful of students who had no idea what they wanted to research; 3) good laboratories for teaching; 4) an array of databases from the general to the scholarly and specific with terrific support for acquiring full-text materials.  It has taken time for all these components to develop, and they will continue to do so.  For now, I think we are in a golden age of research instruction. Teaching can focus on content.  The workshops thus centered on demonstrating which databases have the strongest correlation to the inquiry, which resources match the student’s need for sophistication or specificity and how particular, live searches create knowledge in and of themselves and thus inform or shape the inquiry.   

Your thoughts on library instruction echo my own for the most part, especially in regard to having students come to the library with a specific research topic in mind.  I am not quite so optimistic, though, about having reached the ‘golden age of instruction’.  As an example, the phrase “Find Databases”, found frequently on library websites, including ours, haunts me these days.  Librarians across the country are trying to figure out how to design websites so that patrons can in fact find databases, yet one of the few things we think we actually know about library websites is that many, many users do not find their way to the databases they need, when they need them.   And many have found that this difficulty persists even after instruction.  Siloed information sources, protected from technologically feasible interoperability services by the dictates of profit, remain an inscrutable mystery, wrapped in an enigma.  With or without instruction, we all face library databases, as we dream – alone.
Which leads me to your comments about library instruction in your self-evaluation.  I do find most standard research instruction sessions not that inspiring, even when they go really well, the students get a good start on their work and some of the basic messages about categories of tools--things about format, disciplines, etc.  What is more satisfying is working hard, thoughtfully and creatively with a faculty team to develop work within the program, work that depends upon and uses the library as a laboratory, not just an information store. Frankly, I only occasionally find or am able to make the time or energy required to do this well. My best results have been when the faculty initiated the hard work of integration based on their own ideas about what the students needed and wanted. No matter what, it's all based, I agree with Sarah R., on face-to-face work.  I noted a few years ago that the best work I was doing when I came into reference after being dean was with my colleagues who had also been deans.  We knew one another’s interests, strengths, talents.  That's the curse and blessing of our team structure generally-- you have to figure out how to get to know people to figure out who to teach with in order to get to know them.  Either you're too new and don't know who to teach with or you're too old and set in your ways and you only want to teach with the people you already know. 

I’ve developed a feeling of competence, not necessarily expertise, in helping a wide array of students and academic programs do their research work. It’s truly gratifying when it works, which is quite often. Mostly, through trial and error, I’ve learned some important things about teaching and forming relationships with academic programs. My goal of trying to build better connections between Evening and Weekend programs, their faculty, and the library has driven most of my work and given me a good chance to reflect on teaching, libraries, and colleges…

What I’ve learned (and what I should have been able to predict!) is that the key to bringing the sides together is the regular old face-to-face conversation, with colleagues and with students. While my printed and email pleas to contact me for workshops often went unheeded, when I talked to people at academic fairs, faculty meetings, planning unit meetings, and workshops, I got dates for workshops. Then, crafting them so they’re useful again depended on working with the faculty and thinking out their assignments with them. Here was the surprise, though: Just walking into classes and introducing myself to the students as “their” librarian, giving my email and phone number and some of my hours, and writing down a name to connect to, really increased their likelihood of using the library or coming in for help. 

I’ve also decided to try to do something about the anti-library bias that’s hidden in the notion of the web page as constructed in academic environments. Certainly, faculty regularly publish bibliographies and the like, but rare is the academic web page that links farther into the library than to its catalog page. Faculty are being trained to think outside the library, and to think outside the vast wealth of subscription-based information and journals we provide. I’d like to take some steps to help re-direct how we think of academic web sites and our catalog, starting with strategic nagging of the summer institutes’ staff.

What is there to say about what I’ve been doing for the last five years and, for that matter, the last nineteen years?  I could go on about having made a career out of showing students a few things about the messiness of knowledge, the indeterminacy of language—almost twenty years thumping the drum, on the one hand, of research based on a knowledge of data structures, controlled vocabularies, keywords, information marketplaces and, on the other hand, of rhetoric--the principles of clarity which are constituted in the craft of carving out strong subjects and of verbs that move, of cohesion and coherence, of concision, of stress, of coordination, and, finally, of elegance. It all smacks of justification.  In the end, I’d rather get on with more giddy pleasures that are the primary effect of living a large part of my life at a school where my students have taught me a lot about teaching, about being a parent, and about doing work that has sustained me. 
