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For the past three years, we have collaborated in teaching the library research process to first-year English Composition students.  The students choose an event in American history from the years 1950-1985.  Their challenge is to compare and contrast the portrayal of the event in the popular media at the time with the portrayal of the event from a current, scholarly perspective.  For example: What did newspapers and magazines say about the “March on Washington” in August 1963?  What are historians and other academics saying about the march in recent scholarship?  This challenging assignment requires them to seek out a range of print and electronic resources.

The professor and the librarian meet face-to-face (rather than over the phone) for the initial planning session.  This enables us to clarify (1) the nature of assignment; (2) the nature of resources available; (3) the best way to teach the material.  We agree that the students need to learn (1) the difference between popular sources v. scholarly sources [newspapers/magazines  v. books/journals]; (2) the different tools for finding references in these sources [newspaper index/periodical index/catalog]; (3) the difference between print v. online resources.

We conclude  that this vast amount of material requires two class sessions with the librarian, one for popular sources and the other for scholarly sources.  The handouts for each session are grouped into 3 packets: (1) step-by-directions; (2) sample pages & sample searches; (3) summary sheet of research strategies.  In her talk, the librarian describes the library research process as given in the handouts, shows the location of each resource on a map, holds up copies of print sources, and demonstrates on a projection screen how to access and use the online databases.

After the two library presentations we conduct several follow-up "open research" class periods to give the students an opportunity to begin their research with help readily available from both of us.  These sessions not only help the students, but also help us see if additional library hand-outs are needed.

Our collaboration continues beyond the library classes.  After the papers have been graded,  the professor shares the best papers with the librarian.  This shows the librarian what a good paper looks like and continues the librarian's inclusion in the academic endeavor.  We also reflect on the experience and consider adjustments for future semesters. This semester we worked on focusing the library handouts on the student needs and balancing strictness and flexibility regarding research topics. 

We believe that our collaboration is successful because the professor is willing to devote considerable class time to library work and because the librarian tailors her presentations to the methodology of the assignment.  Most satisfying are the student responses: in anonymous student surveys, the students overwhelmingly recommend that we repeat our collaboration in future semesters.

