Bibliographic Instruction for Distance Learners

Introduction

Traditionally reference librarians have answered reference questions, worked on collection development, and provided bibliographic instruction (BI). Distance learning is an important facet of education. There are myths or assumptions made about the student’s needs, and with the increase in the number of distance education students, BI has become increasingly important. According to Henner, “A bibliographic instruction program should account for the learning styles and individual needs of users as well as the technology" (2002). John W. Ellison believes that "librarians must be at the forefront of this effort to deliver quality access, environments and resources that meet the needs of the distance learner" (2000). If the librarian does not take charge of this area, no one else will. Supported by Jean L. Cooper, the literature written on the topic of library services for distance students, very few articles seem to be about this topic in disciplines other than the library literature (2000). 

As far as BI, "The challenge for librarians is to find new ways to work with faculty to achieve this end as effectively in off-campus education as they have in on-campus education" (Wolpert, 1998). Several methods of delivering BI can be used for teaching distance students including help guides, online tutorials, information kiosks, course-integrated instruction for a specific course, and for credit library courses (LaGuardia et al, 1996). All of the methods have different degrees of difficulty. Of course, institutions must make a commitment to continuous improvement of BI.

Background-What is Distance Learning

For a better understanding of what the distance learning environment is, G.E. Miller (as cited in Hansen, 2001) provides a good overview of the environment. There are five common characteristics including:

· Be lifelong, supporting learners through their own individual lives as well as their career changes

· Be learner-centered, giving lifelong learners greater control over the time, place, and pace of study;

· Emphasize both formal and informal collaboration, providing a communications-rich environment for students to work together in teams to form informal study groups at great distances;

· Emphasize individual inquiry and use of original data and resources rather than lecture and use of prepared texts; and

· Be structured to ensure that learners gain direct experience in solving problems, making decisions, and exploring values both as individuals and as members of teams.
Ann Wolpert adds to these thoughts by stating, “On-campus education has traditionally valued self-motivated intellectual discovery.” This includes the collections of a library, campus museums or archives, laboratories, guest lectures, or various other campus activities available for students (1998). Distance education presents different challenges for this line of thinking. Chat rooms can be used to stimulate thought processes. In addition, distance education students from different areas that are in the same program bring completely different or diverse experiences to a “ distance classroom.” Carol Hansen states, “From 1995 to 2000, many traditional library research tools, including major periodical indexes, article databases, and many important reference books have been republished for access on the World Wide Web alongside millions of new and unique Web site information resources” (2001). This shows the trend of the way publishers are going as well. If these resources are available in this format, it seems there will be a need for BI to show students how to properly use these tools.
Distance Education: Two Myths

According to Ann Wolpart, there are two myths concerning distance education. The first myth is that “Distance learners don't need on-campus services.” All one has to do is take an online course to understand the need for on-campus services whether it be help in registering for the course or paying for it to help finding materials for a course project. In fact, these services can be more crucial for the distance student because of telephone calls needing to be made during working hours or waiting for a reply from an e-mail for questions the student may have. For some people, it is much easier to walk in to a building and find someone to answer a question.

The second myth is that “Digital publishing is making libraries obsolete.” (1998). How can this be? Has everything gone digital? The answer is no. Many sources are not in electronic forms now or possibly ever. Even if everything was digital, most users realize the lack of organization on the Internet. In other words, there must be a group of professionals capable of making sense of the “Information Super Highway” a.k.a. the Internet. Librarians are this group of professionals. BI is one aspect that can show students that the library is not obsolete.

BI—A Priority?


A survey done by the Distance Learning Section Research Committee of the Association of College and Research Libraries provides some interesting information on this topic. Of the librarians who answered the survey, “Web-delivered classes that teach library skills and research (effective use of the Web as an instructional tool).” was the second most important issue of the 50+ issues on the survey (ACRL, n.d.). Web-based tutorial was the fourth ranked issue. It would appear that BI is a priority.

What are the Criteria of BI?

By establishing the priority for BI, librarians need to make some decisions about what they will be teaching. Distance students may be told to visit their local library for materials, or they may have the articles that they need delivered electronically over the Internet. Perhaps some teachers tell students to gather information from the library’s web page, also known as an “information kiosk” (LaGuardia et al, 1996). Both of these ideas are very generic, and librarians need some guidelines for developing BI for distance education students. The Utah Academic Library Consortium (UALC) has listed five guidelines for developing BI for distance education students. The first guideline was that the various needs and learning styles of students must be understood. The second guideline was to create a system that can be used in multiple institutions. This can be useful for students that transfer to or from different schools, as they could already be familiar with some of the resources used. The third guideline was to develop a site to be managed by all of the libraries in the consortium. The fourth guideline was to use the latest technology available. The fifth guideline was to use the latest teaching methods and manage, maintain, and fund a course for all of the institutions in the consortium (Hansen, 2001).

Students have a better understanding of what the Internet is and how it works. However, that does not mean that students have a grasp of how to use library resources, search engines, the “invisible web” or web directories. "The challenge for librarians is to find new ways to work with faculty to achieve this end as effectively in off-campus education as they have in on-campus education" (Wolpert, 1998).
Synchronous or Asynchronous?

According to the Oxford Desk Dictionary and Thesaurus, synchronous means, “existing or occurring at the same time.” (1997). Librarians have been providing this type of BI for many years. An example of this would be a class for students coming to the library for help researching for a certain class. The librarian could be teaching in the library or in a classroom at the same time the students are there. Several methods exist for synchronous instruction for distance students. Caspers suggests at least three methods for providing this type of instruction. The first synchronous method is interactive television. The second synchronous method is that the librarian travels to an off-campus location. The third synchronous method is via the telephone. (1998). Henner presents an alternative to these options called Microsoft Net Meeting (2002). One of the advantages of this system is that it comes with Windows-based PC’s. However, this would create a problem for Mac users. Another drawback is that it only allows one-on-one use unless further software is purchased, which would take away some of the cost advantage.


An alternative to synchronous instruction is asynchronous instruction. Webopedia defines asynchronous as, “not synchronized; that is, not occurring at predetermined or regular intervals.” (2002). There are several methods of asynchronous instruction. Caspers suggests that doing instruction via e-mail (1998). Terry Henner suggests three more options for delivering BI. These include web handouts, listservs, and sequential frame web tutorials” (2002). Another mode of transmission could be through a chat room. In addition, streaming media is another model of teaching BI to distance students (Cox & Pratt, 2002). However, as shown in Table 1, one of the drawbacks to this method is cost. In this particular study, it seems to be set up for PCs only.

Modules for Teaching BI


There are many approaches to teaching BI from very basic information about the Internet to information ethics. Four institutions that have used various approaches are the UALC, Oregon State University, the University of North Carolina—Chapel Hill, and California State University, Hayward. Each approach has value and serves a specific purpose for its institution.


The UALC presents students with a range of very basic information about the Internet to information about web publishing. “The Internet Navigator” is the course that, “has been used successfully by thousands of students since 1995” (Hansen, 2001). Originally, the librarians chose to present students with six modules. The first module consisted of an introduction to the Internet, basic concepts, a Netscape tutorial, and an overview of the Internet. The second module explained e-mail, newsgroups, and listservs. The third module explained telnet and gopher. The fourth module explained directories and search engines, the library catalog, and evaluating information. The fifth module explained HTML and the creation of web pages. The sixth module explained downloading files and dial up access to the Internet (Hansen, 2001).


Between Spring 1999 and Fall 2000, the Internet Navigator course was rewritten into four modules. Module 1 covered the same type of material with the addition of understanding the value of information. Module 2 covered the same material with the edition of understanding “New Trends in Scholarly Communication”. Module 3, entitled Information Navigator, which includes four lessons: an introduction, how to search, finding information, and using information. Module 4 was re-written to combine modules 5 and 6 (Hansen, 2001).


Oregon State University used a different approach in teaching BI. The focus was on how to research a particular topic as opposed to learning the tools in general. The approach includes five steps. The first step taught was to find or pick a topic to research. The second step taught was to generate a list of synonyms and teach the use of Boolean operators to connect the terms. The third step taught was database orientation or how to use the library’s resources. The fourth step taught was the steps to obtain the materials found through the research. The fifth step taught was how to evaluate the materials and how to cite the references used from the research (Caspers, 1998).


The University of North Carolina—Chapel Hill took a third approach, which was to create a set of modules that were specific for a certain discipline, in this case for medical students. Six modules were developed for this purpose. The first module was searching bibliographic databases. The second module was selecting bibliographic formatting software. The third module was using the Internet as a research tool. The fourth module was researching health legislation at federal, state, and local levels. The fifth module was finding health statistics. The sixth module was guidelines for writing academic papers and articles. Note: in the Spring of 1998, a module about web search engines was to be created (Loven et al., 1998).


The librarians at California State University provided BI through a college credit course. The course provided eight modules and seemed to provide more depth in some areas. The first module included production and organization of information. The second module included databases, catalogs and the web and advanced searching techniques. The third module included finding and using specialty search engines and “invisible web sites. The fourth module included subject- and discipline- specific resources. The fifth module included primary, research data within various disciplines. The sixth module included evaluating information within your discipline. The seventh module included coping with information. The eighth module included information ethics. 

How Are We Doing and How Can We Improve?


According to Terry Henner, there are studies that have found “that students learning library skills from web tutorials were no more successful than a control group in a classroom experience” (2002). What does seem to be an important feature is the convenience and flexibility of being able to complete the modules of a given BI session at any time. This feature could make it viable for all types of students. 


Librarians may be wise to take a distance education course in order to have a better understanding of the needs of students in this type of environment. Is there a better way to assess the needs than to be in the actual environment? New librarians may already have taken distance courses as opposed to long time librarians who may have only taken on-ground courses. The Internet provides new ways to present information to various people in any number of locations. No matter how isolated the community is.


In addition, librarians need to be committed to developing material that has current relevancy for their students. Using the latest technology can be important depending on the institution. Furthermore, covering new databases or library materials need to be in BI modules shows an expanding environment. 

Conclusion


Overall, distance education has created some interesting challenges for librarians. The students taking distance education courses need libraries, whether it means they need access to databases or full-text materials. There is a priority for librarians to create modules to teach students about these materials in new and vivid ways. The depth varies from institution from institution, regarding the number of modules each one wants to teach. Commitment to improvement and new technologies is crucial to success of BI modules, with providing the needs of the student being the ultimate goal.

	Table 1

Streaming Media Equipment

	Equipment
	Used
	Substitute

	Recording Camera
	Studio Camera
	Home Camcorder

	Camera Support
	Telemetric Robotic Remote Tilt/Pan Control
	Tripod

	Microphone
	Wireless Microphone
	Small Microphone on Lapel

	Lighting
	Lighting was in Campus Studio
	Ask your theatre department

	TV Studio
	On Campus
	Rent one if Campus didn’t have one

	Video to PC
	Avid Xpress
	Video card $200-$5000

	Editing
	Adobe Premiere 6.0 

Adobe Photoshop
	Adobe Photoshop Element or Paintshop Pro could be used in place of Adobe Photoshop

	Digitizing
	Microsoft Windows – Media Encoder
	

	Delivery
	CompaqProLiant – ML 530 

$4000-$6000
	


Note. From Inset Article  “Streaming Media Detective’s Tool” from “The Case of the Missing Students, and How We Reached Them with Streaming Media” by C. Cox and S. Pratt, [Electronic version], 2002, Computers in Libraries, 22, p40-45. [from last 2 pages of electronic version].
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