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How can academic librarians improve reference services for marginalized students?
How can research into such questions
center students’ ideas and experiences?
This study uses Photovoice, a participatory method that combines photography,
interviews, and group discussion to create
change regarding an issue. Eleven university students from historically marginalized backgrounds were asked to document
how they seek information in their everyday activities, and the resulting themes
and recommendations were considered
in light of potential implications for the
design of reference services. Notable findings include participants’ preference for
in-person support regarding questions
about their academic work, the use of
visual information such as pictures and
screenshots to aid information seeking,
and a desire for the library to improve the
ease of accessing articles. Many additional
ideas for improving various aspects of the
library were shared by participants. The
study’s process and findings underscored
the uniqueness of participants’ experiences
and information practices, suggesting that
universal models concerning different user
populations can overly simplify experiences and are less useful than a contextual
approach to working with learners.

S

tudents in higher education are
likely to struggle with many
issues in their academic work
and everyday lives. Prevalent
and systemic forces such as racism,
sexism, heterosexism, ableism, and
classism that are embedded in society
shape the experiences of all students,
and especially students of marginalized backgrounds. Together these systems contribute to the maintenance
of a dominant culture that often goes
unacknowledged or unrecognized, and
is thus accepted.1 Libraries are part of
this dominant culture. Libraries reinforce cultural norms through many
factors, as Dallas Long states, including
“the languages of the signage, catalogs,
databases, and especially of the book
collections; the level of noise that is
tolerated by the library staff and other
students; the types of activities that
are encouraged and facilitated by the
library staff, such as study, exploration,
and group work; and the demeanor of
library staff.”2 Reference services represent another facet of libraries that oftentimes perpetuates the same barriers students experience in other areas of life.
This research seeks to improve
reference services for marginalized
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university students. Students of color, LGBTQ students,
first-generation students, and students with disabilities are
infrequently considered in library and information research.
This study sought direct input from students at the author’s
former workplace, Long Island University’s Brooklyn campus, through Photovoice, a participatory methodology. Photovoice is a qualitative method that combines visuals and
narratives in exploring community issues. Participants take
photos in response to a prompt, and generally the researcher
conducts interviews or focus groups with the photos as a
focus and way of eliciting responses. Participant interpretation of their own photography aspires to reveal their perceptions and experiences, and to facilitate the telling of their
stories. Writing about the method in the context of higher
education, Fern Walter Goodhart notes that Photovoice
“provides a process and resources for students to amplify
their voices in order to influence and gain power to shape
the university policies.”3 Through applying this method to
reference services, the author hoped that a similar effect
might be achieved.
This project explores how marginalized students seek
information in their everyday activities to inform the
development or redesign of reference services. By directly
soliciting student opinions using visual methods, this
study considers what students with marginalized identities value in their information-seeking processes. Notable
findings include participants’ preference for in-person support regarding questions about their academic work, the
use of visual information such as pictures and screenshots
to aid information seeking, and a desire for the library to
improve the ease of accessing articles. While few direct
recommendations for reference assistance were suggested,
participants had many ideas for improving other aspects of
the library, which included extended hours at night and on
the weekends, more space for group study, obtaining copies
of textbooks, printing from laptops, updating hardware in
the computer labs, and reducing the noise level. In addition to these implications for reference and other academic
library services, this study advances a promising research
method for further adoption by library and information studies researchers—one that encourages a participant-driven
approach to address the complexities of library use and the
situatedness of information practices.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Reference services and the reference desk in particular have
been the topic of a great deal of commentary in the past two
decades, often being subjected to elimination, deemed irrelevant, or pronounced dead.4 Calls to do away with reference
on account of new information technologies and the prevalence of directional questions, or because reference work
could be conducted by non-librarians, are common. These
calls commonly conceive of reference as a mechanism for
fact-disposal and position cost-effectiveness and efficiency
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as paramount concerns,5 yet librarians have been pursuing alternative models of reference services for many years
prior to defending reference on the grounds of productivity.
Taking different modes of reference into consideration is
important, since as Stephen Buss states, “Far-reaching calls
to adopt one model or abandon another, such as the traditional reference desk, are off target given that each library
must adapt to its own local situation and determine how
best to serve its constituents.”6 Dennis Miles argues that
traditional reference, defined as “a professional librarian sitting at a reference desk waiting for patrons to approach and
when a question is asked, providing assistance,” is a model
cited as outmoded, and yet, “for many librarians . . . hard to
give up.” What makes that so? Miles points to the “human
contact value, the personal, one-to-one interaction that goes
on at the reference desk.”7
As the presence and value of reference services has been
the topic of ongoing debate, researchers have studied providing reference for, and the information practices of, patrons
of different marginalized identities. This research includes
a wide variety of user studies, including the influence of
race and ethnicity on librarian approachability and library
use,8 the effectiveness of reference service to international
students,9 differing levels of online reference support provided to various perceived ethnic groups,10 Latino students’
perceptions of their university library,11 and the information
behaviors of first-generation students, including a critical
appraisal of how the library literature often positions firstgeneration students as deficient.12 Developing reference
services that meet the needs of LGBTQ patrons has been
discussed in several works.13 Other studies consider how
cultural backgrounds may impact one’s information seeking at the reference desk and how cross-cultural differences
might be accounted for in reference services, especially in
regard to international students.14 No research on reference
in academic libraries and students from marginalized backgrounds appears to have directly involved research participants in developing reference services.
A number of recent studies have contributed necessary
complexity to discussions of reference, and in particular, to
identifying the forms of power present in reference interactions. Efforts have been made to question and reframe
the language of reference, including the tendency of the
“user-centered” discourse to more often serve the needs of
the information system than the user, and of replacing the
“reference interview” terminology with “reference dialogue”
to emphasize its student-driven, conversational nature,
wherein the librarian is also likely to learn something new.15
Most recently, the history, theory, and practice of reference
librarianship and social justice work has been addressed
in the collection Reference Librarianship and Justice: History,
Practice and Praxis.16
The societal systems that reference services are embedded within reflect another area of inquiry in the LIS literature. The impact of whiteness and experiences of women
of color librarians within the context of reference have
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recently been considered by April Hathcock and Stephanie
Sendaula, and by Annie Pho and Rose L. Chou.17 Freeda
Brook, Dave Ellenwood, and Althea Lazzaro argue that
racism is “reflected in the traditional tenets of reference
service delivery, including approachability, responsiveness,
and objectivity,” and as a result of an objective or neutral
approach librarians are encouraged to take, “the current
model of reference service delivery may unjustly underserve
patrons of color.”18 In a study of intercultural aspects of the
reference interview, R. Errol Lam asks librarians to take “the
initiative to understand, empathize, and deal more effectively with black students during the reference interview.”19
Pnina Shachaf and Sarah Horowitz demonstrate the racialized biases present in virtual reference services, showing
through the use of fictitious users posing queries via e-mail
that patrons of color may receive reference service unequal
to that of white patrons.20
To contend with these systemic inequalities in libraries, some studies seek alternative ways to conceptualize or
provide reference services that acknowledge and account
for asymmetrical distributions of power. Loriene Roy and
Merinda Kaye Hensley focus on the reference librarian’s
teaching identity in LIS education, asking LIS students to
“(a) adopt a deep understanding of critical pedagogy and
its impact on patron learning; (b) explore learning styles
through the lens of diverse cultures and; (c) implement a
critical reflective practice before, during, and after the reference conversation.”21 Madelynn Dickerson considers how
reference services could be offered in a more malleable and
flexible way using the model of beta spaces.22 James Elmborg argues for reference as a potentially powerful place for
teaching, and calls for a pedagogy of the reference desk.23
Most significant to the study at hand, Brook, Ellenwood, and
Lazzaro write that librarians must “relinquish the notion
of total control over space and instead empower students,
faculty, and community members to take ownership of
academic libraries and use them as sites of social justice.”24
With this aspiration of shared ownership over the library
in mind, the study will turn toward this research’s primary
interests and methods.

METHODOLOGY
Areas of Interest
This study sought to address two areas of interest. The primary intent was to find ways to improve reference services
for undergraduates from backgrounds that are marginalized
within and by higher education and libraries. This focus considers how reference might be revised or rethought, based on
the ideas and experiences of undergraduates at the author’s
former institution. Second, the author wished to consider
how research into library services might center users’ ideas
and experiences methodologically, and to evaluate the use
of Photovoice for this purpose.
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It is important to note that the term marginalized is not
without its problems, as its nonspecific use tends to ignore
the different degrees and different histories of marginalization based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation,
ability, class, and the overlapping experiences among them.
The students who participated in this project all described
instances of marginalization based on their identities, and
the term is used to draw a distinction between dominant and
nondominant perspectives.
This study’s intent is to provide insight into the following questions:
1. How can academic librarians improve reference services
for marginalized students?
2. How can research into library services center students’
ideas and experiences?

Method
Photovoice combines photography and narratives in exploring community issues. Initially developed by public-health
researchers working with women in rural China, the method’s theoretical basis combines the participatory educational strategies of Paulo Freire, feminist theory’s emphasis
on giving voice to subordinated people, and documentary
photography’s representation of social issues and realities.25
Through this orientation to participant involvement and
the subject of study, Photovoice emphasizes the potential
for results that lead to specific changes, particularly as they
affect participants’ lives, through applying insights gained
from the research process. This action-research approach
extends to involvement in the data collection, selection, and
analysis processes, facilitating much greater participant
decision-making and input compared to many conventional research methods. This in turn can lead to results
determined by the community studied instead of solely the
researcher.26
In their examination of visual methods within information research, Alison Hicks and Annemaree Lloyd found
that the use of photographs in data collection contributes
to the ease of describing information sources and activities,
clarifying and exploring concepts, and providing access to
alternative viewpoints. Ultimately, “one of the key benefits
of participatory visual research methods is to empower
participants to represent their own understandings of what
information means to them.”27 Shailoo Bedi and Jenaya
Webb also found photographic methods an optimal way to
learn about users’ lived experiences and create a more collaborative approach to library user research.28 Photovoice
has been used and described in several studies in LIS, with
the method being adopted to better understand the information practices of refugees in Australia29 and undergraduate
student worldviews.30 Photovoice has been applied in library
settings to better understand patrons’ research processes
and preferences31 as well as patrons’ approach to and use
of space.32
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Data Collection
The study was reviewed by and received approval from the
Institutional Research Board of Long Island University. In
the fall 2017 semester, flyers seeking study participants were
posted in different locations on campus, offering the incentive of a thirty-dollar gift card in exchange for participation.
Eleven undergraduates contacted the author to indicate
their interest. The participant demographics included nine
participants who identified as female and two as male, and
eight participants ages eighteen to twenty-three, two ages
twenty-four to twenty-nine, and one ages thirty to thirty-five.
Participants’ majors reflected the institution’s enrollment and
included pharmaceutical sciences (3), nursing (3), biology
(2), business (1), communications (1), and dual major in English and physics (1). Levels of study included sophomore (3),
senior (3), junior (3), and first-year (2). Participants indicated
their races or ethnicities as African American (3), East Asian
or Asian American (3), South Asian or Indian American (3),
Latino (1), and Pacific Islander (1). When invited to provide
additional information about their identity that they felt was
relevant to how they perceived the world, participants wrote
“impaired mobility,” “new citizen,” “immigrant,” “queer
woman of color,” and “first one in my family to study at university.” Student names included in this study were changed
to protect their privacy.
Each participant first met individually with the author,
wherein the study’s goals and process was described, a letter
of informed consent was signed, and participants filled out
a form indicating their gender, race or ethnicity, age, level
of study, and area of study. Also during this initial meeting
participants were apprised of the ethics and potential risks
involved in taking photos, verbally and with a handout
summarizing the information. The handout is provided as
appendix A. Photovoice necessitates that participants have
an understanding of the study’s intent and the safety, privacy,
and ethical concerns involved in the act of taking pictures in
public or of other people.
Participants were given two weeks to take twenty photographs to document times when they looked for information.
The author emphasized that information seeking unrelated
to academic purposes was welcomed and of interest. After
two weeks, each participant and the author met for interviews. One hour was allotted for participants to add captions
to the photos they took, to select five photos to discuss in
depth, and to discuss these photos along with ideas for how
reference services and the library could improve. The full
interview guide is provided as appendix B. The interviews
took place in October and November 2017.
In the spring 2018 semester, a focus group session was
held with the eight participants who were able to attend.
During this one and a half hour session each participant
selected two photos to share with the group and describe.
Based on these photos and the ensuing conversation on what
these photos expressed or had in common, the participants
and author determined the major themes together. The
volume 58, issue 3 | Spring 2019

thematic development that took place is described further
in the following section.

Data Analysis
The data were analyzed by both the participants and the
author at various stages. Prior to interviews, all photos from
each participant were reviewed by the author to gain a better understanding of potential themes among photo sets
and across participants. Interviews generally were limited
to a discussion of five photos, but occasionally a participant
wished to discuss an additional image. The most significant
point of analysis was the focus-group session. The author
facilitated a discussion on participant photos and developed
a list of potential and then finalized themes based on participant input and the connections the author drew attention to
during the session, using a whiteboard to keep track of and
revise the ideas being offered. The major themes and subthemes were all suggested by participants and agreed on by
the group of eight, and they were not changed by the author,
so they reflect the opinions of the participants to the fullest.

FINDINGS
Based on the group discussion that took place, the participants chose to frame their information practices primarily in
terms of time and timing, in addition to a stand-alone theme
that addressed academic efforts. The primary themes and
associated sub-themes are as follows:

Academic Work
zz
zz
zz

Keeping up in class
Studying with friends
Help from professors

Information in the Moment
zz
zz

Getting around
Connecting with loved ones

Gathering Information for Later
zz
zz

Parsing complex information
Personal interests

Academic Work
Under the “academic work” theme, which participants
decided was deserving of its own category, information-seeking activities that specifically concerned students’ coursework and academic tasks were represented across three
sub-themes: keeping up in class, studying with friends, and
help from professors.
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Figure 1. “Advanced physics class, Thermodynamics, where I
took notes to study for midterm.”

Keeping Up in Class
Participants used abundant strategies to succeed in their
classes, study for tests, and engage in other academic activities. Key elements mentioned in this sub-theme were taking pictures as note-taking, finding ways around purchasing textbooks, and using Wikipedia for basic information.
Several participants noted their use of photos as a way to
take visual notes in class, sometimes later transcribing the
whiteboard content into their own collection of notes to
study from. When discussing how she seeks help, Yu Yan,
an international student from China majoring in English and
physics, described photos as a way to keep pace with class
content and clarify information later on:
Yu Yan: Or if I go to [my professors’] office hours, and
they’re going over a problem I didn’t understand in
the homework, then I take a picture so I don’t have to
try to listen and write. It’s hard. The picture captures
it quickly.
Interviewer: Oh, interesting, good idea. So kind of
like a memory-jogging device.
Yu Yan: Yeah, so I can remember.
One such picture the student used to clarify class content
was taken in her thermodynamics class.
Several participants avoided buying textbooks required
for their classes due to cost or to perceived lack of usefulness. Oftentimes students mentioned other essentials they
would spend money on instead of textbooks, including a
flight home during winter break and putting money toward
paying rent or tuition. Rosa, a Latinx nursing student,
said she was unable to justify buying expensive textbooks
because her professors’ PowerPoints had similar content.
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Figure 2. “Using textbook that was listed in my course syllabus.”

Rosa did decide to buy one nursing diagnosis text after
weighing factors like price and usefulness in class, and
ultimately purchased it because she expected she would
consistently refer to it in her job after earning her degree.
She described the book as follows, referring to the picture
included as image 2: “Usually I actually don’t really use
the textbook that was recommended on the syllabus, just
because I feel like a lot of professors already have their own
PowerPoints and it’s just a condensed form of the textbook.”
Because she felt the content was addressed elsewhere and
the book represented an exorbitant cost, Rosa, as well as
several other students, chose to forego purchasing some or
many books.
Wikipedia was a common topic regarding coursework
and subjects that students had little or no familiarity with.
Despite being referenced by two-thirds of the participants
during interviews and arising as a topic during the focus
group, students often apologized or expressed some guilt
for relying on the website. When it was discussed in the
focus group, all but one student said they used it. Despite
its popularity, there were mixed feelings on Wikipedia’s reliability and a couple statements that “it’s not the best source,
but I use it anyway.” When asked why, participants said their
teachers warned them against using it. André, an African
American pharmacy student in his senior year, described
its trustworthiness:
Reference & User Services Quarterly
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Figure 3. “Using Wikipedia for school-related assignments. Bad
but I use this often.”

Interviewer: So what were you working on, do you
remember? For this particular thing?
André: Yes, I do. I was just reviewing a patient’s chart,
and then a medication just came up. And it was a medication that I learned and was familiar, but I forgot the
adverse effects or the side effects that that medication
can have. And I just went to Wikipedia really quick
just to have a refresher on like, oh yes, what are the
side effects of taking this kind of medication.
Interviewer: Right, exactly. So, do you find it usually
has info you’re looking for?
André: It does, yeah. But sometimes it’s also unclear.
Sometimes it can have contradictions, and I’ll look
on to other sites.

Studying with Friends
While note-taking strategies, textbooks, and popular
resources such as Wikipedia were discussed, studying was
brought up as a separate topic related to academic work.
Approximately one-third of participants used the library as
a place to study, while the remainder used other buildings on
campus, their homes, or their neighborhood public library
volume 58, issue 3 | Spring 2019

Figure 4. “Studying with friends.”

branch. These decisions were largely based on convenience
for one’s schedule or location, but several students also
described the need to find somewhere quiet and away from
distractions for successful studying. Participants expressed
the need for only a few essentials, including access to electrical outlets, sufficient space to spread out, and minimal
distractions. In the words of one student, “As long as there’s
an outlet and I’ve got my headphones in, I’m good.”
Syeda, a first-generation Bangladeshi student in nursing,
said she rarely used the library and instead studied with her
friends at the public library branch in her neighborhood. The
location was more convenient to where they lived, and the
library was a quiet, free place they could meet up and study.
Syeda describes her reasons for using the public library for
studying as such:
Interviewer: So do you go [to the public library branch]
for any particular reason, like more convenient location?
Syeda: It’s just a quiet environment, and all my friends
live near the library so we all meet up there.
Interviewer: That makes a lot of sense, yeah. Do you
find it usually has what you need for studying? Like
space and quiet?
Syeda: Yeah.
167

FEATURE

Image 5. “Teacher’s office.”

Image 6. “Shuttle bus.”

Help from Professors

These sub-themes concerning participants’ academic
work show the multifaceted ways they keep up in class, the
environments they prefer to study in, and how they tend to
seek help from their instructors. The following theme sheds
light on how participants’ information practices, distinct
from but often intertwined with their studies, were manifested in their everyday lives.

Students’ professors were a frequent resource for answering questions and test preparation. Several participants
expressed a strong preference to meet with their professors
in person during office hours for the clarifications they
required. Sophia, a first-generation student from Brooklyn
majoring in biology, explained her choice of a photo depicting a professor’s office:
Sophia: That’s my organic chemistry teacher’s office. I
go to him often when I need help with homework or
when I’m studying for a test.
Interviewer: Yeah, definitely. So a good source for
information. And do you usually try and go during
drop-in hours, like, open office hours?
Sophia: Yeah, he has open office hours before class,
so I often go there.
Interviewer: OK, good. So you can just go before class.
Do you try getting in touch over e-mail or is it more
of an in-person thing?
Sophia: In person.
168

Information in the Moment
In order to gain a broad understanding of how participants
sought information and the potential implications for reference services, students were encouraged to consider information seeking outside university-related activities. Their
photos and discussions led to the theme “information in the
moment,” wherein participants sought to meet an information need instantly or in the immediate future. Oftentimes
information seeking related to this theme would be caused
by something unexpected.

Getting Around
Finding directional information and navigating their surroundings was one significant sub-theme. This was often
related to transportation. One student, for example, found
that his usual subway line had changed the stops it was
Reference & User Services Quarterly
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making during the weekend, which resulted in the need to
reroute his travels using a shuttle bus and the complicated
information that involves.
Other participants shared screenshots of their phones
from times they were getting directions from one place to
another, typically for jobs they held. The sheer volume of
different responsibilities students were balancing was made
apparent, as they traveled all times of day to meet various
family, work, and school obligations.
Occasionally, seeking information on the go was unsuccessful. Michelle, a sophomore studying communications,
described a months-long effort to have her work-study reapproved after the initial funds ran out:
Interviewer: So this first [photo] here is from . . .
Michelle: The work-study office.
Interviewer: Ah, work-study, right. So is this somewhere you go often?
Michelle: I went there to give them what I had to, my
work-study information. And then I go every time I
run out of money so I can get the paper work.
Interviewer: Oh, right.
Michelle: I have to do it through them first, and then go
to financial aid, and they send my work-study money.
Interviewer: So it’s kind of like a regular errand that
you have to do.
Michelle: Yeah.
This process involved many trips to the work-study and
financial offices that had to be made during regular business
hours. Like other students with their professors, in-person
communication was the preferred method to obtain information and make sure something was understood.

Connecting with Loved Ones
More often than navigating their surroundings, information
practices under this theme related to personal life and keeping in touch with family, friends, and significant others. To
find time in the day to spend together, one participant, Yu
Yan, would check her boyfriend’s daily schedule so that they
would not have to text back and forth and knew when they
would have opportunities to spend time together.
Yu Yan: [Pointing to a photo] This is my boyfriend’s
home. And this is his schedule. So for the day he’ll
start the day at six sharp. And this gives me an idea of
his schedule. So everything needs to be done and then
we can cuddle, or we can watch something.
volume 58, issue 3 | Spring 2019

Image 7. “Google Mapping directions to NYP Hospital for
clinicals.”

Interviewer: Right, OK.
Yu Yan: So this is where I get my information. Because
before it was “now I’m going to do this, now I’m going
to do this,” bothering each other.
Interviewer: Right, so this way you just know what’s
going on for that day.
Yu Yan: Yes. He does this every day, so it helps.
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Image 9. “This gives me an idea of my boyfriend’s schedule so
we have time to spend with each other.”

Personal Interests

Image 8. “Financial aid office for one-on-one sessions.”

Other participants described checking in with family
using FaceTime or Skype, messaging classmates via Facebook groups they created for classes, and connecting with
friends through Snapchat or Instagram. These activities were
often spontaneous and frequent, in contrast to the more
deliberate information practices in the following theme.

Gathering Information for Later

Participants’ personal interests were extremely varied and
were reflected in many of the photos they selected for discussion. A common thread was comparing prices and pursuing their interests while being conscientious of cost. As
one example, Jasmine, a first-generation student who enjoys
cooking, compares prices found at small grocers, Trader
Joe’s, and Whole Foods to determine which food she should
buy where to save money. She keeps a spreadsheet of items
she buys often and uses the photos to update the spreadsheet
periodically. She explains her process as such:
Jasmine: I like to compare prices between different
stores. And I actually found some prices at this store.
And so the food products are put outside. So you can
see the prices when you pass by. And I say, “Wow,
that’s much less than Whole Foods or Trader Joe’s.”
So much cheaper.

Many participants shared examples of when they selectively
gathered information to be used or referred to at a later date.
Information seeking of this type was occasionally school
related but more often concerned personal interests and
planning for events in the future, whether the following day
or later that year.

Interviewer: That’s a good—will you take photos to
remind you of the price, or do you just memorize
about what it is?

Parsing Complex Information

Interviewer: Yeah, that’s a lot of memorizing.

As with some examples related to directional information
seeking under the theme “information in the moment,” taking photos was a method used to parse complex information.
While speaking with her supervisor at work, Syeda noticed
an organizational chart in the office that would be useful
for an upcoming assignment. A quick snapshot of the chart,
image 10, gave her the information she needed to incorporate
it into her assignment later in the semester.

Jasmine: So I put an excel sheet of Trader Joe’s, and I
put like eggs in one column. I should show you that,
but I didn’t take a picture. Eggs in one section but
with different stores.

170

Jasmine: Yeah, I take the photos. I don’t try to memorize, that’s very hard.

In this way, Jasmine is able to save money while finding
the food products she needs to participate in her interest of
cooking new meals for herself and sometimes her family.
Reference & User Services Quarterly
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Image 10. “Document to help me on my assignment.”

Image 11.“Information of produce prices.”

Similarly, at the time of the interviews, Rayna, an international student, was searching for affordable flights to the
Philippines. She was trying to decide whether to take classes
over winter break or visit family, and she described the different competing factors at play, including saving money,
seeing family members, and getting closer to completing
her studies. The interests of other participants, including
keeping up with the news, shopping for clothes, and seeing
theatrical productions, were oftentimes discussed in relation
to cost and financial decision-making.

external sites and being asked to submit log-in credentials:

Recommendations
Separately from the themes discussed, several students
shared recommendations for library services. Many of these
recommendations arose when, during interviews, participants were asked, “What are the key things you would
change to improve LIU Brooklyn Library?” Various ideas
were shared, including extended hours at night and on the
weekends, more space for group study, getting copies of
textbooks, printing from laptops, updating hardware in the
computer labs, and reducing the noise level.
One recommendation shared by multiple participants
and discussed again at the focus-group session was improving the ease of gaining full-text access to articles. One
student, Tyrese, expressed frustration with being sent to
volume 58, issue 3 | Spring 2019

Tyrese: So, sometimes when I do use the library website to look for scholarly journals, it will bring me to
another site. Like research journals or something.
Interviewer: Oh, yeah.
Tyrese: And so I have to make an account, and I was
like, wait! I thought I have the LIU account and I can
just link it somehow. I wish there was more links, so
it doesn’t like . . .
Interviewer: Yeah, so the link resolver . . .
Tyrese: Yeah, linking into new websites. That would be
easier to get to the journal. It makes me go in circles
trying to get it, for free or not, and if not, then it says
I have to pay, and it’s like what?!
To solve this problem, Tyrese suggested the library find a
way to have affiliates log in only once to be recognized across
different databases to avoid the complexity of searching for
full-text of articles using the link resolver. Similarly, Michelle
described her issues obtaining relevant articles, particularly
in relation to database subscriptions:
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Interviewer: So is it, you find you have problems finding articles on your topic, or the full-text of articles,
or both?
Michelle: Both.
Interviewer: Yeah, fair enough [laughter].
Michelle: I thought like, some of the affiliation databases, that we would be affiliated, but we’re not. And
that was a surprise to me. Because I did—because
this is my second bachelor’s. My first bachelor’s was
at NYU, and obviously the databases are a lot bigger.
Interviewer: Oh, OK, yeah.
Michelle: And that’s why I was just gathering things
so easy.
Interviewer: That makes a lot of sense.
Michelle: But when I came to here I was just like, oh, the
things that I thought I would have information on—
Interviewer: That you were used to having access to—
Michelle: Yeah. And then when I tried to look for
articles on Google. And then I thought that we would
have affiliation with, to that site, but we didn’t.
Michelle expressed the difference in resource availability
between her previous institution and her current institution,
finding that she had access to fewer databases and thus fewer
articles. These observations regarding full-text access and
other aspects of the library that could be improved will be
discussed further in the following section, with particular
attention to the impact on reference services.

DISCUSSION
Based on the findings, some implications for reference
services can be generalized from participants’ stated information-seeking preferences, as well as their reactions to
reference specifically. These implications inferred from participants’ contributions include a desire for in-person assistance for certain information needs, as well as the influence
of visual prompts such as photos and screenshots on saving
information or conveying it to another person.
During both individual interviews and group discussion,
the students expressed a significant preference for in-person
support in certain circumstances. Their interest in this type
of assistance, as opposed to seeking information through
a source such as YouTube, Wikipedia, or Google, was primarily in clarifying questions and concepts related to their
coursework. Applied to reference services, this suggests
172

there may be a possibility for librarians to be more involved
in course content. This would require close relationships
with teaching faculty and an embedded approach to working
with classes, but if pursued with success, this could lead to
librarians becoming trusted go-to sources for more than just
accessing relevant resources. The author has a strong relationship with one program that reflects this goal, wherein
all media arts masters students completing their thesis visit
the library for an instruction session, schedule one-on-one
or small-group consultations, and receive direct input on the
direction of their topic and research strategies, as a result
of the trust established between the program coordinator
and author.
Pictures, screenshots, and other visual aids were a
recurrent theme with implications for reference. Though
the prevalence of photos is partially a result of the study’s
methodology, it was clear that saving visual information
for later use was a common and preferred practice among
participants. Many reference librarians, for instance, likely
have spoken with a patron who showed them a photo or
screenshot of a book cover, catalog record, article title, or
other piece of information on which they wish to follow up.
This scenario is one among many described that involved
visual information practices. Concerning reference services,
there are many potential opportunities to take advantage of
visual media. For example, chat reference software might
allow patrons to upload pictures or share screenshots to show
a problem they are experiencing with a resource. The author
has incorporated this practice into virtual reference interactions by suggesting that patrons send a screenshot of a page
if it’s easier for them than explaining an issue or question by
written text, and doing the same when applicable, including
sending screenshots of databases with relevant keywords or
results lists as well as written text.
When asked specifically about recommendations for reference services at their library, no participants shared ideas
for changes to make, and, in general, they simply did not feel
strongly about reference assistance or how it was provided.
Several participants had used reference services in the past,
and several others knew they could receive help from a
librarian but had not felt the need to ask a question. The lack
of specific recommendations regarding reference is due in
part to the study’s design, which sought a participant-driven
approach and kept the scope open to finding information
more generally, rather than solely assistance from a librarian. Some of the students indeed sought information from
librarians, but that represented one source among many.
A lack of interest in reference is not to say that participants had no opinions about the library or the resources they
needed. To the contrary: participants had numerous suggestions for how the library might improve. These suggestions
are described in the “Recommendations” section above, but
the students overall cared most about what they needed to
get their work done, so they could attend to things other than
their studies. Some of these needs concerned space, such as
access to the library building during late hours, and others
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were technology related, including easier ways to print and
updated computers in the labs. In all cases, participants were
fully aware of what resources would make their academic
lives easier and were very forthcoming with that information. This underscores the point that if librarians wish to
determine how to best support students, there is no better
way to find out than to ask directly. While these changes
have not been made due to various roadblocks, the findings
provide a source of data for making a case for increased
resources—whether staffing, funding, or otherwise—to
administrators.
The results did not provide immediate insight into the
study’s first area of interest, “How can academic librarians
improve reference services for marginalized students?” but
the project was successful in considering how research into
library services can center students’ ideas and experiences.
By adopting the Photovoice method, there was a high degree
of involvement in the study, which meant results determined
by the participants along with the author. Participants did
not determine the photo-taking prompt, but they chose the
photos they took and which photos they discussed with the
author and focus-group participants. In this way, the method
allowed for a process that gave participants some latitude to
define what was significant or important to them within the
scope of the study’s interests.
Though this flexibility in the study resulted in fewer
direct implications for reference services than the author had
hoped, this openness in considering how information was
sought and the conditions it was done under led to a broader
understanding of these processes. In this way, Photovoice
and other participatory visual methods hold the potential
to widen how we as librarians think of information and its
use—not just limited to the textual or verbal but also visual,
social, embodied, and often deeply personal.

CONCLUSION
This study used Photovoice, a participatory visual method,
to learn more about undergraduates’ information practices
and help-seeking preferences, and to attempt to identify possibilities for reference services to be redesigned according to
participants’ stated needs. Themes were developed through
in-depth interviews and determined at a focus-group discussion; the themes include “academic work,” “information in
the moment,” and “gathering information for later.” While
no ideas for improving reference assistance were suggested
specifically, participants offered many recommendations for
improving library resources and services. These ideas ranged
from making the full-text of articles easier to locate to having updated computers available for use, and they illustrate
the wide variety of needs that students have to accomplish
their academic work.
The author will be planning an on-campus exhibition
of selected photos from the project in the coming academic
year, keeping with Photovoice’s intent to create an exchange
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that goes beyond the usual confines of a study. Captions
and explanatory text from the participants who wish to be
part of the exhibition will accompany the photographs. This
will act as a formal ending to the project and also as a way
to broaden and continue conversations about our information environments, the overlap between academic work and
personal life, and how students can be better supported in
achieving their goals.
The participants’ responses and involvement underscored one major point: people’s experiences and information practices are unique and shaped by their diverse life
experiences. The uniqueness of information seeking brings
into question universal models and generalizations about
different populations of users. It is essential to better understand how to support library users, but it is perhaps just as
vital to not make broad overgeneralizations and instead treat
reference and our work with patrons as the contextual, everchanging practice that it is.
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APPENDIX A. MEETING 1 HANDOUT
Research Study: Re-Evaluating Research
Assistance through Participatory Photography
Meeting 1 with Prof. Eamon Tewell
[Email address]
[Room number]
Thank you for participating in this study! I am investigating
how undergraduate students find information. This is where
you come in. I need your input! I am interested in learning
why you choose the sources you do, and what you like about
them, in order to improve research-assistance services at LIU
Brooklyn Library. Please keep this handout after we meet so
you can refer to it later if needed.

About This Study
Your participation will involve two half-hour meetings with
me: one to describe the study and one to interview you. In
between the meetings you will be asked to take approximately 20 photographs on your phone. You will email these
photos to me, and then choose five of the photos that are
most important or meaningful to you. We will discuss these
photos at our second meeting, where I will ask you for more
information about them and record our conversation.
For your participation in this study, you will receive an
Amazon gift card for $30. This project is based on a research
method called Photovoice, which uses photography to share
participants’ individual perspectives and lived experiences,
and as a prompt to discuss issues of importance and inform
actions to be taken. Through this project, I hope to learn
more about where and why students seek information in
order to make improvements to the assistance provided at
LIU Brooklyn Library.

About Photo-Taking
Taking photos is a powerful way of learning and demonstrating (they say “a picture is worth a thousand words” for

a reason!), but there are also some important ethical and
privacy concerns regarding taking pictures in public. Please
think of the following before taking photographs:
zz

zz

zz
zz

Be respectful (be polite when approaching others, do not
invade the private space of others).
Don’t do anything you wouldn’t usually do (e.g., take a
photograph while driving or taking a photograph in a
location that puts you in danger).
Be aware of your surroundings.
Be mindful of other people’s privacy and space. You
must receive consent if you are taking a picture of an
individual or in a private organization. If you aren’t sure
if you should take a photo, don’t.

Other Info
If you have any questions or concerns, don’t hesitate to contact me at [e-mail address] or [phone number]. Additionally, if you have any questions concerning your rights as a
research participant, you may contact the IRB Administrator,
[name], at [e-mail].

APPENDIX B. INTERVIEWER’S GUIDE
The interviewer will thank the student again for participating
in the study and briefly review the following:
zz
zz
zz

zz

zz
zz

Purpose of the study
The participant’s role in the study
The participant’s consent, withdrawal options, and compensation
The ways the data will be stored and used, including
privacy protections
The length of the interview (approximately 30 minutes)
The intended outcome of the project
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Sample statement to begin with:
This project is interested in where students go for
information and why, in order to improve researchassistance options at LIU Brooklyn Library. We’ll be
talking about five of the photographs you took the last
couple weeks. I will be audio-recording this session,
so that I can refer to our conversation later.
The interview will be guided by going through the top
5 photographs selected by the participant from their pool
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of 20 photographs. Questions will be open-ended and will
seek to elicit descriptions related to understanding the
actions of participants and how they sought information.
The P.H.O.T.O. method will be used to stimulate discussion:
P: Describe your photo.
H: What is happening in your picture?
O: Why did you take a picture of this?
T: What does this picture tell us?
O: How can this picture provide opportunities for
the library to improve?

1. Prior to this project, how often had you used the LIU
Brooklyn Library?
2. Have you sought help at the Ask a Librarian desk, on
the 3rd floor?
3. What are the key things you would change to improve
LIU Brooklyn Library?
4. Do you have any other suggestions, thoughts, or questions?
Following completion of the interview, the Interviewer
will thank the participant again and provide the incentive
gift card. The Interviewer will ask whether/how the student
would like to be contacted with follow-up about the research
project and whether they would be interested in continuing
to participate in providing input to the LIU Brooklyn Library
on service improvements.

Once all the photographs have been discussed, the interviewer will ask the following questions:
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