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 Understanding  
Embedded Librarians  

in 5 Easy Lessons  

1What is an Embedded Librarian?   

Embedded librarians collaborate with online instructors to establish an active presence in 
the online classroom to provide services and resources directly to students.   
The phrase “embedded librarian” seems to have originated sometime around 2005 and is 
related to the concept of embedding journalists into military units to report on the Iraq 
War.   According to an April 29, 2005 post in the Frequently Answered Questions blog, 
“The Iraq War brought us the concept of "embedded journalists".   Now we have the 
concept of "embedded librarians".   An embedded journalist is supposed to have better 
access to a story; an embedded librarian provides better access for students to 
him/herself and to the library's resources”

 
(Hedreen). 

 

2What is Significant about Embedded Librarians? 

 “Anne Lipow . . . often said that the user is not remote from the librarian, the librarian is 

remote from the user” (Schneider).  For students studying online, the library and librarian 

can be very remote.  Moving to an “Embedded Librarian” model, however, can change 

that dynamic and place the library in the center of the online classroom, with the 

librarian available to work with students in new ways.   

Placing a librarian into the online classroom is critical as the Horizon Advisory Board notes 

in its Key Trends report for 2007 that “information literacy increasingly should not be 

considered a given. . . the skills of critical thinking, research, and evaluation are 

increasingly required to make sense of the world” (“2007 Horizon Report”).
 
  Librarians 

can be the key to ensuring these skills are taught effectively in online courses as well as 

on ground courses.  Furthermore, as Shank and Dewald note in their 2003 paper, 

Establishing our presence in Courseware: Adding library services to the Virtual Classroom, 

“Libraries risk being bypassed by this technology and losing relevance to students and 

faculty if they do not establish their presence in courseware.” 

3How Do 

Embedded 

Librarians 

add Value? 

Librarians can utilize a number of tools and techniques as 

they move into the online classroom.  As librarians extend 

their services to the online environment, they may want to 

use the ACRL Guidelines for Distance Learning Library 

Services as a benchmark, focusing on the delivery of the 

services deemed most essential for student success.    

At the most basic level, librarians can design a generic 

library presence for online courses which mimic the 

One Librarian’s Experience  

There are a variety of ways to 

incorporate library services into a 

classroom management system. We have 

found that instructors want library 

services to be customized for their class. 

Integrating library services into 

Blackboard allows for this customization 

and everybody is happy.  The first hurdle 

to overcome is getting other faculty to 

add you as a teacher to their class. It is 

best to start with someone you have 

collaborated with for face to face library 

instruction.  The word of mouth praise 

you receive will convince other 

instructors to let you into their classes as 

well. 

The advantage of delivering library 

services via a web supported product and 

customizing for specific classes is you can 

link students directly to library and 

course specific guides that they normally 

would not access on their own.  

Librarians are pros at repackaging 

information in a useful easy to use 

format but very few students take full 

advantage of these resources. However, 

if those resources are just a click away 

and embedded in their class the odds of 

them accessing the resource go way up.  

The creation of learning objects or 

tutorials is helpful to teach students the 

tools your library uses to access the 

information.  Learning objects are a way 

to teach visual learners a concept.  

Camatasia is the product I use to create 

Flash videos or viewlets. There are many 

learning objects available.  Vaughn 

Memorial Library at Arcadia University 

http://library.acadiau.ca/tutorials/ has 

several learning objects that are available 

for use and would work well in 

blackboard. PRIMO is a repository for 

learning objects as well. 

Using web-based products creates a 

barrier to accessing library resources as 

well. When a student is ‘in’ Blackboard 

they don’t like having to ‘leave’ to access 

library services. Due to the proprietary 

nature of many library products the 

student must authenticate to use the 

product.  Whether you deliver the 

product from inside a Blackboard course 

or through a page on a tab in Blackboard 

the student is taken away from 

Blackboard.      

Barbara Oldham, Spokane Falls 

Community College 

 

http://library.acadiau.ca/tutorials/
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library’s public web site.  Links to the catalog and 

subscription-based database services can be provided in a 

CMS Library classroom page or other “public” page which 

all students and faculty have access to.   Although it may 

be relatively easy to configure such a generic online 

presence using this approach, students and faculty may 

not seek out library services presented in this format.  This 

approach also does not permit any customization to meet 

the needs of individual students or faculty.     

On a more advanced level, librarians can work with 

classroom faculty to provide customized links prominently 

featured within the online classroom with the selection of 

electronic resources and services specific to individual 

course sections. Using tools such as RSS feeds, the 

librarian can ensure students and faculty have access to 

the most current material appropriate to the needs of the 

students.   

Additionally, links to virtual reference services such as 

Instant Messenger can be placed inside a classroom as can 

links to library tutorials. These services provide students 

with access to reference assistance and basic instruction in 

information literacy topics.  With this level of integration 

into the online classroom, the library is more visible with 

services easily accessible.  However, this model of service 

does not allow the librarian to be an active participant in 

the classroom or to provide direct assistance to students 

or instructors.    

In online courses requiring more information literacy 

instruction or ones where students are expected to 

complete research-based projects, the ideal situation 

would be to embed the librarian into the classroom in a 

way that allows him/her to work closely with the 

instructor and students.   Depending on the CMS in use, 

librarians might be able to join the class as a guest 

speaker, allow them to act as a tutor or simply participate 

in the role of a student.   

When librarians are active participants in the classroom, 

they can offer general research advice/instruction in 

discussion groups, answer specific reference questions or 

conduct synchronous instruction sessions. Embedding a 

librarian into a course in this manner requires extensive 

collaboration with the course instructor as well as 

familiarity with the CMS software and online pedagogy.  

The reward, though, is that “the more collaboration there 

is between a librarian and an instructor, the better the 

relationships with their students resulting in better 

research “(Kinnie 3-4). 

4     What are the Challenges?  

Collaboration with instructors is essential when planning 

to embed a librarian into an online course.  Unless 

instructors believe the librarian is bringing value to the 

classroom by being “embedded,” it is doubtful that 

librarians will be given access to online classrooms.   

In those cases where librarians and instructors have 

developed effective partnerships, the embedded librarian 

will only be useful if the courses they are embedded in 

require information literacy instruction and/or research-

type activity.  Instructors must encourage students to work 

with the embedded librarian even in classes with 

significant research requirements.    

Alternatively, embedded librarians may be victims of their 

own success.  As online instructors come to rely on the 

active participation of embedded librarians within their 

classrooms, the ability of the librarians to provide effective 

service will be limited to a relatively small number of 

classes. This may ultimately mean rationing embedded 

services. 

Other challenges to the embedded librarian are familiar to 

all librarians working with distance learners.  Determining 

how to provide online students with access to print and 

media materials, for an example, will continue to be a 

challenge.  Finding efficient delivery tools while being 

mindful of copyright laws will continue to be a concern to 

librarians serving distance learners.   

5 What are the Implications? 

According to statistics collected by the Washington State 

Board for Community and Technical Colleges, during the  

fall 2006 quarter, 11% of all students in the CTC system 

were enrolled in at least one online class compared to 8% 

in2002” (“eLearning”).  With online enrollments continuing 

to increase and on ground instructors beginning to 

incorporate online elements into their classrooms, there 

seems to be a clear need for librarians to move out of the 

physical library and into the online environment.   

As Jim Kinnie notes in his paper, The Embedded Librarian:  

Bringing Library Services to Distance Learners, “Distance 

Learners need the library too, and meeting them in their 

virtual classroom can be a positive experience not only for 

them but also for librarians, subject faculty and 

institutions. “
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