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abstract: Using semi-structured interviews of faculty in literature, culture, and writing studies at
a large public research university, this study invesfigates their research practices to help rethink
disciplinary dimensions of information literacy.(Findings showed a strong social dimension to
their information-seeking practices and a reliafice on informal methods. Themes that emerged
were disciplinary perspectives, browsing anid'serendipity, colleagues and community, limitations
in access and time constraints, and informei research training. The authors discuss implications for
instruction, including ways in whichjiprarians might demystify humanities research for graduate
and upper level undergraduate sttidents.

Introduction

rom gitneteenth-century German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey’s distinction be-

tween humanistic “understanding” and scientific “explanation” to behavioral

psychologist Anthony Biglan’s distinctions between disciplines that are hard or
soft, pure or applied, and life system or nonlife system, scholars have found important
differences in the aims, methods, and assumptions of different disciplines.! Librarians
and information science researchers have been especially interested in how informa-
tion literacy varies depending on discipline. According to Robert Farrell and William
Badke, information literacy is not an especially meaningful concept to most faculty, who
understand information-seeking as embedded in disciplinary practices, not as a generic
set of interchangeable skills.? Based on interviews with faculty in different disciplines,
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Vesa Kautto and Sanna Talja state that “what is currently understood as higher order
information literacy, abilities going beyond database and web searching skills . . . are
inherently domain specific in nature, and, as such, cannot be meaningfully taught as
separate from disciplinary discourses, con-

practices can aid outreach as

A focus on dis ciplinary tents, and contexts.” Likewise, teaching that is

appropriate in one context may be “confusing,
and even harmful” in another.?

librarians pitch information A focus on disciplinary practices can

literacy using the language
and concerns of disciplinary of disciplinary audiences, and advocate, for
audiences, and advocate for the importance of higher-level infofpnation
the importance of higher-level
information literacy instruction mendations of the Association'of College and
beyond “where to click.”

aid outreach as librarians pitch information
literacy using the language and concerns

literacy instruction beyond “wher@#o click.”*

This approach also aligns with the recom-

Research Libraries (AGRIs) Framework for
Information Literacy<for Higher Education

to think holisticalls*2nd take into account the
contextually dependent nature of source evaluation ancyinformation seeking.> While
many sections of ACRL (including the Literatures in“English Section) are currently
adapting the Framework to suit disciplinary information literacy instruction, librarians
can turn to the general Framework for inspiratiOn in devising more robust teaching for
humanities students.

This exploratory study grew out of glarger effort conducted by Ithaka S+R and the
Modern Language Association and published in 2020.° The larger study explored the
research practices of academics in literatures, culture (for example, folklore, performance
studies, and literary history), alnd writing studies at 14 universities throughout the
United States. The current stusiy uses semi-structured interviews to gain clarity into the
research practices of acadewtics to demystify their methods for graduate students and
upper level undergradudte students in literatures, culture, and writing studies. While
particularly focusedion literary studies and related disciplines, the authors believe the
findings have relevance to other humanities disciplines as well. Although many studies
have investigated the information practices of professors in various fields, this study
explores how librarians might design better instructional opportunities for students in
literatuies and associated areas of study by analyzing the more informal methods used
by literature, culture, and writing faculty.

Literature Review

Sue Stone’s seminal review of the research practices and needs of humanist scholars
found that some characteristics have held up over time: humanists work with a wide
range of materials, especially primary sources, and the secondary literature maintains
relevance much longer than that in social science disciplines. Humanists are more likely
to find documents through such informal means as browsing, colleagues, and citation
chaining rather than through formal bibliographies and indexes; and they tend to work
alone. Subsequent studies and reviews have confirmed and expanded on these findings.”
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Stephen Stoan reviewed the literature on aca-
demicresearch practices of various fields to discover Humanists are more hkely
implications for library services and library instruc- ¢ find documents thl‘Ollgh
tion. He argued that earlier user studies underesti-
mated the many informal methods scholars use to
locate sources, bypassing traditional bibliographic browsing, co]leagues, and

indexing services”.8 Accord'ing' to Stoanf these iI"lfOI‘— citation chainin gr ather
mal approaches “emphasize information-retrieval

channels that offer guidance from other experts in than through formal

their fields, whether in the form of informal com- blbhographles and indexes
munication through invisible colleges, consultation

such informal means as

with colleagues, . . . or paying close attention to the

literature cited by other scholars in their monographs or articles.” Stoan em@hasized the
social context of academe, in which scholars become immersed, as well'as the nonlinear,
unpredictable nature of a research project. For such research, consuiting the literature
“is but one dimension of a complex intellectual process.”’

One influential model of information seeking comes fraiw Daniel Ellis, who cri-
tiqued quantitative, “objectivist” approaches to understanding information-seeking
behavior. Rather than relying on what he calls the “inforgiation retrieval model,” which
understands information seeking in terms of users gritéracting with systems to request
documents that they evaluate for relevance, Ellisconducted informal, semi-structured
interviews with researchers in a variety of disciplines to inductively uncover how they
understand their own research process.”® I ipoking at social scientists, natural scientists,
and literature researchers, he identified several categories of information-seeking activi-
ties with some degree of overlap betwéen researchers in different fields. For literature,
the categories consisted of: (1) staiting the research process, (2) surveying the literature
in an area of study, (3) chainirig from one citation to another, (4) selecting and sifting
which references to focusc@i or prune, (5) monitoring key sources to keep up with
developments in a field, ahd (6) assembling and disseminating the results of research.
Carole Palmer and Ladra Neumann extended Ellis’s work by examining the specific
strategies that hunianities researchers employ when crossing disciplinary boundaries by
browsing in ar¢as beyond their expertise, maintaining many sources of information to
prime for futiire discovery, and learning the language and conventions of other fields.™

Angther strain of research looks at the disciplinary characteristics of literature and
langudge study, often noting the relatively loose disciplinary coherence of modern lan-
guage departments, with little more than the language providing a common focus.'? As
Tony Becher observes, “Modern languages might be designated as a cluster of related
disciplines, rather than a single unity . . . split, not only between literary critics and lin-
guistic scholars, but also within the former between advocates of conflicting theories.”*
Nonlinguists might focus on film or popular culture instead of literature or even turn
to a social science approach.™

By interviewing faculty from multiple disciplines about how they evaluate sources,
Kautto and Talja uncovered important differences in the underlying assumptions about
what counts as knowledge.'® Unlike scientific disciplines with broad agreement on the
most important problems and methods, literary scholarship is theoretically and meth-
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odologically eclectic, and its scholars often take ideas and approaches from outside their
own discipline. Faculty in Kautto and Talja’s study stressed the importance of reading
widely if not systematically, even if they only cited a small fraction of what they read.
Because selecting materials to read was based more on relevance to a theoretical conver-
sation rather than topic or document type, those scholars saw database searching alone
as having limited value unless supplemented by broad knowledge and familiarity with
the history of the discipline.

Other studies have focused specifically on humanities scholars or on disciplinary
subsets. Clara Chu focused on the information needs of literary scholars and proposed
a six-stage model of idea generation, preparation, elaboration, analysis and writing;
dissemination, and further writing and dissemination.!® The model, however, was not
meant to represent a linear process; she admitted to “fuzziness” between stages(that led
to variability within the model."” William Brockman, Laura Neumann, Cargie Palmer,
and Tonyia Tidline interviewed humanities scholars in a variety of disciplings about their
research practices, including their use of technology. Brockman’s team £6xind four impor-
tant types of activities: reading, networking, researching, and writingThese efforts were
ongoing throughout the research process, and most scholars notéd-that technology made
their research “easier, faster, and more up-to-date,” a findjz'g’echoed by Ellen Collins
and Michael Jubb.! Harriet Lonnqvist found variability argong humanities researchers,
noting differences between the practices of humanitigs‘disciplines.”

A rich literature attempts to apply these finding$ to librarians’ professional prac-
tice, and many of these confront a certain tension. On the one hand, humanists have

s “the humanist’s laboratory.”

adeputation of being frequent library users,

... humanists have a reputation and a trope describes the library as “the
of being frequent library users;
anda trope describes the library quent users of library services and unlikely to

humanist’s laboratory.” On the other hand,
most studies find that humanists are infre-

consult a librarian for help, especially when
it comes to secondary literature.?* Stoan also

concluded that the informal methods used
by researchers werstadequate and that efforts by librarians to change their ways were
both unnecessary~and likely to fail.*!

Others, #lxdugh, have seen more possibility in library instruction for students.”
John Eastteviewed the literature on research practices to propose learning objectives
for an iftformation literacy class for humanities researchers.? These objectives included
understanding how information is disseminated in the discipline, identifying appro-
priate bibliographic tools, searching databases effectively, keeping current, obtaining
material not available locally, establishing a network of contacts, consulting library staff,
and organizing references effectively. However, he does not explain how exactly these
skills would be taught and phrases most objectives in terms of gaining understanding or
awareness rather than developing specific competencies. Peggy Keeran also articulated
that librarians’ teaching role would be useful primarily to students, helping a novice
broaden or narrow a topic, or assisting more advanced students in identifying subject
headings, conducting Boolean searches, and locating specialized databases.* Jill Newby
proposed an information literacy class for graduate students based in part on Ellis’s
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categories, therefore foregrounding the particularities of research in a discipline, such as
disciplinary culture, learning how scholars in a field typically approach different kinds
of problems, and keeping up with the literature through networking.”

Other studies of graduate students focus on library services and the nature of gradu-
ate student research.” Andy Barrett found that graduate students in the humanities
resembled undergraduates in that they often lacked deep subject knowledge and relied
on guidance from professors, but they were like faculty in that they were intrinsically
motivated, treated research as detective work, and collaborated with peers.”” He also
notes that targeting instruction at graduate students can provide future benefits, as theji
“evolving research habits will influence a lifetime of scholarship to follow.”?

The purpose of this study is to understand the research practices of faculty in*lit-
erature, culture, and writing studies, especially the more informal methods tl{at are not
overtly taught, to demystify these practices for students and to develop/znore robust
disciplinary information literacy instruction.

Methods

After obtaining a claim of exemption from the university’s(listitutional Review Board,
the two investigators invited literature, culture, and writing studies faculty to participate
in one-on-one semi-structured interviews regarding thieir research habits, needs, and sup-
port. Inclusion criteria included tenure-track or tepyired professors in the three disciplines,
who would have research responsibilities builtinto their everyday work. Language and
linguistics professors were excluded from/itie study, as their research was deemed too
disparate from the other fields of study. To capture the breadth of faculty aligned with
these disciplines, researchers sent esrfaails to department heads for recruitment as well
as to individual faculty members @whio fit the inclusion criteria. At the research site, the
literature, culture, and writing professors hold academic positions in several departments
in the College of Liberal Artsand Sciences. Within the college, the School of Literatures,
Cultural Studies and Littguistics houses French and Francophone Studies, Germanic
Studies, Hispanic andltalian Studies, and Polish, Russian, and Lithuanian Studies.
English is a departinent itself and part of the college. All departments offer a BA, MA,
and PhD, excepifor French, which awards a BA and MA. Professors who focused on
linguistics g7language pedagogy, whether in the Department of Linguistics or another
language‘department, were not included as part of the study.

Tiie investigators contacted faculty members in the English, French, German, Polish,
and Spanish departments via e-mail to explain the study and seek participants. Thirteen
agreed to be interviewed; however, due to scheduling conflicts, only 12 participated: five
professors of English (two of whom studied rhetoric), two of Spanish, two of French,
two of German, and one of Polish. There were three assistant professors, seven associate
professors, and two full professors. This convenience sample did not aim to represent the
population at the research site or nationally. Rather, the range of disciplines and ranks
sought to maximize variation.”” The goal was to describe research practices with rich
detail rather than to establish the number of researchers using such practices.

Each interview was conducted in the faculty member’s campus office by one of the
two investigators and lasted between 40 and 80 minutes. Investigators used interview
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questions developed by Ithaka S+R for their nationwide multisite research project on
supporting the research needs of scholars of literature, cultural studies, and rhetoric
(see the Appendix). Each interview was audio recorded and transcribed by an outside
service. One subject did not wish to be recorded, so detailed notes were taken during
the interview, and this subject is not quoted verbatim. Interviewees did not receive an
incentive for participation.

Before transcript analysis, the investigators created codes together based on inter-
view questions. Each investigator then coded the transcripts independently. After this
initial separate analysis, the investigators reviewed the transcripts together. They then
chose several of the most prevalent codes and coding clusters and divided the choigss
between themselves to review in depth. The investigators then discussed these codes
together, and through this discussion, several major themes emerged.

Findings

The faculty members interviewed for this project spoke at length akout their research
habits, detailing their processes from idea formation to publéation. Although some
differences emerged among those interviewed, several topi¢sseemed universally im-
portant. The authors categorized these topics as disciplinary-perspectives, browsing and
serendipity, colleagues and community, limitations in-access and time constraints, and
informal research training. These major themes are détailed in the following sections.

Disciplinary Perspectives

The scholars interviewed discussed a wade variety of research interests and theoreti-
cal orientations, suggesting that litefdainire and language studies is highly eclectic both
in terms of content and method. When asked if their research was typical of the work
done by others in their field or.départment, only 3 of the 12 respondents claimed much
commonality. One described heér scholarship as typical of the department but not of the
wider field, and another said his work had more in common with the field of rhetoric
but much less with theinglish Department. Some saw themselves as unique because no
one else had their gpacialization. For example, one said, “Everybody’s doing their own
thing in this department. There’s not a high degree of overlap between anybody really.”
In other casef,“the scholars employed an unusual method (for example, ethnography),
saw thenigglves as less strictly focused on literature (as opposed, for example, to his-
tory, qognitive psychology, or political theory), or viewed their work as pertaining to a
subfdiscipline or interdisciplinary area (for example, rhetoric or Jewish studies) rather
than to a linguistic or national framework.

Indeed, many of the scholars spoke of their work as interdisciplinary. One professor
noted that “rhetoric has always been interdisciplinary in its structures, in its concerns,
and so on.” Another mentioned that the work has been “consumed and cited as much
by people in different fields [sociolinguistics, sociology, history, Jewish studies] as it is
in my field.” Another spoke about the rewards of doing interdisciplinary work: “I'm at
the intersection of two fields that have had this chasm between them, and I'm trying
to create a field of scholars that are bridging that, filling that in, reweaving a fabric that
got torn apart.”



Carl Lehnen and Glenda M. Insua

Despite this interdisciplinarity, something fundamental united all this work under
the umbrella of the humanities. The participants saw research as highly individualistic.
As one professor put it, “I also find, for people in the humanities, that a huge part of do-
ing our work is the craft of expressing your work, and not the finding, the other stuff.”
Another professor mentioned similar ideas and discussed explaining to students the
nature of humanistic research:

That's what I always tell my students, that the difference between the humanities and
the natural and physical sciences is that you're discovering something that’s true, but
it’s not discoverable without you. If you're studying plants, the plant is always going to
be the plant. If you're an engineer, you might manipulate the plant and change it, but
you're studying phenomena that empirically exist, but the burden of being a huma(iist
is, if you don’t write this, no one else is going to.

Because of the subjective nature of research in the humanities, the proceds of framing
a topic or developing a theoretical approach was often as important as locating docu-
ments or seeking information.

Browsing and Serendipity

All12 professors talked about employing a variety of methitds to find information, such as
searching multiple general and specialized databases; irowsing the stacks, using Amazon
and Google, and scanning publisher ads in journals'and conference programs. Many of
the scholars described their research efforts i )terms reminiscent of detective work as
they recalled following up on leads, compating sources, seeking out informants, and
relying on the occasional hunch. Professors
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reported using databases as only one’strate .
fof informatign seeking, one t}}iat was oftgz,l Many of the scholars described
exploratory. Beyond searching databases, their research efforts in terms

the participants highlighted a variety of
methods defined more by holistic practices .
of engaging with theid" areas of study and a8 theY recalled fOHOWIng up

collegial network&'rather than discrete at- on leads, comparing sources,
tempts to addiess well-defined information

needs. Profedsors reported that many of their
greatestfinds took place “accidentally” while ~ relying on the occasional hunch.
they-eagaged in other activities, for example,

reminiscent of detective work

seeking out informants, and

while attending conferences or workshops,

socializing with colleagues, or reading for other purposes. Almost all the scholars men-
tioned serendipity; they happened to be in the right place at the right time, which led
them to a discovery.

Those who worked with physical archives reported that such materials could be
especially transformative in generating new ideas for research. In other words, instead
of starting with a well-defined question, the scholars immersed themselves in a set of
documents that led them to a new idea. Of particular importance were specialized col-
lections, where, as one professor commented, “I could walk through and [find] stuff
that I didn’t even know existed and that were all in the same space.” Others described
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the need for extensive browsing to find a relevant item, “going through years and years
of journals” or “you just sit with the microfilm and make yourself nauseous scrolling,
until you hit upon something.”

Poring over texts was central to the work of scholars in literature and rhetoric,
whether browsing documents in an archive or continually rereading the same texts to
gain new insights. Five professors regarded archives and special collections as central
to their scholarship. One described research as arising from time spent immersed in
sources without initially having a question or agenda and relying to an extent on chance
or serendipity. The interviewees reported browsing extensive collections related to the
topic at hand, even if the materials were only tangential to the ultimate scope, to get the
full documentary context. This casual reading was especially difficult when the major
collections were abroad or required travel. Indeed, of the five professors whe (18ed ar-
chives and special collections, all reported a certain amount of travel. One pzpiessor of
Spanish literature noted: “With the type of work I do, my challenge inth< States is to
start the project because I think I do like to have some kind of archival basis to what I
do, even though it might end up not being necessary in the final pazt. But at least it gives
me the sense that I have this lay of the land more or less figured eut.”

Even when materials were online and searchable, scholars faced many difficulties
in identifying relevant materials, especially in unfamiliziareas. One professor talked
about the difficulty of searching for a topic, since keywords brought up many docu-
ments that were out of scope. In such cases, profgssdrs browsed extensively until the
relevant authors could be identified, or they tutied to citation chaining to bypass the
formal indexing of databases. For example, ©1ie professor talked about getting around
the limitations of databases by finding ongrelevant new article and mining the citations:

I start, usually, with a search on either [Modern Language Association] International
Bibliography, JSTOR, Project MUSE; or Google Scholar [and] look often for the most recent
article I can find, if it really fifSwith the topic and then hope that that person has already
done a lot of this researchrier me. If I go straight to their sources, either at the footnotes
or the very end, the works cited, I can then start to expand from there.

Colleagues and.Communities

When discussing their research practices, professors frequently mentioned colleagues
and schojarly communities, both online and off. Forming and maintaining relation-
shipswas an important part of the scholars” work, leading to information discovery,
neyskills, and collaboration. Although coauthorship was rare among the professors
interviewed (only two professors discussed

Forming and maintaining it), the interviewees frequently mentioned

relationships was an important

more informal methods of cooperation.
Professors reached out to colleagues to find

part of the scholars’ work, leading important sources, to learn about a new
to information diSCOVCI'y, new field when doing interdisciplinary work,

skills, and collaboration.

to find partners for conference panels and
presentations, and to encourage and sup-

port one another’s work.
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When discussing colleagues, professors mentioned both those from their own uni-
versity and those from other institutions in their disciplines or adjacent fields. Several
professors reported sharing their work or suggesting sources and ideas for others to
consider. One professor observed, “I'm very collective about scholarship. I'm not at all
competitive. I think we should all do our part and then benefit from each other’s work.”
Another noted the generosity of colleagues and a personal inclination to help, especially
for items that are rare or difficult to locate: “The people are generous. It’s interesting. I
have not found people protective of their materials.” Professors often called on colleagues
to help them fill gaps in their knowledge. One remarked, “I know I have friends whg
are great bibliographers. I will check with them periodically: ‘Do you know;, is there
something that I haven’t found, is there something extra?”” In this type of ipstarice,
friends and colleagues became another type of information resource.

Professors reported using social media to interact with colleagues fromyother insti-
tutions. The use of social media among the group varied, with five professors utilizing
it extensively for professional purposes, four not using it at all, andtfwo employing it
occasionally, but with some reservations. Use or nonuse was net cbviously correlated
to age or rank. The professors who used social media referred +d Facebook most often,
although Twitter was also mentioned. They used Faceboglifor a variety of purposes,
such as marketing work, keeping current, learning abouf'conferences and other events,
and even accessing information. One professor menticried facilitating a Facebook group
where academics share works in progress and keep up with the field, explaining, “A
lot of it is, ‘T want to read stuff about this. What should I read?” or, “‘Who is working on
this?"” This individual found the Facebook group helpful but admitted it was “depress-
ing” to see how many people had to us¢-secial media as a way of accessing information
not found in their own library collesti@ns.

Professors working with literatuires outside the United States or the United Kingdom
found Facebook particularly usetul. One noted:

[It] has been incredibly.helpful for me because there are things that I would not have
learned if it were notyfor Facebook. Sometimes that’s where I see calls for conferences or
about the publica&ion of the book or articles or some less traditional services like some
online news gtganizations or things that I would not have learned about.

Another scHolar was wary of Facebook for privacy reasons but still found it useful in
keeping{urrent: “I never post anything, but in fact Facebook is one of the most important
waysfor me to understand what is going on in my field. And I would know very little
of-witat I know if it weren't for all those wonderful people willing to post.”

Scholars also spoke of collaborating with colleagues in person, usually at conferences
or in professional organizations. Even professors who did not use social media regarded
meeting fellow scholars at conferences an important part of their research process. They
saw it as a way of networking and staying current with their field. Because of their deep
knowledge of the subjects they studied, professors often observed that they thought of
searching the “literature” not only in terms of documents and information, but also in
terms of colleagues and fellow scholars. One professor worried about the limitations of
database searching, explaining, “The keywords that I might have in mind might not be
the ones that have ended up in a library catalog.” Instead, that scholar relied on a mental
directory: “I might think, “‘What person has written about X topic?””
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One professor discussed how theoretical sources could be especially difficult to
search for in a direct way and instead found it necessary to rely on citations or tips from
colleagues:

That kind of thing where another reader will tell me what I should be looking for, or I'll
go to a conference and I'll hear someone referring to a theory or a theoretical framework
in someone else’s paper. If I'm not currently in an existing seminar, or summer workshop,
or getting feedback on a paper, I wouldn’t know how to look for a theory that went with
my model I'm trying to figure out. Where would I even start?

When discussing their research, professors thought in terms of overlapping cont-
munities of scholars, and the existing practices and conversations within those corn-
munities made a big difference in how they positioned themselves. In this context,
interdisciplinary research could be both enriching and challenging. For examiple, one
professor whose research straddled two fields decided to put a research preject on hold
because it seemed necessary to first translate some major findings frora ene field to the
other. Another whose work involved both film studies and history ‘sdid that appropri-
ate primary sources were difficult to locate because neither filrit §cholars nor historians
had traditionally paid much attention to them. Yet another way interested in topics that
overlapped with work in sociology and psychology, but the'claims made in those other
fields differed from those appropriate to make in literary ‘and cultural studies.

Social relationships and differences in acadepjio culture also influenced publica-
tion decisions. One assistant professor spoke absutdifficulties navigating relationships
with European colleagues who face differenf reéquirements for tenure. When asked to
contribute to conference proceedings, this professor had to weigh whether to say “yes”
to maintain a relationship with the cofiference organizer or to concentrate on journal
articles and books that carried moré Wweight for tenure. Another mentioned having the
goal of being accepted into the community of scholars and publishers in the country
studied, which sometimes meant'taking on projects with high visibility in that country
but less prominence in the United States. Likewise, another found that the journals and
publishers which were(especially important in her subdiscipline were not always well
known to other litergttre scholars.

Limitations ifi, Access and Limitations in Time

One majartheme that emerged from discussions about searching was the tension caused
by limitations in access and limitations in time. Many researchers mentioned lacking ac-
cest4o everything they wanted. One found it difficult to search for topics, either because
of. imprecise vocabulary or because items were not indexed or described in sufficient
detail. One spoke of frustrations with the library databases, especially all the “clicking
rigmarole” necessary to find something. Others noted limitations in what was searchable
or what was accessible. For example, one had found “certain constraints, where some of
our subscription levels to even those top databases, they won't return results to us if I
do it through the library portal.” Others mentioned databases for which the library did
not have subscriptions, necessitating travel to other university libraries to access them.
Yet another stated that Google was often more useful for finding information about
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newer authors who may not have been the subject of books or journal articles. Several
professors used Google Books or Amazon to access snippets of text to see if a book was
worth checking out from the library. Many people used combinations of these tools as
a starting point to track down citations.

For every instance in which professors described a lack of access to resources or
difficulties tracking down certain kinds of information, there were other cases when a
lack of time was the issue. One way of addressing this problem was to concentrate on
the research they saw as highest quality, with professional reputation as a useful proxy
for quality: “The people whose thinking really influences you, you read their bibliog*
raphies very carefully. And, since there’s way more stuff out there than you have tiime
to [read], you have to kind of accept that you're only going to see a small part of it, and
this is the area that strikes you as being the most promising.”

One professor pointed to the sheer magnitude of academic output to/gxplain why
scholarly influence was of greater interest than comprehensiveness:

I think it’s not necessarily actually locating the materials, but in winnowing down what’s
actually relevant, right? The problem used to be that you had tp Work with the sources
that you were able to get ahold of, and then a very, very small select number of them
would actually be relevant and you could run with one or &/0. And now, with the ability
to find everything that everybody’s writing—except thal one thing that you actually
need—really [homing] in on whose voice matters.

Another professor discussed the importanse 6t developing new ideas or approaches
over comprehensive coverage, which mighit'even detract from a pursuit of original-
ity: “I've never done a systematic bibliography because it’s not for me a priority. My
emphasis is on new ideas, new theorefical approaches that I'm trying to develop. I don’t
have time, it’s not worth it for me {g;emphasize making sure that I've found everything
that was written.”

For the same reason, or{¢) professor mentioned not needing to consult a librarian,
since an unsystematic se€arch turned up sufficient sources for the purpose. One even
claimed to be a “bad researcher” who nevertheless managed to find what was needed.
Another had given\iittle thought to the mechanics of database searching because exist-
ing subject knoyledge sufficed:

I've already had enough to do with sources that I know about. In other words, my work
atth®moment isn’t really being handicapped by the fact that I'm limited as a researcher.
Tyitean, I have more than enough material at the moment to keep me pretty confident
that working with what I have, there might be more stuff to bring in, but I don’t think
my viewpoint is going to be completely changed by some research discovery that will
invalidate it.

Still, there was some support for an exhaustive approach. Even professors who said
they did not feel a need to be systematic also said they relied on the work of colleagues
who did aim at comprehensiveness. One professor described the practice of merely
“moving from source to source” or following citations without thorough searching,
as an “unhealthy trend in research these days.” That professor gave assignments to
graduate students that forced them to do an “exhaustive review of the literature” and
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practice an “economy of scale with secondary sources.” Another referred to a reliance
on citations as a “fast and dirty way to do it” that can be successful for canonical texts
but inadequate for less studied authors or topics.

A few also observed that how much they needed depended on the type of research
they were doing and their familiarity with the area. For example, one said of an upcom-
ing project, “I'm going to need to be more systematic about the research because I'm
learning a new field.” Another recalled doing research on an interdisciplinary project:

It did feel different, maybe that’s, again, a literary versus history division, the literature,
there seemed to be more, and it was more so a matter of limiting the amount I found,
whereas with the section of the book that was on history, it was actually about trying to
find as much as I could because there really was very little written about these topics

In another case of research with primary sources, a professor who moved fgom inter-
pretations of the published text to examining its composition history ane-the sources
the author drew upon in composing it had to dig deeply and examine'nitany materials.

Still, for most situations, participants seemed satisfied with merednformal methods
that lacked comprehensiveness because they felt that exhaustivie'résearch was unneces-
sary or they prioritized something else. In all these cases, the(siheer magnitude of schol-
arly literature was recognized as a challenge involving trage-offs of time and resources.

Informal Research Training

The most common response to questions abouthew professors had learned to do research
was that they had not received any formal instruction. Many said they were self-taught
and learned along the way. Others mentiofied informal training, usually through a mentor
or colleague; and only one recalled taking a dedicated research course on bibliography
as an undergraduate. However, migst expressed a need for further training, either for
themselves or their students. Interestingly, the types

The most common response

of training they discussed ranged well beyond locat-
ing sources, from learning the subject matter and

to questions about How key methods of their disciplines to understanding
professors had learned to how to choose which journals to publish in or how

do research yas that they

had not received any formal theme in the interviews, often accompanied by
instruétion the desire for a simpler, more rational process. As

to apply for grants.
Learning by trial and error was a common

one professor stated, “I would have loved to have

received more training than I got, but it was all trial
and error for me. And it was kind of through failing a lot of times that I worked out a
research process that produces those levels of scholarship that I want to produce.”

In the absence of formal instruction, participants reported relying on piecemeal
help, either from professors or fellow students. One mentioned that, during graduate
school, professors “tended to assume that we already knew [everything]” and so it “was
a matter of asking friends and then really just getting used to seeing what works with
what type of text you're looking for.” Another discussed what might be understood as
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a process of “reverse engineering” from what professors did or from clues embedded in
publications: “I think I learned a lot by having to sit down and deconstruct on my own
how someone else set up their argument, and how they must have found their sources,
and kind of try to imagine what the life of the article was before the article came to be
an article.”

When it came to what training they thought would be useful for students or younger
scholars, many discussed trying to make explicit the tacit knowledge or assumptions
of experienced researchers. For instance, one spoke about teaching students to be more
reflective about searching in light of how they want to frame their topics, for exampl&
by using filters, trying synonyms, and resorting to adjacent or analogous topics wlieh
their initial searches failed to produce results. Another said, “I try with students who
are working with me to actually explain why I'm asking them to do things atit where
that is in the process.”

Finally, choosing journals, getting published, and promoting one’swork were areas
in which professors saw a need for more training. One mentioned, ifaching graduate
students to understand the “genres” of different publications by;browsing the tables of
contents of a journal over time and reading a few issues coyet to cover:

[It's important] to figure out what the styles are of particuiarjournal presses. What their
house methods are, what kinds of idioms they tend toG#6rk in, what niches in the field
they tend to support. Because that’s how you can get published in those places. Or that’s
how you can know the best possible journal te se2d your thing to.

Opverall, discussions of research training centered on informal methods such as trial
and error or modeling expert behavior»At the same time, most professors expressed a
desire for more formal training evetiaf they were uncertain what it should look like,
especially when entering unfamil{ar areas.

Discussion

Despite many questiofy focused on techniques for finding information, respondents said
little about databasa searching or interacting with library systems. Humanists had many
methods of finding new information that involved minimal use of library databases.
Some even gpoke of being a “bad researcher” with regard to navigating the library or
tracking lown sources, without any implication that they considered themselves poor
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scholais: Instead, they spoke of other informal
methods of keeping up to date with their fields, Humanists had many

stich as citation tracking, getting recommendations methods of fin dlng new
from colleagues, or coming across documents seren- . .
dipitously. This disjunction between librarians’ and information that involved

professors’ notions of research implies that there inimal use of library

may be an opportunity for librarians to rethink how

they teach research skills. This discussion will focus databases.

on three areas that librarians should consider when
planning instruction: the role of browsing in humanities research, social networking
as an information literacy skill, and the nature of comprehensiveness and disciplinary
context in literary research.
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Explanations for the emphasis on informal and social methods in humanities have
tended to connect it to the nature and assumptions of humanistic research and to the
limitations of bibliographic and indexing tools. As Rebecca Green notes, “In general,
bibliographic tools observe well-defined boundaries of coverage relative to subject, date,
format, and language. But the literature relevant to a question may not respect the same
boundaries, especially in the humanities.”** Stephen Wiberley also notes the imprecision
of much of the humanist’s terminology as opposed to the jargon of the natural sciences
and the resultant difficulties for subject access. Wiberley points out, however, that the
humanistic focus on people, places, events, and artistic works means that proper nouns
can supply some of the precision missing from a humanist’s topical and theoretical y<-
cabulary.® As a point of comparison, historians are another group with eclectic reading
habits, and a recent study found that only 21 percent of the secondary literature cited
in the American Historical Review was discoverable in either of the two mdjer subject
databases for history, Historical Abstracts and America: History and Life.®

One implication for pedagogy, especially for graduate students, Would be to de-
emphasize point-of-need search techniques in favor of more explicit teaching of the
ongoing, informal methods that scholars speak of picking up*tirfough trial and error.
The ACRL Framework for Information Literacy can be a useftul'tool for librarians in this
regard. The frame “Searching as Strategic Exploration,” with its emphasis on nonlinear
and contextualized information seeking, provides a god starting point for librarians
planning instruction. It also highlights “inquiry, discovery, and serendipity” as important
aspects of searching.® This matches some of the @iethods highlighted by Ellis, especially
sutveying, the type of semi-purposeful ex-

The frame “Searching as Strategic

information seeking, provides a

ploration done to familiarize oneself with an
area of potential interest, and monitoring,

. ” . . .
Exploration,” with its emphasis the process of maintaining awareness of
on nonlinear and contextualized new developments in a field 3 Both activities

require the mental flexibility and creativity
that are called for in the frame’s dispositions.

gOOd starting pOiIlt for librarians Participants spoke about both surveying and
planning instruciion monitoring, though without using those

terms, in reference both to research projects

and to the habitual information-seeking ac-
tivities that\go on parallel to or between more focused lines of inquiry. Reading widely
and maintaining awareness of key works and journals, or as Palmer and Neumann
described it, “priming for future discovery,” allowed the researchers to prepare for mo-
ments of apparent serendipity.®
Such habits are developed over the course of years as students evolve into scholars,
but librarians can act as “disciplinary discourse mediators” who break down the knowl-
edge of the expert researcher for the benefit of the novice and can prompt students to try
out these strategies.® Newby has proposed a semester-length class taught by librarians
that focuses on discipline-specific cultures and skills, but briefer teaching sessions may
also offer opportunities to demystify disciplinary research practices.” For example, one of
the authors of the present study led two class sessions within a graduate seminar on pro-
fessionalization for students in literature and linguistics. After an initial session in which
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the class discussed research challenges they face as graduate students and disciplinary
differences in the information-seeking strategies relevant to their fields, they completed
an assignment to establish habits related to surveying and monitoring. Students had to
identify a relevant article in a source that could help familiarize them with a new field
(for example, a handbook or a book of essays from the Cambridge Companion series) to
practice surveying the literature. To engage in monitoring, students had to identify two
importantjournals in their field and review issues from the past two years, as well as scan
a relevant article in the most recent issue of the Year’s Work in Modern Language Studies,
an annual bibliography of scholarly books and articles. To identify journals, students
reported asking a professor or, in one case, following up on publications already cited
for a previous paper. In a subsequent class, students shared what they had found, and
the journals were compiled into a master list that all students could access: Iibrarians
working with graduate students can use such exercises to help students learrijarid practice
the informal research methods that faculty employ as a matter of course:

Although librarians might be tempted to fault professors for theiryinsystematic and
informal processes, our research implies that database searching may not be particularly
useful for research in the humanities and that professors manage-to be effective research-
ers by leveraging their subject knowledge and social netwgtks. A second implication for
library instruction is that students may also need to develop similar habits, as appropri-
ate, such as reflecting on prior knowledge to formuidte information-seeking strategies
and leveraging social contacts, whether among glassmates or professors, to find leads.
As teachers, we can share our expertise in navigating library systems and databases,
but an understanding of how and why schpiars deploy informal and often socially ori-
ented techniques and how these relate*to the assumptions and goals of the discipline
can help us become more nuanced- goasultants and research partners. Kautto and Talja
even note that teaching systemati&dearching by topic to literature majors as one would
to students in other disciplines, such as medicine, would be detrimental. They explain
that literature students risk“gétting sidetracked,
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having their minds fragaiented by the many humanities scholars tend

different approaches,arid viewpoints present in . .

the text retrieved. < to use article indexes and
Some inteiviewees claim that their deep comprehensive blbllographles

) - } )
knowledge &f the discipline and frequent con only when they venture into
tacts mean that they had no shortage of material.

This 4€sertion aligns with previous findings that €W areas beyond their area of

humanities scholars tend to use article indexes specialization
and comprehensive bibliographies only when

they venture into new areas beyond their area
of specialization.* It also relates to several characteristics of research in the humanities,
namely the need for the humanities scholar to be deeply familiar with a wide variety of
texts and the long shelf life of secondary literature, since sources might become dated
without being superseded by newer ones.*

Because the humanities are more interested in interpretation than explanation or
prediction, the importance of new perspectives depends on their relationship to previ-
ous analyses. This dialogic nature also means that, as Kautto and Talja found in their
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interviews with faculty, “The core skill in literature use was to stay within the boundar-
ies of a particular theoretical conversation” rather than a topical domain. They added,
“Since it is not possible to search databases using theoretical concepts or approaches,
help from faculty experts was seen to be vital for this core task.”*! This conversational
aspect of research was especially visible in the interviews and permeated every aspect
of the research process, from topic selection to gathering sources to presenting what was
found. Even citation chaining can have a significant social aspect, as Wiberley noted
when he described a citation in the bibliography of a respected colleague as a type of
personal recommendation.® These conversations are explicitly referred to in the ACRL
frame “Scholarship as Conversation,” which posits that scholarship is a “discursive
practice in which ideas are formulated, debated, and weighed against one another over
extended periods of time.”*> Whereas this frame emphasizes the cognitive and jajional-
istic processes of arriving at the truth through dialogue among competing pézspectives,
the research practices described by interviewees were explicitly conversatiotial and social,
hinging on personal contacts and an acute awareness of the overlapping communities
of scholars and audiences in which they participate.

Scholars were intensely aware of webs of connection widi-other specialists and
described different kinds of roles: formal coauthors; collegglies engaged in research
on similar subject matter or using a similar theoretical apgroach, who might be known
socially or only through their published work; persond¥contacts who passed on ideas
or sources of information that turned out to be ugefdl; and audiences, including close
colleagues as well as readers outside their spedalty or discipline. These findings con-
firm those by Brockman, Neumann, Palmegyand Tidline, who noted the importance
of maintaining close collegial networks as.an important part of the research process.*

All this suggests that networkingntay be an important information literacy compe-
tency. Participants spoke of consulting colleagues as a crucial activity in keeping up with
the field, identifying useful souices, and situating a topic or line of inquiry. While not
generally considered a part pithe library’s teaching portfolio, there is growing interest
in librarians’ role as facilitatdrs of communities of practice, groups of practitioners who
interact with one anothgrto learn to do their work better. Libraries provide a neutral space
outside of departméiital affiliation or faculty rewards and punishments where students
with similar need$“and interests can gather.*® Libraries can multiply their instructional
efforts by comibining stand-alone workshops into multiday “boot camps” where gradu-
ate students build community while learning useful

well, where major features

Scholars seldom fretted skills. Libraries can also increase their effectiveness

by integrating into campus teaching and learning

about missing Somethlng communities, or by pairing librarians with gradu-
in areas they already knew  ate students*

Interviewees often made distinctions about
when they needed to search comprehensively

would not escape their and when they could rely on a few representative

however, they had to be

notice. In other subj ects, examples. A third implication of these discussions

for library instruction is that how much research
or documentation is needed depends on disciplin-

more systematic, ary context and the intended use of the source, an
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especially salient point for students who worry if they have “enough.” Scholars seldom
fretted about missing something in areas they already knew well, where major features
would not escape their notice. In other subjects, however, they had to be more system-
atic. This need for thoroughness seemed to apply to areas where they were less familiar
or times when their research veered toward the empirical, whether in textual criticism
where precedents or sources had to be established or while doing historical research
using archival sources.

Because so much of the published scholarship in literature and rhetoric consists of
interpretations of a relatively small number of texts, scholars have no need to be compre*
hensive when citing prior interpretations of the material being analyzed. Unless one’s-irn
is to produce a thorough history of previous criticism, it is only necessary to cite those
studies that have relevance for one’s own argument. Even when the claims exterid beyond
the text, to social forms, historical periods, or cognition, comprehensivenegsmay not be
particularly important. Because it is accepted practice in literary and ciilttiral studies to
draw rather broad generalizations based on deep readings of a small-handful of artifacts,
itis not necessary to accumulate vast quantities of examples if the iriterpretation of them
is the same. The strength of the generalization is judged on the-quality of the analysis,
not the size of the sample, although the failure to addressprominent counterexamples
or differing views could, of course, undercut the interpretation. These epistemological
goals and standards for evaluating scholarship explai’how what might initially appear
to be lax methods or incomplete research may be.wsérfectly appropriate.

These distinctions come naturally to the experienced scholar but may not be obvious
to novices without deep subject knowledgezi prior socialization to the norms of citation
in the humanities and rhetoric. One régpmmendation for teaching would be to make
these distinctions more explicit instead of leaving them as tacit assumptions. During
typical bibliographic instructiondithe use of databases, a librarian could ask students
to reflect on when they know.they are finished searching or what would prompt them
to return to a source-gatherizig phase of research. A more substantive lesson inspired by
the BEAM (background, ‘exhibit, argument, and method) model would have students
read a research scepario and analyze the role played by different sources, or study
an excerpt of a schwlarly text and categorize the cited sources based on how they are
used.”” Such anéxercise would aim to lead students to increased self-awareness about
distinctions‘between sources, not only between primary sources to be analyzed and
secondasy sources that aid that analysis, but also between sources that provide context
or bafieround, those that establish a theoretical approach or method, and those that
speak to alternative interpretations or help support an empirical claim about historical
events or textual influences.

Conclusion

Interviews with these professors showed literature and writing studies to be an eclectic
disciplinary zone, with a wide variety of research areas and approaches. Practices of
information seeking were nonlinear and open-ended, and social networks, both real and
virtual, played an important role. Because of the wide range of document types, subject
areas, and historical periods with which humanists work, traditional library information
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retrieval methods go only so far. The customary techniques must be supplemented by a
variety of ongoing and informal methods to keep up with new developments and identify
sources or theoretical approaches that are relevant to current research interests. Librarians
can use this information in conjunction with the ACRL Framework to augment instruc-
tion for graduate and upper level undergraduate students beyond searching library
systems to include these informal information-seeking habits that faculty use to succeed.

More research is needed to determine which pedagogical methods are most suc-
cessful; the next steps in our research include interviewing graduate students about
their information-seeking processes and experimenting with a variety of pedagogical
techniques. By adopting a user-centric perspective and recognizing the particularities-¢£
disciplinary research, librarians can think creatively about library services and connect
with students and scholars in meaningful ways.

Carl Lehnen is a reference and liaison librarian to the School of Literatures, Cultvial Studies and
Linguistics at the University of Illinois at Chicago; he may be reached by e-winil at: clehnen@
uic.edu.

Glenda M. Insua is a reference and liaison librarian to the Departifients of English, Music, and
Theatre at the University of llinois at Chicago; she may be reached\by e-mail at: ginsual @uic.edu.

Appendix
Semi-Structured Interview Questions

I. Research Focus and Metheds

Describe the research projéci(s) you are currently working on.

e Tell me a bit mdre’about how the research for the project has unfolded step-by-step
(choose one pipject if multiple were listed above); e.g., developing the topic, identifying
and working with the information needed for the research, plans for sharing the results.

e How,dees this project and process of researching relate to how you’ve done work in
the(past?

o Lfew does this project relate to the work typically done in your department(s) and
tield(s) you are affiliated with?

II. Working with Archives and Other Special Collections

Do you typically rely on material collected in archives or other special collections (e.g.,
rare books, unpublished documents, museum artifacts)? If so,

e How do you find this information? How did you learn how to do this? Does anyone
ever help you?
e Where do you access this information (e.g., on-site, digitally)?
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e How and when do you work with this information, e.g., do you use any specific
approaches or tools?

* Have you encountered any challenges in the process of finding, accessing, or working
with this kind of information? If so, describe.

e To what extent do you understand and/or think it is important to understand how
the tools that help you find and access this information work (e.g., finding aids, online
museum catalogs)? “Do you understand how database X decides which content
surfaces first in your searches?” and “Do you care to understand?”

e Are there any resources, services, or other supports that would help you more
effectively work with this kind of information?

III. Working with Secondary Content

What kinds of secondary source content to do you typically rely on do ygut research
(e.g., scholarly articles or monographs)?

e How do you find this information? How did you learn to do this*Does anyone ever
help you?

e Where do you access this information (e.g., on-site, digitaliv)?

e How and when do you work with this information (e@,~do you use any specific
approaches or tools)?

e Have you encountered any challenges in the process@©i finding, accessing, or working
with secondary sources? If so, describe.

* To what extent do you understand and/or thirik it is important to understand how
the tools that help you find and access this‘information work (e.g., algorithmic bias,
processes for creating and applying keywords)? “Do you understand how Google
Scholar decides which articles supfack first in your searches?” and “Do you care to
understand?”

e Are there any resources, sgpyices, or other supports that would help you more
effectively locate or work-kith secondary sources?

IV. Scholarly Communications and Evaluating Impact

How are your scholarly outputs (e.g., books, peer-reviewed journal articles) evaluated
by your institytieh and to what ends (e.g., tenure and promotion process, frequency of
evaluationg)?

e(Iiave you observed any trends and / or changes over time in how scholarly outputs are
being evaluated (e.g., shift in emphasis between books versus articles, shift in emphasis
in the extent to which the prestige or impact factor of a publication is considered)?

* Beyond tenure and promotion, does your institution evaluate your scholarly outputs
toward any other ends (e.g., benchmarking your/your department’s performance
using analytics software)? If so, how, and to what ends?

e What have been your experiences being evaluated in this way?

e Have you observed these kinds of processes having a larger effect on your department
and/or institutional culture?

To what extent do you engage with or have interest in any mechanisms for sharing
your work beyond traditional publishing in peer-reviewed journals or monographs? To
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what ends (e.g., posting in preprint archives to share with peers, creating digital maps
or timelines for students, creating outputs for wider audiences)?

Do you engage with any forms of social networking, including academic social net-
working, as a mechanism for sharing and / or engaging with other scholars? If no, why
not? If so,

e Describe the platform(s) you currently use and how.

e What do you like best about the platform(s) you currently use, and what do you like
least?

e Are there any other ways the platform(s) could be improved to best meet your needs?

Beyond the information you have already shared about your scholarly communisations
activities and needs, is there anything else you think would be helpful for nje'to know
about your experiences?

V. Research Training and Wrapping Up

Looking back at your experiences as a researcher, are there dyy forms of training that
were particularly useful? Conversely, are there any formsf<raining you wish you had
gotten and/or would still like to get? Why?

Considering evolving trends in how research is conducted and evaluated, is there any
form of training that would be most beneficial to graduate students and/or scholars
more widely?

Is there anything else from your experigiices and perspectives as a researcher or on the
topic of research more broadly thatigot think would be helpful to share with me that
has not yet been discussed in this ‘€nversation?
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