
Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes
of Librarians in Developing Library Users’

Information Literacy

Jaana Kulbin and Sirje Virkus(&)

Institute of Information Studies, Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia
Jaana.Kulbin@sisekaitse.ee, sirje.virkus@tlu.ee

Abstract. The objective of this study was to explore how Estonian librarians
assess their information literacy (IL) and which knowledge, skills and attitudes
they consider important in facilitating the development of IL of library users.
The research strategy chosen was a multiple case study. Document analysis,
semi-structured interviews, and expert interviews were the main data collection
methods. The study results revealed that librarians needed knowledge and skills
in pedagogy and andragogy, instructional design, information technology, for-
eign languages, marketing, information sources and databases as well as on the
learning domain. They also highlighted social skills and found that personal
characteristics and attitudes of librarians were very important in facilitating IL.
The study participants expressed the view that all librarians and information
professionals must be able to advise users individually to facilitate their IL, but
not all should be required to deliver courses and lectures for a group of students
or library users.
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1 Introduction

Rapid changes in the academic and information environment constantly raise new
requirements for the competence of many professions including the library and
information profession. The library and information profession is “a dynamic,
ever-changing profession, as meeting user expectations requires adjustments to new
needs with emergent technologies and embracing other external factors that impact the
twenty-first-century workforce” [1, p. 64].

The objective of this study was to explore how Estonian librarians assess their
information literacy and what knowledge, skills and attitudes they consider important
in facilitating the development of information literacy of library users.

The central research question of our study was: what knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes do librarians need to facilitate the development of information literacy of library
users in vocational and higher education institutions?

In order to find an answer to the central research question we formulated the
following sub-questions: How do librarians define information literacy? How do
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librarians enhance information literacy of library users? What knowledge, skills and
attitudes do librarians need to facilitate the development of information literacy of
library users? Do librarians have the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to
facilitate the development of information literacy of library users? How could librarians
acquire or enhance the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to facilitate the
development of information literacy of library users? Do all librarians need to be able
to facilitate the development of information literacy of library users?

This paper briefly reviews the existing literature on the topic and reports the results
of the study.

2 Competencies for Librarians

Discussions about relevant competencies for librarians are not new. There are many
articles in the library literature on core competencies for librarians and information
professionals in general and on competencies for specific types of libraries or for
specific library jobs. For example, publications discuss competencies for academic
librarians [2–7], public librarians [8, 9], school librarians [10], health or medical
librarians [11–13], law librarians [14, 15], electronic resources librarians [16], reference
librarians [17, 18], metadata librarians [19], acquisitions librarians [20], science col-
lections librarians [21] or librarian 2.0 [22–24].

In the higher education context there are many discussions about the role of the
library and the literature of librarianship presents a complex picture of how library can
support university education [25–30].

Doskatsch [26] elaborated on the following requirements for the librarians involved
in the teaching and learning process: to engage in critical reflection and move from a
library-centred view of information literacy towards viewing information literacy as a
holistic educational outcome based on transferable concepts and skills; to understand
the institution’s teaching and learning framework, educational policy and strategy,
terminology and the context; to have good negotiation and conflict management skills;
to understand different learning styles and teaching methods; to understand students’
academic requirements and learning support resources in traditional and digital envi-
ronment; to have a considerable knowledge and experience with information systems
and information technology to support students’ learning; to have a collaboration skills
to work with faculty in using active learning methods; to have competencies to design,
develop, deliver and evaluate information literacy programmes in traditional and digital
environment and integrate information literacy into the curriculum.

Kirk [31] has indicated specific elements essential for the success of academic
librarians. These skills cluster into the three main categories of design, delivery and
evaluation. The teaching librarian also needs deep knowledge of specific subject fields.

Peacock [27, p. 13] notes that “complex role demands more than sound peda-
gogical knowledge, advanced teaching skills and an ability to develop and deliver
effective learning experiences. It also requires that the teaching librarian functions as an
educational professional; that is, as one who can engage in educational debate and
decision-making processes, influence policy, forge strategic alliances and demonstrate
diplomatic sensitivity.”
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Peacock [28, p. 27] urged academic librarians to position themselves as key educators
in the educational environment, and acquire an educational competence and professional
confidence equal to that of their academic peers. Peacock argues that the relative
inequality of librarians and academics prevents library professionals from fully inte-
grating information literacy into curricula. Peacock suggests developing a new genera-
tion of librarian educators, retrained as ‘learning facilitators’ and forging campus-wide
‘alliances’ to ensure that librarians and libraries to overcome their marginalisation.

Bruce [32] notes that in the last decade we have seen continued and increased focus
on the important contribution that libraries have to learning, in public, school, aca-
demic, and special libraries.

Virkus [33] found that there were different views about the role of librarians as
teachers in the process of facilitating the development of information-related compe-
tencies. She prefers to use the term ‘information-related competencies’ instead of
‘information literacy’ [34]. Several senior managers and academics supported this idea,
some were against it. Several academics found this idea excellent and worthy of
attention but also clearly indicated that it would be an exception rather than the
accepted practice. Several senior managers and academics saw the library first and
foremost as a service, resource or support centre even if they did acknowledge the role
of librarians in the process of facilitating information literacy. However, comments
from several senior managers and academics revealed that they did not believe that
librarians should have a teaching role within the university. Several senior managers
and academics found this idea interesting, but hesitated as to whether it should be a
general practice. The views of librarians also differed with regards to the teaching role.
Several librarians did not believe that teaching should be their responsibility. One
librarian expressed very clearly that she did not want to be a teacher and if she did then
she had taken a teaching qualification. However, several librarians still indicated that
quite often they had to take the role of the teacher or tutor when students came to the
library and asked for academic advice. Several librarians expressed the view that
librarians can take on a teaching role and were pondering how to develop their ped-
agogical knowledge and skills. Students also had different views regarding librarians as
teachers. Some of them thought that librarians can be teachers, some of them did not
expect that role from librarians and others had no clear position on that. Several
librarians saw the role of the librarian more as a consultant and as an active member of
the course development team. It seemed that misunderstandings of different actors’
roles and responsibilities in academia might create counterproductive behaviours and
might misdirect design of the programmes for information literacy [33].

Several authors have asked how many librarians are qualified for roles as teachers
or facilitators [26, 29, 35]. Elmborg [36] believes that librarians are not prepared for
these changing roles and suggests that library and information science education should
better address this need.

Calzada Prado and Marzal [37] analysed main professional competency standards
and courses currently offered in accredited graduate programmes in the United States,
Canada, United Kingdom, and Australia. Results suggest that although some relevant
competencies have been included by professional associations in their competency
standards for all types of information professionals, instructional competencies have
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not received much attention in graduate educational programmes other than in con-
centrations or tracks targeted at future school or academic librarians.

Thus, with this background we initiated this study.

3 Research Methods and Procedures

The research strategy we used in this study was a multiple case study within a
post-positive paradigm. Several researchers suggest that a case study is a preferred
strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when a phenomenon is
complex and includes contemporary sets of events, when the researcher has little
control over events and in-depth investigation is required, or when a phenomenon
cannot be studied outside the context in which it occurs and there has been little or no
previous research on the topic [38–41]. Denscombe [41, p. 31] notes: “Relationships
and processes within social settings tend to be interconnected and interrelated. To
understand one thing it is necessary to understand many others and, crucially, how the
various parts are linked” and the case study strategy is suggested in those settings.

The case study is a holistic research strategy that combines several data collection
methods [42]. However, the case study strategy does not dictate strictly which methods
must be used [41, p. 32]. The main advantages of the case study research are: it
provides in-depth and rich information of complex social situations; can explain
complex causal links in real-life interventions; encourages the use of multiple methods
to provide a richer picture of the phenomenon than would any single method; it often
provides light on sensitive things that are difficult to study in other ways [38, 41, 43,
44]. Thus, a case study research strategy met the requirements of this study.

Yin [38, p. 46] notes that multiple-case study designs have increased in research
methodology and highlights the point that multiple-case designs have distinct advan-
tages in comparison to single-case designs. Following the suggestions of Herriott and
Firestone [45], he notes that “the evidence from multiple cases is often considered more
compelling, and the overall study is therefore regarded as being more robust.” Yin [38,
p. 53] believes that most multiple-case designs are likely to be stronger than single-case
designs and “the analytic benefits from having two (or more) cases may be substantial.”

However, Yin notes [38, p. 47] that the conduct of a multiple-case study can require
extensive resources and time often beyond the means of single student or independent
research investigator. Therefore, the decision to undertake multiple-case studies cannot
be taken lightly and every case should serve a specific purpose within the overall scope
of inquiry.

Our main data collection methods in this study were semi-structured interviews and
document analysis. We interviewed fifteen librarians and five experts from eight
libraries of vocational and higher education institutions in Estonia. The experts were
persons with library and information science background and with thorough under-
standing and extensive expertise in the field of information literacy education.

Documentary information is relevant to every case study topic and we used it in this
research “to corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” [38, p. 87]. The
range of documents we collected in this case study included the following: organiza-
tional strategy documents and any other official or unofficial documents related to
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information literacy available in the organizational homepages on the web or in case
study institutions; library guides; booklets; and resource packs related to information
literacy training. Document analysis proved to be a useful method that provided us with
additional background information about case study institutions and helped us to
compare interview data with information contained in documents.

We collected the data from March to June 2014 and used a content analysis method
in data analysis.

4 Results and Discussion

The concept of information literacy was central for this study and therefore it was
important that we examine how study participants perceived and understood this
central concept. The interview results revealed that, while interviewed librarians pre-
ferred different definitions of information literacy, the most favoured definitions orig-
inated from the American Library Association (ALA) [46] and the Chartered Institute
of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) [47].

The results of the study indicated that librarians assessed their information literacy
on the level of good. In order to facilitate the development of information literacy of the
library user librarians used group and individual training, consultations, and developed
instructional materials. The integration of information literacy in the curriculum proved
to be insufficient and difficult. However, the positive attitude of academic staff towards
information literacy was mentioned by several interviewees. The obstacle was a lack of
marketing expertise among librarians: the librarians felt that they are not able to pro-
mote information literacy successfully and therefore the students and academics do not
recognize the need for information literacy training. It was also found that there is no
uniform standard to harmonize information literacy training for vocational and higher
education students.

In order to carry out training for library users on information literacy the following
knowledge and skills were highlighted: pedagogical and andragogical knowledge and
skills, including teaching skills; knowledge on different teaching methods and training
structure; presentation skills; proficiency on information technology; extensive and
deep knowledge of the learning domain; knowledge of various sources of information,
skills of foreign languages; knowledge of marketing and study systems; interpersonal
skills; critical thinking skills; knowledge and understanding of different target groups;
professional expertise in information science; ability to cooperate with faculties;
knowledge on the web-based and e-learning environment; academic literacy; coun-
selling skills; and possession of the terminology of the taught specialties. They also
added the knowledge on copyright.

The interviewees also indicated the knowledge and skills that are needed for the
development of information literacy related instructional materials for library users:
good foreign languages and Estonian language skills, knowledge of digital environ-
ments and knowledge domains, professional expertise in information science, good
knowledge of different databases, andragogical knowledge and skills, knowledge of
library classification and systems as well on target groups.
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The study results revealed that personal characteristics and attitudes of librarians
were also important: for example, openness, learner-centred attitude, patience,
self-confidence, friendliness and kindness, motivation, sense of humour, and curiosity.

The interviewees found that pedagogical and andragogical competencies and
marketing are the areas that needed further enhancement.

The main opportunities to improve the knowledge and skills were various training
courses, self-study, and support of colleagues. It was also noted that the training
provided sometimes little new information and was not always need driven.

The study participants expressed the view that all librarians and information pro-
fessionals must be able to advise users individually to facilitate their information
literacy but courses and lectures for a group of students or library users should not be
required from all; these require special knowledge and skills as well as personal
qualities and attitudes that all librarians do not have. The development of such skills,
however, requires very high motivation and not all people can be good presenters and
teachers.

This study confirmed several previous findings. For example, integration of
information literacy in the curriculum is insufficient and difficult [28, 33]. The teaching
role of librarian demands sound pedagogical knowledge, advanced teaching skills, an
ability to develop and deliver effective learning experiences, and deep knowledge of
specific subject fields [27, 28, 33]. Similar to Virkus [33], our research results indicated
the positive attitude of academic staff towards information literacy and the view that the
information literacy instructions should not be required from all librarians.

On the basis of this study we made the following suggestions for vocational
schools, applied higher education institutions, and universities in Estonia: (a) profes-
sional training institutions should explore more carefully the training needs of library
and information professionals in order to offer need-based training; (b) library and
information science schools should include relevant pedagogical knowledge and skills
into the curricula in order to prepare future librarians with relevant competencies to
facilitate the information literacy of students and library users; (c) the library and
information professionals should express their training needs more explicitly to the
training providers; (d) librarians of the investigated institutions should collaborate with
their organization’s marketing and communications department in order to get more
visibility and promote information literacy to the relevant target groups; (e) librarians
should continue to enhance cooperation with faculties, and (f) the library management
should explain the importance of the integration of information literacy into the cur-
riculum and the benefits of information literacy in learning and teaching to the top
management of the institution.

5 Conclusions

Our study results revealed that librarians preferred different definitions of information
literacy but the most favored definitions originated from the ALA and the
CILIP. Librarians assessed their information literacy on the level of good and the main
forms of facilitating the development of information literacy of the library user were
group and individual training, consultations, and the development of instructional
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materials. Although academics were positive towards information literacy, its inte-
gration in the curriculum proved to be insufficient and difficult.

Librarians found that they needed knowledge and skills in pedagogy and andra-
gogy, instructional design, information technology, foreign languages, marketing,
information sources and databases as well as on the learning domains. They also
needed social skills and found that personal characteristics and attitudes of librarians
were very important in facilitating information literacy.

Librarians improved their information literacy facilitation competencies in various
training courses, via self-study, and through the support of colleagues. The study
participants expressed the view that all librarians and information professionals must be
able to advise users individually to facilitate their information literacy but not librarians
should be required to teach courses and lectures for a group of students or library users.
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