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The Role of Freshman Writing in
Academic Bibliographic Instruction

by Donald A. Barclay and Darcie Reimann Barclay

The history of freshman writing
programs and bibliographic
instruction (Bl) is reviewed to
determine the extent to which
freshman writing is used as a
vehicle for Bl, the perceptions
of Bl librarians, and the
instruction methods used for
the delivery of BI. Survey
results are analyzed and
recommendations made.

Donald A Barclay Box 3475

New Mexico State University

Las Cruces New Mexico 88003-0006
<dbarclav@hb nmsu edu >

Darcie Reimann Barclay Box 3475
New Mexico State Unnersity

Las Cruces NA 88003-0006

omposition as 1t 1s taught 1n
Amencan unnversities today has
1ts roots in 18th- and 19th-century
Brnitain  When such innovatve Bntsh
instituttons as the Red Brick Universities,
the Dissenting Acadenues, and the Scot-
tish Unnversities replaced the traditional
Oxbndge curriculum (based on Latin and
oral examinations) w1th curriculums based
on English texts, wntten exams and
essays the teaching of composition
entered the university ! Bibliographic
instructton (BI) an even more recent
arrival on the academic scene has long
been closely allied with composition, par-
ticularly the freshman writing course That
course has been seen as an appropriate
vehicle tor BI because it traditionally 1s
taken by all students 1s composed of
young or new students and often requires
students to write a research paper
At about the same time that BI began to
emerge as something more than a library
tour freshman writing pedagogy under-
went a senes of profound changes that
continues today Around the end ot the
1960s teachers of writing abandoned the
grammatical-correctness approach and
began moving towards a hands-on pro-
cess-oriented approach based on pre-w nit-
ing drafting and revising In the last 15
years almost all writing teachers have
eltminated British and American hterature
trom the curriculum subjects that were
once standbys of the freshman writing
course -~ Some teachers of treshman wnt-
ing have gone so far as to do away with the
freshman research paper altogether Both
philosophically and chronologically. this
great change n the way writing has been
taught has paralleled BI s replacement of
the tour and the canned lecture/onentaton
with hands-on mstruction active learning
and the teaching ot critical thinking
Throughout these vears of change the
literature of both freshman wriing and BI
has included articles on how freshman

writing should (or should not) be used as a
vehicle for BL It 1s not the primary pur-
pose of this article to join the debate on
whether or not BI belongs in the treshman
writing course I[nstead, what follows 1s an
examination of the current status ot tresh-
man wnting as a vehicle for BI The prin-
cipal topics this study  will  address
include

e The extent to which treshman wiit-
tng 1s used as a vehicle tor B

* BI Iibranans perception ot tresh-
man wrnting courses as a vehicle tor
BI and

* Instrucuon methods tor teaching
library research to freshmen

“While the traditional
acceptance of freshman writing
as the ‘natural’ ally of BI
suggests that freshman writing
has a paramount role in BI, the
movement toward course-
related, across-the-curriculum
instruction suggests that
freshman writing is not as
important today as
it was in the past.”

While the traditional acceptance of
treshman wnung as the natural ally ot
BI suggests that treshman wniting has a
paramount role in BI the movement
toward course-related across-the-curricu-
lum instruction suggests that treshman
writing 1s not as important today as 1t was
in the past However no studies have
explored either of these hypotheses Men-
sching showed how many students
recenved BI and identitied the pieterred
methods tor providing such instruction
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but she did not exanune freshman wnting
as a separate component 1n Bl 3 Simularly
Chadley and Gavryck did not 1solate BI
provided via the treshman writing course
in their study of libraty nstruction 1n
Assoctation of Research Libraries (ARL)
libraries * The present study attempts to
show the extent to which freshman wnung
senves as a vehicle tor BI and to 1dentify
alternative vehicles tor oftering BI

Building on the present study tuture
investigations will be able to determune
the extent to which BI has evolved beyond
traditional methods ot instruction This 15
especially necessary at a ume when the
downsizing of academic hbranes the
spread ot global computer networks and
the proliteration of electronic intormation
tools are both changing and expanding the
role ot academic BI and of academic
librartes 1in general Also this study wili
allow BI librarans to compare the nature
of their current programs to national
trends and thus make more 1nformed
decistons about tuture directions for BI at
their institutions

“While most of the literature
has dwelt on the virtues of
using the freshman writing

course as a vehicle for Bl, some
writers have cast doubts on this
notion.”

Literature Review

Discussion of the use ot freshman writ-
ing as a vehicle for BI has roots 1n both
hibrary and composition literature Block
and Martis report on a Bl/freshman-writ-
Ing cooperative program established 1n
1938 Their taith in the compatibility of BI
with tteshman wnting as well as their call
tor a jomnts supervised teaching pro-
gram designed to provide students with
an appreciation ot the objectives and
methods of research ™ have remained sla-
ple 1deas 1n the hterature For example,
Fotd recommends that BI librarians wotk
closely with Enghsh department wrnung
progtams Furthermore treshman wrting
programs lend themselves to BI because
they often require research papers and ate
taken by most undergraduates 6

Many articles describing specific pro-
grams of Bl and their relationship to tiesh-
mdn  writing  have appeated n  the
hterature In 1980 Baron and Hubbard
desctibed a BI program that adapted the
rhetorical structures ot composition to
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teach treshman writers how to use an aca-
demic library " While that program was
not successful Muehlbauer was able to
conclude that a junior-college program for
the treshman writing class was success-
tul ¥ More recently, Skeklott and Birdsall
discuss traditional cooperative programs
that bring together BI libranans and wnit-
ing 1nstructors, and Sorensen highlights
the painng ot a developmental writing
course with a for-credit hbrary <kills
course *!!

While most of the literature has dwelt
on the virtues of using the freshman wnit-
ing course as a vehicle tor Bl, some wnt-
ers have cast doubts on this notion Tietel
suggests that there may be confhcts
between the way wnung teachers and
librarans concenve of hbrary research I
In response to the increasingly common
practice of not assigning research papers
as part ot the treshman wnting class Bodi
has potnted out the impossibility of tiying
to teach library reseaich n a treshman
wrting coutse  which  requires  no
research I Finally on many campuses 1t
no longer makes sense, some authors
argue to provide BI only for freshman
wrting classes when research writing 15
being taught (n many other disciplines I
Perhaps in response to such criticism or to
the current emphasis on making BI rele-
vant to subject matter,'s tecent articles
have exploted the nature ot current com-
position pedagogy to suggest how this
pedagogy can compliment Bl 16 1%

Procedure

The population was obtained trom the
1 360 nstitutions histed 1n the Carnegle

Foundation s 4 Clussification of Insniu-
tions of Higher Educution 19 Using a ran-
dom number generator 272 institutions
(20%) were wdenufied (A 209% sample
was thought to be sufficient based on an
estimated 50 retumn rate )

A pilot study was completed n late
1992 to develop and retine a questionnaire
for opumal clanty and ease ot adnunistia-
tion The revised questionnaire was then
mailed to the Head ot Bibliographic
Instruction at the colleges and universi-
ties 1dentitied in the sample If a response
was not recenved within three weeks a
second. identical questionnaire  was
mailed The two mailings yielded a total
response of 149 completed questionnaires
1549 ) Ot the nstitutions surveyed 123
146<¢) did not respond or provided unus-
able data In all institution size categories
the response 1ate did not v ary with the size
of the institution (,~ = 2 881 p > 05), see
Table 1

Once the questionnaires were obtained
the data were coded Computer centet pet-
sonnel keyed the coded items into the uni-
versity mainframe and used SAS o
provide basic descriptive statistics and
chi-square analysis  The data mput
worher the senior author s assistant and
the senior author verified the accuracy ot
the data input by comparing the computer
printouts to the onginal questionnaires
and making needed corrections

Results

During the 1991-1992 academic year,
236 487 students received BI trom the
mstitutions reporting (n=147) Of these
students 39 (n=91 770) recened Bls 1n



Figure 1
Forms of Instruction
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Figure 2
Freshman Writing and Type of Instruction
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a treshman wnting class Institutions
offering a semester-long BI course totaled
13% (n=19) of which 2 (n=5,1461 of the
total number of students reported above
were enrolled BI courses lasting more
than one week but less than a semester
were oftered at 14¢%(n=20) of the institu-
uons and such courses accounted tor 4%
(n=8.630) ot the total number ot students
recenving BI, see Figure 1
Self-programmed BI (e g computer-
aided nstruction or workbooks) was
oftered at 26 (n=37) of the institutions
reaching a total of 29,395 students Ot
these students, 94 (n=27 491) recenned

instruction via a treshman wnting class,
see Figure 2

A term-paper advisory service allow-
ing students to schedule individual
appointments with reference hbranans
was offered at 17 (n=24) of the insutu-
tions The number of students utilizing
such services was reported to be 3,277 Of
these students, 38 (n=1.243) were con-
ducting research as part ot a freshman
wntng course, see Figure 2

Only 7% (n=10) of the institutions
offered BI by means of audiotape or vid-
eotape The number of students receiving
audiotape or videotape nstruction was -+¢¢

(n=9.983) ot the total number ot students
recerving some form of BI Of the students
recetving  taped  1nstruction R8T
(n=8 738) were freshman-wriing stu-
dents

Live lecture/demonstration was otfered
by 897 (n=122) of the institutions reach-
ing a total of 160,563 students Freshman
writing-students  accounted tor 34
(n=54 370) of these students

BI coordinators who responded ranked
the 1mportance ot treshman wnting to
their BI program using a three point scale,

with one being not at all important  two
being somewhat important, and three
being very important® Total rankings

were as follows 61 (n=84) ranked tresh-
man writing as being very important

23%% (n=31) ranked treshman writing as
being somewhat tmportant, and 16%
(n=22) reported freshman writing as being

not at all important’ (17=225)

“The fact that more than a
third of the sample was
freshman-writing students
supports the conclusion that
this basic college course is
important to BL.”

Discussion

In response to the imitial question
regarding the extent to which treshman
writing serves as a vehicle for BI 397 ot
the total sample of 236487 students
recerved BI via this means The tact that
more than a third of the sample was tresh-
man-wnting students supports the conclu-
ston that this basic college course 1
umportant to Bl

Lending further support to this conclu-
ston 1s the tact that 61¢% of BI hibranans
ranked treshman w riting as very important
to therr BI program As one typical
respondent commented The wriung pro-
cess and information-gathering process
have some strong commonalties and com-
plement one another  these natural links

have helped us forge a close relation-

ship with the wnting-program faculty
Other respondents made similar com-
ments on the importance of treshman writ-
ing tor teaching new students how to use
an academuc hbrary

Regarding what courses besides fresh-
man writing are important vehicles for Bl
several respondents mentioned freshman
seminar or freshman-onentation courses
and a few reported oftering one-shot
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library ortentations that are not tied to any
parttcular course Still no single type of
course or subject areca was predominant
The prevalence of the fieshman-wniting
course coupled with the finding that 68¢
of all students recenning BI do so via lec-
ture/demonstration suggest that the prac-
tice ot BI remains highly traditional

As for the extended BI course, there v
no doubt that such courses have the poten-
tial to provide more in-depth instruction
than can be given in a one-shot instruction
sesston The desirability ot such courses
became evident when a number of respon-
dents commented that they would like to
offer a BI course (preferably a required
course) but lacked the resources and/or
administrative  support to do so All
together, BI courses accounted tor only
6% ot students receiving BI This suggests
that relatively tew insututions have both
the resources and the desire to ofter BI
courses regairdless of the potential bene-
fits

Ot all students undertaking selt-pro-
grammed Bl 94¢¢ undertook that instruc-
tion as part of a freshman-wniting class
This may indicate that a traditional
method ot BI. the workbook continues to
be administered 1n the traditional place
the treshman-wnting class It may also
indicate that selt-programmed instruction
15 percenned as best suited for beginners
One respondent commented that her inst-
tution  will have selt-paced computer-
aided-instruction 1n the near future It
will be important to note the eftects of
electronic self-programmed instruction as
tools along the lines of Ohto State Univer-
sity 5 Gateway and the various Hyper-
card® 1nstruction pachages become more
common 1n academic libraries 201

Though several respondents listed
courses other than freshman writing
through which theu nstitutions provided
BI no 1espondent hsted a completely
innovative method of instruction A few
respondents listed workshops which may
be assumed to be mnovative 1n that they
are {or should be) more hands-on than lec-
ture/demonstrations and one respondent
hsted one-on-one (nstruction as an alterna-
tnne to the methods covered in the previ-
ous ttems on the questionnane

Study Limitations

Two-year colleges were not part of this
study even though freshman writing 1s an
important part ot the two-year college cur-
riculum Also this study does not distin-
guish the depth of instruction provided to
each student A student receiving 16 hours
of instruction 1n a semester-long BI course

216 The Joumnal ot Acadenuc Librananship

1s counted the same as a student who
comes 1n tor a S0-munute one-shot lecture

Implications for

Further Research

In addition to measuring how the reh-
ance on freshman wnting has changed
since the data tor this study were col-
lected, tuture studies can tocus on what
types of courses are replacing freshman
wriung das vehicles tor hibrary instruction
Studies can also tocus on how libranans
are presently extending library mstruction
beyond the treshman-writing course

“The freshman-writing course
remains the most important
vehicle for providing BI in the
academic library. Nearly 40%
of all recipients of Bl receive
their instruction via a
freshman writing class.”

Future studies could also examine not
only the use ot the freshman-writing
course as a vehicle tor BI but also how
this relationship varies as the pedagogy of
freshman-wnting programs varnes Ques-
tons that might be addressed include Are
BI programs less Iikely to rely on tresh-
man-writing programs when those pro-
grams do not require research papers’ Is
the 1ehance on the freshman-wnting
coutse less at insututions with writing-
actoss-the-curriculum  programs®  What
role do otganizational tactors such as the
status of writing coordinators and BI coor-
dinators play in the rehance on the tresh-
man-writing course ’ The answers to these
questions can suggest whether or not a
specific BI program s reliance on tresh-
man writing 1~ a marnage of conyenience
ot a sound educational decision

Because the term  lecture/demonstra-
tion 15 broad future studies might nves-
tigate what this term means at difterent
institutions  Are BI libranans incorporat-
g active learning techniques 1nto therr
lecture/demonstrations, or do they simply
talk for 50 minutes at a stretch? Such a
studv nught reveal whether or not BI
Iibrarians are more nnovative than the
tindings of this study suggest Similatly
selt-programmed instruction  includes
everything from very traditional work-
books 1o the latest 1n computer-aided
mstructon A mote focused study than
this one could reveal the variety of selt-
progtammed Instrucuon In  academic

libranes and could also show how librares
use self-programmed instruction n con-
junction with the freshman-writing course
as well as other courses

The relauonship between freshman
writing and BI in two-year colleges 15
another area nipe for turther study and
such intormaton would be of great inter-
est to two-year colleges as well as to uni-
versities and colleges that admut large
numbers of two-year-college transfer stu-
dents

Conclusion

The freshman writing course remains
the most tmportant vehicle tor providing
BI 1n the acadenuc library Nearly 40 ot
all recipients of BI recene their mstruc-
uon via a freshman wntng class This
tllustrates the heavy rehance of BI hbrari-
ans on this traditional point of contact
Other tradttional methods ot providing Bl
remain very much in place in the academic
hibrary Of all the students recerving BI
68%% received therr mstruction n the torm
ot a lecture/demonstration the most tradi-
tional of all hbrary-instrucuion methods

Taken together the rehance on the
freshman-wnting course and the tavoring
ot the tradiional lecture/demonstration
suggest that 1n practice BI librarians con-
unue to follow the tiadittonal paths of
library instruction This stands 1n contrast
to the literature ot BI which currently
emphasizes such mnovations as active
learning instruction across the curncu-
lum and alternatives to both the tradi-
tional term paper and the traditional one-
shot lecture

Two paths emerge for libranans to tol-
low 1t they wish tor the practice ot Bl to
progress One path would be to de-empha-
size the role ot the freshman-writing
course (n BI This could be achieved by
purposetully shifing an institution s Bl
program away tfrom the fieshman-writing
course and focusing nstead on required
general-education  or  subject-major
courses, an undertaking that would require
the cooperation of faculty across the disci-
plines Though taking such a path would
be especially beneticial 1 institutions
where the freshman-writing course has
elimunated or de-emphasized research
bicaking with the past 1s not easy One
respondent reported little success 1 des-
peratelv tning 10 reverse the link
between treshman wnting and BI even
though the English department in question
cares nothing about BI

The second possible path would be for
BI libranans to accept treshman writing as
a valuable and logical ally to library



instruction and work to make the instruc-
tion provided to freshman wnters as effec-
tne and long-lasting as  possible
Providing effective BI to freshman writers
would require BI libranans to learn as
much as possible about the nature of the
treshman-writing course at their institu-
tions BI librarans could best achieve this
by studying ot the pedagogy of composi-
tion by conducting extensive liaison work
with composition 1nstructors, and by
learning the needs, interests and abilities
of freshman writing students 22 Just as
librarian subject-specialists must keep up
with therr respective fields and must know
the needs ot the students and taculty 1n
therr fields, so BI librarians who want to
work effecuvely with freshman wntng
students must keep up with that subject
the faculty, and students
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