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ON LOCATION: 
A Study of Information Literacy 
in Short-Term Study Away 
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INTRODUCTION 
In 2016, Longwood University, located in Farmville, Virginia, began a new program of 
short-term study away courses which would travel within the continental United States, 
called the Brock Experiences. Since then, the program has evolved to require an alignment 
with the institution’s general education program, which includes a requirement of infor-
mation literacy as a student learning outcome in these courses. As the liaison librarian to 
the Brock Experiences, and as a member of our general education program committee, 
this author witnessed the struggle, and sometimes outright resistance of instructional fac-
ulty to including information literacy in short-term, study away courses, both in-country 
and abroad. This preliminary study was born of that witnessed struggle, with the goal of 
ascertaining the extent to which information literacy instruction, and academic library 
professionals in particular, are integrated into short-term study away programs

LITERATURE REVIEW
The scholarly literature on providing library services to study away students and courses 
trends toward three main categories. The first and most robust category pertains to li-
brary services to traditional study abroad programs and students. Academic library pro-
fessionals have found value in creating general information web guides for students pre-
paring for their study abroad programs, including providing logistical information for 
navigating a foreign country, as well as direct links to library resources (White, Ye, and 
Guccione, 20091). Academic library professionals have also found success in scheduling 
general information sessions for students and faculty before departure, particularly to 
make students aware of the library services and resources still available to them while 
they are abroad (Kutner, 20092; and Denda 20133). As the technology has become more 
readily available, academic library professionals are also encouraged to make research 
consultations available to students studying abroad using web conferencing software 
(Cohen and Burkhardt, 20104). Making connections with students and faculty before 
courses depart, as well as providing library services to students studying away from their 
home institutions can help students maintain a connection with their university while 
easing the culture shock of travel.

For a greater impact on the traveling student, on both their acclimatization and their 
studies, academic library professionals should explore forging partnerships with study 
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abroad programs or instructional faculty. The work of initiating partnerships and working to create formal 
liaison services between the library and global studies programs frequently falls to the academic library profes-
sionals and can yield successful outcomes (White, Ye, and Guccione, 20095). Often students travel to destinations 
where access to reliable internet, and thus access to library electronic resources, are limited. Academic library 
professionals who are able to partner with faculty to provide structured, pre-departure information literacy 
instruction to students noted that students were better prepared for their required research projects (Sasser, 
20186). For instances in which the partnership between academic library professionals and instructional faculty 
have progressed far enough, academic library professionals with either travel experience or connections at a de-
sired destination should pursue more active roles, in order to develop and co-teach study away courses (White, 
Ye, and Guccione, 20097; and Griner, Herron, and White, 20158). 

A small number of recent case studies have been published on the topic of place-based information literacy 
instruction in study away courses, or the idea of providing information literacy instruction in the field. Academic 
library professionals have been embedded in short-term and semester-long study away courses, providing informa-
tion literacy instruction in both formal and informal modes (Griffin and Sasser, 20199). The Association for College 
and Research Libraries’ Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education has been demonstrated to be 
particularly useful when teaching information literacy in a study away classroom (Kutner, 201910). Alternatively, 
when travel is not possibly, primary sources from digital archives are a useful place-based information literacy tool 
(Leonard, 201911). Of course, to truly embed information literacy into study away courses, academic library pro-
fessionals can pursue the creation of their own courses which include information literacy as intentional student 
learning outcomes (McElroy and Bridges, 201712), presuming their campus community is open to that opportunity.

While the literature covers the ways in which academic library professionals can reach out to students and 
instructional faculty to provide information literacy instruction in study away courses, it does not clearly ad-
dress how often information literacy skills are expected of students in their study away courses, nor whether the 
necessary information literacy skills are taught by academic library professionals. 

METHODS
To address the questions of whether information literacy is a frequent aspect in short-term study away courses, 
and whether academic library professionals provide services in those courses, two survey instruments were 
created, one targeted to academic library professionals, and the other to instructional faculty. Both anonymous, 
web-based survey instruments were created on the SpringShare LibWizard platform, and received Institutional 
Review Board exemptions from the author’s university. Each survey was promoted through the author’s univer-
sity, social media, and various disciplinary electronic distribution lists, though access to instructional faculty 
distribution lists was restricted. Both instruments were active from mid-February until mid-March of 2020, with 
84 responses to the survey of library professions, but only 29 responses to the survey of instructional faculty

For the purposes of this research, “Short Term Study Away courses” are defined as those for which “stu-
dents receive academic credit, involve travel away from the student’s home institution for up to six weeks, and 
are taught by instructional faculty employed by the student’s home institution. These courses may be facilitated 
within the home country or abroad.” The definition of “information literacy” was provided to all participants as 
“a set of abilities requiring individuals to recognize when information is needed, and to locate, evaluate, and use 
effectively the needed information.” The term “academic library professionals” was preferred over “librarians” in 
order to include those whose institutions did not specifically use the title “librarian.” 

RESULTS
The purpose of this research was twofold: first, to gauge whether information literacy is an expected component 
in short-term study away courses; and second, to ascertain whether academic library professionals provide that 
instruction in these courses. To those ends, both surveys followed similar lines of questioning.

Both surveys included a question on at which point in the course information literacy skills were expected 
from students. For those respondents who affirmed knowledge of information literacy in short-term study away 
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courses, both groups provided similar answers, as compiled in Figure 1: information literacy skills were expected 
approximately 40% of the time during pre-departure, 30% of the time while in the field, and approximately 30% 
of the time post-return. 

FIGURE 1. Two pie charts, depicting answers from academic library professionals (left) and instruc-
tional faculty (right), on when information literacy skills are utilized in short-term study away courses.

This was one of the few instances where the two survey instruments returned nearly identical results. 
Both groups were queried on the level of information literacy expected from students in short-term study 

away courses. As demonstrated in Figure 2, the academic library professionals reported primarily basic and 
moderate information literacy skills, with no superior skills expected.

FIGURE 2. Pie chart depicting the responses of academic library professionals to the question “for 
courses in which you have been involved, what level of information literacy was expected from 
students during the course?”



ACRL 2021  •  ASCENDING INTO AN OPEN FUTURE

Jennifer S. Beach 352

For those instructional faculty who affirmed information literacy to be a part of their short-term study away 
courses, approximately one-third of respondents, their expectations of the student skill level were higher, as 
demonstrated in Figure 3, and included some expectation of superior information literacy skills. 

FIGURE 3. Pie chart depicting the responses of instructional faculty to the question “for courses in 
which you have been involved, what level of information literacy was expected from students dur-
ing the course?”

To address whether academic library professionals were involved in these short-term study away courses, 
academic library professionals were queried on whether they have ever participated such a course, with nineteen 
percent reporting in the affirmative. For those who had participated, they were asked what led to their inclu-
sion. As shown in Figure 4, the answers ranged from their particular knowledge of a subject or location, to the 
frequency that participation is expected at their institutions, to their own initiative in pursuing a partnership. 
Respondents were allowed to select more than one answer. 

FIGURE 4.: Pie chart listing the responses of academic library professionals as to why they were 
chosen to participate in a short-term study away course.
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For those who had not participated, they were queried on why, as well. As demonstrated in Figure 5, their 
responses were varied, with the largest responses falling into areas of lack of opportunity and budget or staffing 
constraints. 

FIGURE 5. Pie chart showing the responses of academic library professionals asked why they had 
not participated in a short-term study away program.

An overwhelming number of respondents to the instructional faculty survey, eight-seven percent, reported 
that academic library professionals had no role in their short-term study away courses. When given the opportu-
nity to provide comments on this question, their responses fell into some common categories. As demonstrated 
in Figure 6, those categories included budgetary constraints and that the knowledge and skills of the instruc-
tional faculty were sufficient to teach the necessary information literacy skills. 

FIGURE 6. Pie chart demonstrating trends in faculty comments on why academic library profes-
sionals are not included in their short-term study away courses.
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DISCUSSION
While the questions answered in these preliminary surveys provide a glimpse into how information literacy 
and academic library professionals play a part in short-term study away programs, the respondents’ anonymous 
comments provide context to their responses, and open up new avenues of inquiry.

Information Literacy and Student Learning Outcomes
Without direct involvement in a course, it is difficult for academic library professionals to gauge if informa-
tion literacy is a required student learning outcome in short-term study away courses, or even a preferred skill. 
It is equally difficulty to be certain if student research questions, or even instruction requests, are related to 
short-term study away courses. As one astute library professional noted, “...we could be providing instruction 
for short-term study classes and not realize it. A professor will contact us and we offer instruction via the web-
conferencing tools in the LMS and recorded sessions. Also, we could be providing one-on-one instruction via 
email, chat, … Zoom, etc. and not realize that the contact is in one of the short-term study away classes.”

A few instructional faculty also expressed a wish to see descriptions of the variety of information forms 
literacy instruction can take, as they were unclear on what it might look like in study away courses. Academic 
library professionals working to form relationships with instructional faculty might consider preparing creative 
examples of place-based information literacy instruction, particularly for courses that do not require traditional, 
library-based research, to aid in instructional faculty understanding.

Course Design, Academic Freedom, and Gatekeeping
The design of short-term study away courses, like all courses, must follow institutional requirements, but are 
primarily guided by instructional faculty interest and expertise. As such, more than one comment indicated 
that library professional were involved during course design, but not after the courses launched: “we pioneered 
having librarians in the class to help identify primary source data associated with the areas the course visits. 
In recent years, we have not had these professionals as part of the course. We still use materials from when the 
librarians were part of the course.” Many responses from instructional faculty further indicated strong feelings 
that their expertise is sufficient without involving academic library professionals: “A library professional would 
be superfluous given the fact the instructors are both published scholars in the fields of Spanish history and cul-
ture with considerable experience locating, evaluating, and organizing information from multiple disciplines in 
Spanish and Catalan/Valenciano in Spain.” 

A few commenters discussed the types of travel companions they prefer for their courses, indicating that 
prior personal familiarity, as well as prior study abroad leadership, are key: “I choose travel chaperones based 
on having experience with the individual. Most of the time, I select people who have led their own programs 
or who have participated with me before.” This preference for a familiar co-leader, while understandable, could 
be perceived as gatekeeping, further ensuring that academic library professionals without the ability to create 
their own courses may have difficulty finding opportunities to work closely with courses. On the other hand, the 
literature is supported here in the clear need for academic library professionals to initiate liaison relationships 
with instructional faculty in order to build that necessary familiarity.

Budgets and Institutional Priorities
By far, the most frequent comment from instructional faculty referred to the need to keep student costs low. 
Each additional faculty travelling with a course adds to students’ costs, and with the need to make study away 
opportunities as affordable to students as possible, most institutions appear to limit the travelling instructors to 
two persons. For this reason, as stated many of the respondents, they prefer to choose a travel companion with 
existing disciplinary knowledge. For institutions which prioritize information literacy in short-term study away 
courses, academic library professionals would need to make the case that their disciplinary knowledge would be 
vital while in the field. 
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
This research faced some significant limitations. First and foremost, the abbreviated reach of the survey of in-
structional faculty meant that the sample size was quite small, and self-selected. Access to an international study 
abroad distribution list was denied based upon the author’s lack of membership. As a result, the survey relied 
more heavily on social media and word-of-mouth than anticipated. With only 29 respondents, the results can 
be counted as anecdotal, at best, and certainly not conclusive. Further, all of the responses on the two survey 
instruments were self-reported, and based upon personal observation or perception. 

This research was also initiated in February of 2020, just as the COVID-19 pandemic was beginning to 
spread across the United States. Participation could have been affected by the rapidly changing instructional 
environment at institutions of higher education, as well as the sudden uncertainty of future academic travel.

Given the limitations above, and as indicated by the responses to these preliminary surveys, further quanti-
tative research is needed.

CONCLUSION
In order to determine if there is a place for information literacy in short-term study away programs, and what 
place academic library professionals have in that instruction, these preliminary studies queried academic library 
professionals and instructional faculty on their perceptions of short-term study away courses. Based upon the 
responses and comments on these surveys, and building upon the existing literature, it is clearly important for 
academic library professionals to move beyond their traditional, passive practice of waiting for instruction re-
quests. Whether the goal is to provide information literacy instruction pre-departure or in the field, academic 
library professionals must take the initiative to forge partnerships with institutional global studies programs and 
instructional faculty in order to build the necessary relationships. Future research is necessary to determine if 
institutions of higher education require information literacy in these short-term study away courses, and how 
that instruction is structured.
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