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Supporting the Dissemination of 
Undergraduate Research: An Emerging Role 
for Academic Librarians
Julie Jones and Robin Canuel

Introduction
North American universities are increasingly plac-
ing an emphasis on undergraduate research. Research 
offices, awards, internships, and other initiatives de-
voted to undergraduate research suddenly abound. As 
opposed to course-based work, this research typically 
takes place outside of formal curricula, is often facul-
ty-mentored, and involves the creation of new knowl-
edge. The Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR) 
offers the following as a definition of undergraduate 
research: “an inquiry or investigation conducted by an 
undergraduate student that makes an original, intel-
lectual, or creative contribution to the discipline.”1

While not an altogether new development—MIT 
and Caltech had undergraduate research programs as 
early as the 1960s and 1970s, respectively, and CUR 
was formed in 1978—the rapid growth of these initia-
tives may be traced to 1998’s Boyer Commission on 
Educating Undergraduates in the Research Universi-
ty, Reinventing Undergraduate Education.2 This report 
identified the need for a new model of undergraduate 
research, one which advocates for a synthesis of teach-
ing and research and that sees the undergraduate as a 
partner in the research process, rather than simply a 
passive learner.3 Goals outlined by the Commission 
include a desire to expose undergraduate students to 
the research process, and an opportunity to align un-
dergraduate research training with faculty research 
projects.4 Additionally, universities are striving to im-

prove students’ chances of being admitted to gradu-
ate programs and to better prepare them for gradu-
ate education. Many universities are also seeing the 
potential for these initiatives to function as important 
tools for recruitment and retention, and for achiev-
ing strategic educational objectives. For example, Mc-
Gill University, in its most recent strategic planning 
document, ASAP 2012: Achieving Strategic Academic 
Priorities, identified the need to extend opportuni-
ties for undergraduate research by mandating that all 
faculties increase or initiate such opportunities, and 
monitor and report on them regularly.5 The creation 
of Offices of Undergraduate Research in both the 
Faculty of Arts and the Faculty of Science, and their 
administering of faculty-mentored summer research 
internship awards, is evidence of this mandate begin-
ning to be realized. Other examples of undergradu-
ate research initiatives at North American research-
intensive universities include the following:

•	 New York University’s annual Undergradu-
ate Research Conference, undergraduate re-
search journal Inquiry, and summer research 
opportunities such as the Summer Under-
graduate Research Program (SURP) at the 
NYU Langone Medical Center.6 

•	 The University of Alberta’s Undergraduate 
Research Initiative (URI), which facilitates 
undergraduate research via skills develop-
ment sessions and “research crawls”, fund-
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ing for a faculty-mentored research pro-
gram, support for publishing and presenting 
research, and an Undergraduate Research 
Awareness Week.7 

•	 Numerous undergraduate research centers 
and programs at UCLA.8

•	 The University of British Columbia’s Under-
graduate Multidisciplinary Research Confer-
ence (MURC) at which supervised under-
graduate research is presented and a “mentor 
meet and greet” is held.9 

•	 York University’s 1st annual Undergraduate 
Research Fair.10

Initiatives such as these are expanding the range of 
academic skills that undergraduate students are called 
upon to utilize, and presenting new and important 
opportunities for librarians to extend their services to 
this population. While targeted information literacy 
and library research methods instruction is one im-
portant component of support, another is the educa-
tion of undergraduate students with regard to schol-
arly communication and the dissemination of their 
research. In addition, the landscape of scholarly com-
munication is changing rapidly, expanding to include 
new media and formats, and academic librarians have 
an obligation to chart and identify these changes for 
all of their users, including undergraduates. Initiatives 
encouraging undergraduate research will only be half 
realized if students do not understand what scholarly 
publishing is, how it is changing, and how to join its 
conversation. Librarians are well placed to offer sup-
port in this emerging area. 

Despite this, undergraduate research and the op-
portunities it presents our profession with are not be-
ing widely discussed in the library and information 
science (LIS) literature just yet. This gap was identi-
fied by Stamatoplos in 2009 with his acknowledge-
ment that, based on the literature, “one would not 
know of the existence and nature of independent 
mentored undergraduate research or of examples of 
library engagement with it”.11 Based on conference 
presentations in 2011 and 2012,12 it appears that the 
conversation surrounding the topic is starting to pick 
up, though the gap in the published literature has re-
mained. Very recently, Hensley, Shreeves, and Davis-
Kahl, addressed this gap and conducted a survey of 
current practices of library support for undergraduate 
research, which is detailed in their in press article.13 
What follows is a brief summary of the limited but 

growing discussion of library support for undergrad-
uate research in the LIS literature. 

In 2008, Zhang reported on library involvement 
in a collaborative research program at Rollins Col-
lege via special collection use.14 At Rollins, student-
faculty pairs produce original research and are sup-
ported by the archival librarian and the library’s 
unique archival holdings. The library benefits from 
an increased use of their specialized holdings as a re-
sult of this collaboration. Detailing a decidedly em-
bedded approach in 2009, Stamatoplos described the 
relationship at Indiana University-Purdue University 
Indianapolis between the library, the Undergraduate 
Research Opportunities Program (UROP), and the 
Center for Research and Learning (CRL)—a relation-
ship that has involved a librarian on the team from 
the conception phase of the undergraduate research 
program and that has seen two librarians assigned 
to support the CRL.15 This has led to many contri-
butions to undergraduate research on that campus 
from the library, including consultations, group in-
struction, participation in planning and advisory 
activities, serving as reviewers for proposals and 
awards, assisting with undergraduate research con-
ferences at the campus and national level, targeted 
collections work, and the creation of a library-fund-
ed undergraduate research award that recognizes use 
of library collections. As mentioned, discussions of 
library support for undergraduate research have also 
appeared in conference presentations in recent years. 
In 2011, Davis-Kahl, Hensley, and Shreeve presented 
ways in which the libraries at Illinois Wesleyan and 
the University of Illinois are taking active roles in the 
dissemination and publication of undergraduate stu-
dent research; these roles include supporting student 
research conferences and student journal publishing 
and facilitating the depositing of undergraduate re-
search in an institutional repository.16 Hensley also 
presented on the topic at the Workshop for Instruc-
tion in Library Use (WILU) and Library Orientation 
Exchange Conference (LOEX) in 2011, outlining the 
benefits of undergraduate research, possibilities for 
library instruction focused on the creation of post-
ers and presentations, and the opportunities to dis-
cuss scholarly communication with students as they 
take on the role of knowledge creators.17 Last spring’s 
ACRL 2012 Spring Virtual Institute included a pre-
sentation from Cunningham et al. that gave an over-
view of ways the library at the University of South 
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Florida has been able extend its reach, form partner-
ships, and embed itself in programs as a result of its 
support of undergraduate research.18 Informed by a 
philosophy of “sharing a storefront”, the library and 
the Office for Undergraduate Research have created 
a program that sees a “library highlights” presenta-
tion, as well as a library competency assessment sur-
vey built into the orientation to the undergraduate 
research program. Feedback after the survey can 
include connecting students with liaison librarians 
and general and targeted instructional workshops. 
University of Alberta librarians, reporting at WILU 
in May 2012, described a collaborative service model 
that has been built between the library and the Un-
dergraduate Research Initiative, highlights of which 
include the creation of an Undergraduate Research 
LibGuide (http://guides.library.ualberta.ca/under-
graduateresearch), assisting with a research sym-
posium, and the initiating of a study to assess the 
impact of library and URI services on the students’ 
experiences.19 The previously mentioned forthcom-
ing article by Hensley et al. shares the results of a 
survey of 240 libraries at institutions with under-
graduate research programs and reveals that most 
of these libraries “are offering at least some kind of 
support for such a program, although services are 
not consistent across type of institution”.20 Findings 
indicate that support is taking place in many forms, 
especially information literacy instruction (86% of 
the 240 libraries offer some form of this), but that 
this is an underexplored area in our practice.21 

In 2009, Stamatoplos contended that if librarians 
find that there is value in being involved with men-
tored undergraduate research, then they need to “share 
examples of successful practice and help develop ap-
propriate models of engagement”.22 Two years later, at 
ACRL 2011, Davis-Kahl, Hensley, and Shreeves asked 
the following to frame their panel session: “What are 
the current practices of academic libraries in support-
ing undergraduate research programs and how can 
libraries better support the last piece of the research 
process: publication and dissemination?23 While an-
swers to these calls have begun to emerge, this paper, 
with its description of our activities and strategies at 
McGill University, will add to the conversation sur-
rounding these questions and share examples of en-
gagement that can be applied to practice, especially 
with regard to supporting the dissemination of under-
graduate research.

Targeted Information Literacy Support 
Information literacy instruction targeted to the 
needs of undergraduates conducting research out-
side of standard course work is the first component 
of support that must be put in place. This subset of 
students has needs that differ from the undergradu-
ate engaged in information seeking for coursework, 
and these needs should be addressed. These students 
are required to work independently, searching for and 
evaluating information, and are also developing their 
own research questions and methods in many cases. 
Although similar work can be required in the stan-
dard curriculum, undergraduate students working on 
original research are more reliant on these skills. As 
Stamatoplos asserts, “students engaged in such activi-
ties may have greater and more complex overall need 
for quality information and evaluative skills than the 
average student engaged in course-related activities.”24 

At McGill, a partnership between librarians at 
the Humanities and Social Sciences Library and the 
Faculty of Arts Undergraduate Research Office (AUR) 
was formed at the beginning of 2011 in order to sup-
port undergraduate researchers. This office adminis-
ters an award that was established in 2010—the Arts 
Undergraduate Research Internship Award (ARIA). 
ARIA pairs an undergraduate with a faculty member 
and awards the student $2000 in funding; the faculty 
member’s funding source or department matches this 
monetary amount. This award supports a symbiotic 
relationship: the faculty member mentors and super-
vises the undergraduate’s summer research project 
while the undergraduate contributes to the professor’s 
own research activities in some way. The experience 
culminates with an Arts Undergraduate Research Fair 
during the following academic year at which students 
disseminate their research via conference-style pre-
sentations and posters. 

In acknowledgment of the unique context in 
which the ARIA recipients work, we created targeted 
information literacy instruction sessions that aimed 
to arm them with the research skills and awareness of 
library services that they would need for what would 
be, for many of them, their first independent research 
experience. The fact that we were targeting a defined 
cohort allowed us to survey the group beforehand to 
learn what their projects were, what previous expo-
sure to library research they possessed, and to get an 
idea of what they wanted to learn. We built our three-
part workshop series around our findings, covering 
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citation management software, laying an in-depth 
foundation of searching mechanics across sources, 
and providing information about specialized sources, 
services, and collections that would be of interest to 
the group. The subject liaison librarian model was 
explained and the workshop series concluded with 
connecting the students with the appropriate subject 
liaisons. One of the primary ways this information lit-
eracy instruction differed from standard course-based 
instruction, was in its continual acknowledgement of 
the critical thinking and evaluative skills that an in-
dependent undergraduate researcher must develop 
alongside information-seeking skills. We inspired a 
discussion of this by opening one of the modules with 
a quote from Carl Sagan on the importance of skepti-
cism, and, at a deeper level, critical thinking.25 This 
led to a lively discussion and these advanced students 
responded well to a bit of philosophical framework 
and higher level thinking. 

The partnership with AUR is a rich one and has 
led to other ways of engaging with the students. The 
librarians have become embedded in the program, 
attending and speaking about the role of the library 
in research at the Arts Undergraduate Research Fair 
each fall, attending “check-in” lunches during the 
internship period, and getting to know many of the 
students and their particular areas of research. This 
has led to the creation of other services that meet the 
needs of this group. For example, in 2012, the library 
offered space to the researchers in the form of study 
carrels and the carrels are grouped together to facili-
tate community building. This was done in recogni-
tion of the loneliness that many of the previous year’s 
students had reported experiencing during their sum-
mer research internship.

As support for the ARIA program was evolving, 
we began to identify the need to also support the stu-
dents’ education with regard to the dissemination 
and publishing of research, beyond their presenta-
tions and posters at the Arts Undergraduate Research 
Fair. As Walkington asserts, it is desirable for under-
graduates to experience disseminating their work to a 
broad audience so that they experience the process of 
receiving feedback from a variety of sources and have 
opportunities to participate in the redrafting and re-
fining process.26 Dissemination is the final step in the 
research cycle and we want to assist undergraduates 
with finishing this process. Undergraduate research 
initiatives will only be half realized if students do not 

also develop a keen understanding of the academic 
publishing process and scholarly communication, 
and, ideally, begin to participate in it.

Joining the Conversation: Value of Publishing for 
Undergraduate Students
In the spring of 2012, an opportunity arose to test 
the waters with regard to educating undergraduates 
on the publication of research. As a result of the sup-
port we had provided to the ARIA program, the Fac-
ulty of Arts Undergraduate Student Society (AUS) ap-
proached us to prepare a presentation of some kind for 
the a week they were organizing to celebrate under-
graduate research. We met with the student organiz-
ers and a few key administrators, brainstormed, and 
conceptualized a session that would describe the ways 
the library can support undergraduates throughout 
the publishing process. Offered on an afternoon dur-
ing the AUS Research Week, the session drew a crowd 
of undergraduates interested in research or already 
producing research. Aiming to demystify the publish-
ing process, we took a two-pronged approach, cover-
ing both the platforms for disseminating research that 
scholars should be aware of, as well as the library re-
sources available to assist in the process of writing and 
publishing. We also used this opportunity to empha-
size the importance of sharing original research, and 
described some of the benefits and issues that result 
from publishing. This information may be well under-
stood by more senior researchers, but is often new to 
undergraduates.

Publishing original research is the last step in 
the research process. It is important to emphasize to 
undergraduate students that it really doesn’t matter 
how good a piece of research is if no one ever gets a 
chance to read it and to use it to inform future schol-
arship, policies, and/or decision making. As Hensley, 
Shreeves, and Davis-Kahl succinctly put it, “…with 
the production of original scholarly or creative work 
comes the expectation to disseminate and share the 
new knowledge or creation with the scholarly com-
munity.”27 It’s also desirable to point out some of the 
various personal benefits that can result from publish-
ing research—benefits such as distinguishing yourself 
professionally, gaining a competitive advantage with 
graduate school applications, and improving your 
chances in the in job market—as these can be a real 
eye opener for undergraduate students and can moti-
vate them to start thinking about publishing. There are 
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now a variety of electronic publishing forums avail-
able, and it has become easier to disseminate research 
findings to a wider audience. In addition to conven-
tional academic publishing mechanisms such as peer 
reviewed scholarly journals and conferences, there are 
several other platforms undergraduate scholars can 
use to publish their research such as undergraduate 
research journals and institutional repositories. In a 
less formal sense, students can also share their own 
research finding online through personal websites 
or blogs. They can also use the various social media 
available, such as Facebook, Twitter, or LinkedIn, to 
advertise these publications to a wider readership. 

Although providing support and resources for 
writing is not new for libraries, there is value is re-
minding students how the library can help them with 
this process. As part of the AUS Research Week ses-
sion described above, we reframed some of our most 
foundational services and tools, presenting them 
through the lens of the needs of an undergraduate 
researcher looking to publish. We informed the stu-
dents that subject librarians were available to pro-
vide them with literature searching expertise to help 
find relevant materials and help identify gaps in the 
literature. We also reminded participants that the 
library can help them with their writing by provid-
ing electronic access to authoritative reference tools 
for grammar and vocabulary, and writing guides on 
the preparation of abstracts and research reports for 
publication. Library support for proper citation in the 
form of citation software and citation style guides was 
also described, as was the fact that we are able to ad-
vise with regard to copyright and author rights ques-
tions that may arise during the publication process. 
We emphasized how librarians can assist in identify-
ing the “best” or most appropriate academic journals 
in which to publish their research, using tools such 
as periodical directories, journal citation reports, and 
citation mapping tools. 

Modern information technology, such as the vari-
ous electronic publishing mediums previously men-
tioned, have made it relatively easy for undergraduate 
students to self-publish their own research findings. 
When opportunities arise, librarians should try to ed-
ucate students that when they publish their research 
on blogs, wikis, and personal websites, or disseminate 
this research using social media, that this is in fact 
publishing, and once they do this, it is often in perpe-
tuity, and they should take care when doing this, and 

therefore treat this type of publishing very seriously. 
New platforms have made publishing easier, yes, but 
this also means that much more of what is created and 
preserved via online communication can be consid-
ered published material. Researchers must be careful 
and aware of the difficulty of removing our “digital 
tattoos.”28 One way to illustrate the legitimacy of shar-
ing information or research knowledge using social 
media is to mention how the Modern Languages As-
sociation (MLA) recently updated their style guide to 
include a tweet as a new citable format.29 This devel-
opment is a great way to demonstrate to undergradu-
ates how sharing research using social media is be-
coming an accepted practice in the academy, perhaps 
not for reporting the results of research, given the 140 
character limit, but definitely news reports, and is a 
great way to share your research or the research find-
ings of others. 

Changes to Scholarly Communication (And Why 
Students Should Care)
After highlighting the potential of certain library re-
sources as specialized tools available to support stu-
dents in their publishing endeavors, we sketched a 
broad picture of the formats that academic publishing 
can take, and gave particular attention to the emerg-
ing venues in which scholarly ideas and research are 
being shared – venues such as social networks, blogs, 
and wikis. The postmillennial blurring of formal and 
informal and what that means for scholarly commu-
nication – and the lives of academics – was also dis-
cussed. We emphasized the double-edged sword that 
online publishing creates for us: the simplicity and 
relative ease is a boon, but must be used responsibly 
and thoughtfully. Students were given an overview 
of the Open Access movement and its platforms for 
publishing, including institutional repositories. We 
also mentioned the proliferation of departmental un-
dergraduate research journals both at McGill and at 
other universities. Attention was focused on sugges-
tions for how and where to start trying to publish, and 
on the concepts of peer review and copyright. Future 
plans include integrating this content into informa-
tion literacy instruction targeted at undergraduate 
researchers. Teaching this content has the bonus of 
introducing, and reinforcing, information literacy 
competencies. Students are compelled to situate their 
own work in the research cycle and may emerge with 
a keener understanding of the process and well as the 
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various types of information involved as a result. 
There is a lively discussion of changes to schol-

arly communication in the LIS literature. Academic 
librarianship has responded to this need, and the is-
sues connected to it (Open Access, institutional re-
positories, and copyright, for example), by creating 
Scholarly Communications Librarian positions, and 
it is common to see these positions, or at least some-
one being designated to take on these responsibilities, 
in most academic libraries. This work is critical and 
should be integrated into instruction in appropriate 
contexts, such as this one. Librarians know this work 
is needed, and tremendously important, but it is rare-
ly discussed in the context of undergraduate instruc-
tion. Two exceptions are Davis-Kahl’s discussion of 
ways to integrate scholarly communication education 
into undergraduate instruction, which appeared in 
College & Research Libraries News in April 2012, and 
Hensley’s 2011 conference presentations.30 

We propose bringing the need for education and 
support in both these areas – undergraduate research 
and scholarly communication—together. They in-
form each other and work in tandem. Doing this will 
ensure that we are realizing imperatives connected to 
both the support of undergraduate research and some 
of our advocacy and education obligations with re-
gard to scholarly communication. This is one of those 
areas in our professional landscape where providing 
scholarly communication education and embedding 
ourselves as information literacy and research skills 
support specialists will have especially powerful re-
sults.

An Opportunity for Libraries and Librarians
Supporting the dissemination of undergraduate re-
search is an emerging role for academic librarians. 
Sessions as we have described are a good strategy for 
engaging novice independent researchers, but there 
are other strategies that we are keen to explore. These 
include:

•	 Integrating scholarly communication content 
into information literacy workshops targeted 
at this population.

•	 Supervising, teaching, and hosting scholarly 
blogging by students throughout their under-
graduate research experience.

•	 Supporting the actual publication of under-
graduate research with infrastructure support 
for undergraduate research journals.

•	 Facilitating the consistent depositing of un-
dergraduate research in our institution re-
pository.

•	 Serving as editors for undergraduate journals.
•	 Embedding librarians in honors programs—

these students often are the ones who are con-
ducting independent research. Furthermore, 
they often go on to graduate school and we 
want to ensure that their knowledge of schol-
arly publishing is sound as early as possible. 

As is the case at many academic libraries, McGill 
Library is undergoing a shift in the way it provides 
services, moving away from the reference desk model 
and consequently redirecting librarian time and ener-
gies to more of an embedded model of service provi-
sion. As we more fully realize the embedded model, 
we expect opportunities for collaboration and sup-
port for this area will only grow. 

Future Thoughts
Quality is a question that will come up with regard 
to undergraduate research. Though the options for 
publishing have grown, this does not mean everyone 
should be publishing their work. We are not advo-
cating for a dilution of what constitutes publishable 
research—standards must continue to exist, and be 
rigorous. At the same time, there is a fine line between 
being encouraging and nurturing of undergraduates’ 
research aspirations and doing them a disservice by 
creating expectations they’re not capable of meeting. 
One strategy for dealing with this is to collaborate with 
faculty on the issue as much as possible: work with 
faculty as reviewers, having them vet student work 
for inclusion in institutional repositories or journals. 
Furthermore, it is important to bring the question of 
the possibility of publishing research into the under-
graduate research experience early on in the process 
by letting faculty know that it is an area in which the 
library will be offering education and support.

In many ways, these activities represent the evolu-
tion of the liaison librarian model; an evolution that 
sees liaising happening at a strategic or thematic level 
instead of simply at a subject level. This is an effec-
tive way to align the library with university goals and 
strategies, and we advocate for more of this as libraries 
move away from reference-centered service models. 

Assessing the opportunities that arise with chang-
es to our institutions’ goals and academic models, and 
what these changes can mean for our services is key. 
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Librarians need to be anticipatory by creating and 
providing services just as, or ideally before, our users 
start to realize that they need support. If we do this, 
we will exceed our users’ expectations every time. 
Furthermore, as our profession moves away from 
reference-centered service models, we must look for 
opportunities to meet users where they are and em-
bed services with their activities. Librarians need to 
take notice of what has been developing as a result 
of the Boyer Commission and its recommendations 
for changes to undergraduate education. There is an 
opportunity to provide research skills and scholarly 
communication instruction to a population that is 
keenly in need of our specialized instruction, and 
highly likely to put the skills we teach to use as they 
create new knowledge. Furthermore, because of the 
nature of undergraduate research—its defined cohort 
of practitioners and the expectation that there is a fin-
ished product that is publishable in some way—it is 
also a situation in which measuring our impact could 
be relatively easy. 

Hensley, Shreeve, and Davis-Kahl’s forthcom-
ing study indicates that specialized support for un-
dergraduate researchers and the publishing of their 
work is taking place across the profession and is going 
largely undocumented.31 Is it simply a case of it just 
not having made it into our scholarly conversation 
yet? Are undergraduate researchers getting the sup-
port and education that they require in this area? Can 
the impact of library support of undergraduate re-
search be measured? Undergraduate research is still, 
as Stamatoplos states, an “emergent pedagogy,”32 and 
we are only in recent years really seeing the impact of 
the Boyer Commission’s recommendations. However, 
recognizing the existence of undergraduate research, 
re-envisioning library services to support it, and an-
swering these questions, as well as others connected 
to the topic, should be a priority. Doing so will allow 
us to ensure that librarians are aligning services with 
the goals and expectations of our institutions and our 
newest researchers, as well as with those of our profes-
sion with regard to information literacy and scholarly 
communication. 
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