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Spring Executive Committee Meeting 
April 15, 2016, via Conference Call 

 
Topic:   Draft Research Agenda 
 
Background: In 2014 the YALSA Research Committee was tasked with updating 

the Research Agenda so that it was aligned with YALSA’s Futures 
Report.  Last year’s committee worked on this task, but the Board 
asked for further changes when they reviewed the draft at their June 
2015 meeting.  Kafi Kumasi, current Research Committee chair, has 
provided a new revision for consideration.  The Executive Committee 
will want to review it in order to provide feedback to the Research 
Committee so they can develop a final daft to share with the Board.  

 
Action Required:  Discussion 
 
 
The Board’s feedback to the Research Committee regarding the earlier draft: 
• There was a general feeling that the changes were headed in the right direction but didn't go 

far enough 
• The board wondered whether they should have asked the committee to start from scratch 

instead of updating the existing one 
• A suggestion was made about whether the bullet points on p. 4 should perhaps be the 

framework for the report entire document. This idea had some traction 
• There was an overall feeling that some of the priority areas may need to eliminated or more 

extensively changed in order to better align the Research Agenda with the report, particularly 
the information seeking behavior one and the reading one (for the latter, need to better 
acknowledge the move from traditional print literacy to multiple literacies) 

• The group wondered whether the committee knew exactly what they were empowered to do, 
and recommended that the board liaison tell them to feel free to scrap any parts of the 
document that are not aligned closely with the Futures Report, and to create new content as 
needed 

The earlier draft can be found here: 
www.ala.org/yalsa/sites/ala.org.yalsa/files/content/ResearchAgenda_DRAFT_AN15.pdf  
 
The current Research Committee made the following changes:  
 
1. Kafi rewrote the intro section to help frame the new report to better align with the Futures 
report, and particular put it into the context of paradigm shifts, which the report uses throughout.  
 
2. Each member reworked a particular priority area with the notion of aligning to the futures 
report in mind. 
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3. Two members (Kafi and Lucia) wrote 2 new priority areas on cultural competence and digital 
and physical space, which we thought were substantive enough in the Futures report to warrant 
their own sections.  
 
Here's the link to the google doc we pulled from with some minor omissions from the MS Word 
version.  The current Research Agenda is here: 
www.ala.org/yalsa/guidelines/research/researchagenda  
 

DRAFT REVISED AGENDA 
Introduction  

 
YALSA is committed to taking a leadership role in promoting research areas of young 

adult library services: “YALSA is a recognized source for access to targeted research benefitting 
members and the library community.” 
 

The mission of the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA) is to expand and 
strengthen library services for teens and young adults. Through its member-driven advocacy, 
research, and professional development initiatives, YALSA builds the capacity of libraries and 
librarians to engage, serve, and empower teens and young adults. YALSA is a subspecialty of the 
American Library Association, the world’s largest and oldest library organization, and a financial 
stable 501(c)3 not-for-profit. In order to achieve their mission, the association: 

1. Advocates the young adult's right to free and equal access to materials and services, 
and assists librarians in handling problems of such access. 

2. Evaluates and promotes materials of interest to adolescents through special services, 
programs and publications, except for those materials designed specifically for 
curriculum use. 

3. Identifies research needs related to young adult service and communicates those 
needs to the library academic community in order to activate research projects. 

4. Stimulates and promotes the development of librarians and other staff working with 
young adults through formal and continuing education. 

5. Stimulates and promotes the expansion of young adult service among professional 
associations and agencies at all levels. 

6. Represents the interests of librarians and staff working with young adults to all 
relevant agencies, governmental or private, and industries that serve young adults as 
clients or consumers. 

7. Creates and maintains communication links with other units of ALA whose 
developments affect service to young adults. 

 
Background/History of the YALSA Research Committee  

The YALSA Research Agenda was last updated in 2011. There were four priority areas 
that were outlined in the agenda - (1) Impact of library services; (2) Young adult reading and 
resources; (3) Information seeking behaviors and needs of young adults; and (4) Informal and 
formal learning environments and young adults.  

With funding from a 2012 grant awarded by the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services, YALSA held a national forum “The Future of Library Services to Young Adults: A 
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Call to Action” which provided an opportunity for the library community and other youth 
development organizations to engage in a conversation about how the library community can 
better meet the needs of adolescents in a time of diminishing resources and rapid demographic 
and technological change. Additionally, between 2011 and the present, the landscape of young 
adult services in libraries has changed quite dramatically, as the way young adults use 
technology, learn, interact, and socialize continue to evolve. Opportunities, issues, challenges, 
and best practices have changed significantly since the last YALSA Research Agenda was 
shared.   

The four priority areas in the YALSA Research Agenda in 2011 informed the 
development of the “The Future of Library Services to Young Adults: A Call to Action” report. 
However, as indicated above, emerging issues in youth services and materials has required the 
YALSA Research Committee to re-evaluate how the existing priority areas reflect these 
emerging issues. To that end, the Committee has refined the four priority areas to fit the current 
needs and landscape, and developed an additional two new priority areas, resulting in a new 
research agenda. The two new areas are: Physical and Digital Library Spaces and Cultural 
Competency. The Physical and Digital Library Spaces area encompasses research about current 
teen physical and virtual spaces and its potential and shortcomings, to reimagining the teen 
spaces of the future. The Cultural Competency area responds to the committee’s desire to see a 
more direct connection between YA research and issues of culture and identity that are 
increasingly paramount in the lives of teens today, particularly teens of color who are subject to 
increased surveillance by schools, police, and other authoritative institutions, including libraries. 
The cultural competency framework allows YA researchers to examine diversity and equity 
issues from the emic perspective of teens’ lived experiences and perhaps equally important as a 
source of professional development for librarians to develop culturally competent practices 
with/for teens.   

In the next section, the major changes and updates to the current agenda will be discussed 
followed by an explication of each of the priority areas. Readers who are familiar with the 2011 
YALSA Research agenda will find some language and ideas that were kept intact because of its 
relevance, but will also notice some significant changes that have been included in the existing 
priority areas.  

Please note that the division within the American Library Association with the authority 
to develop national guidelines, standards, agendas, etc. for school libraries is the American 
Association of School Librarians (AASL).  For information regarding AASL’s priority areas for 
research, visit www.ala.org/aasl.  From there you can also access AASL’s research-focused 
journal, School Library Media Research. 
 
Framing the New Research Agenda  

This installment of the YALSA research agenda will focus squarely on incorporating the 
principles outlined in YALSA’s 2014 report on The Future of Library Services for and with 
Teens: A Call to Action. The Futures Report challenged youth services professionals to re-
envision teen services in ways that recognize the diminishing resources available to libraries as 
well as the changing needs and demographics and information practices of today’s teen 
population. Additionally, significant developments in technology have led to the need to rethink 
how services for and with teens are best created and delivered.  
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In order to effectively incorporate the principles and guidelines offered by the Futures 
Report into the current YALSA Research Agenda, it is important to identify the conceptual gaps 
in the previous YALSA research agenda that the Futures Report helps fill. This introductory 
section highlights some of the key issues in the Futures Report that were not readily apparent in 
the 2012 YALSA Research Agenda. First, the notion of paradigm shifts will be discussed as this 
concept anchors how issues are discussed in the Futures Report. Second, the Research 
Committee identified two new priority areas (Physical and Digital Library Spaces and Cultural 
Competence) that are prominent themes in the Futures Report but missing in the previous 
iteration of the research agenda. The Research Committee has also developed new research 
questions to correspond with both the new and existing priority areas. The complete list of 
research priority areas for research and action are as follows:  

1. Impact of library services: Teens make up a significant portion of library users 
2. Reading and resources: Teens’ literacy needs are evolving with new technologies 
3. Information seeking behaviors and needs: Teens are entering the workforce without 

critical skills 
4. Learning environments: Library services and resources for teens are in jeopardy 
5. Physical and Digital Library Spaces: Teens need multiple forms of connectivity to library 

services and resources 
6. Cultural Competence: Teens deserve access to libraries and librarians that reflect and 

support their diverse cultural backgrounds and literacies. 
It is important to note that the priority areas listed above are not autonomous areas of research. 
Rather, the Research Committee views these areas as interconnected and informed by similar 
bodies of literature and theoretical frameworks. In this way, scholars who conduct research on 
young adults should consult the literature in each of these interrelated areas so as to build more 
robust findings that emerges from  a broader understanding of the issue being examined.  
 
Connecting Paradigm Shifts to Research Paradigms  

The notion of a paradigm shift in libraries and teen services is prominent throughout the 
Futures Report. An introductory section of the report is entitled “A Paradigm Shift for Libraries 
and Teens”—in this section, the authors call for a reframing in how libraries are seen and 
understood based on larger societal changes such as the information technology revolution. 
Given that the term ‘paradigm’ originated in the realm of scholarly research, it may be useful to 
connect the Futures Report’s broader articulation of paradigm shifts in libraries and teen services 
with its original use as a term that informs what methods scholars use to conduct research. 
Thomas Kuhn, who is often attributed to the term ‘paradigm’, characterizes a paradigm as: “An 
integrated cluster of substantive concepts, variables and problems attached with corresponding 
methodological approaches and tools” (Flick, 2009, p. 69). Using Kuhn’s concept of paradigms, 
YA scholars can think more strategically about what methodological tools they are using to 
investigate the issues raised in the report. In other words, a discussion of research paradigms may 
help YA scholars make their knowledge claims visible and thereby diversify the research 
knowledge base in ways that can have a broader impact on policy, practices, and, most of all, 
teens’ lives.  

To help contextualize what the paradigm shift means for libraries, the Futures Report 
opens with a quote that reads: “Libraries used to be grocery stores. Now we need to be kitchens.” 
The report goes on to state that:  
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The library is no longer simply a quiet place to connect to physical content. It is 
instead a place, physical and virtual, to learn how to connect and use resources of 
all types from physical books to apps to experts in a local, regional, or national 
community. It is a kitchen for “mixing resources” in order to empower teens to 
build skills, develop understanding, create and share, and overcome adversity. 
(Braun et al., 2014, p.4) 

The metaphor of libraries shifting from grocery stores to kitchens can be instructive for showing 
YA researchers how to not only conceptualize libraries but how to design studies in this area. A 
grocery store can be likened to a warehouse or a place where things are inventoried and made 
available for public consumption. By contrast, a kitchen can be likened to a place where those 
things purchased at the grocery store come to life. The items at the store are mere objects until 
they are mixed with the background, talents, culture, and expertise of the person in the kitchen. 
To extend the analogy further, the researcher who operates from a positivist paradigm that 
considers libraries as grocery stores might solely rely on methodological approaches that focus 
on observation and experiment. The positivist-oriented YA researcher might study the number 
and variety of books collected and circulated at a given library to show its value and impact to 
stakeholders. By contrast, a researcher operating from a post-positivist paradigm might study 
how teens are using (or not using) library and information resources in ways that reflect their 
unique backgrounds, educations, culture, etc. Moreover, a researcher operating from a critical 
paradigm might question how the historic conceptualization of libraries as grocery stores has 
benefitted the dominant white group whose knowledge has been distilled in books and whose 
culture has been the focus of library services at the expense of historically marginalized racial 
groups. In essence, the Futures Report allows us to look closely at the paradigm shifts that have 
occurred in the realm of teens and libraries and use those areas as a source of inquiry and action.  
 
Key Paradigm Shifts for YA Research and Action 

Below are some of the key concepts introduced in the Futures Report that the Research 
Committee felt warranted further attention by prospective YA researchers as they represent 
major paradigm shifts in how we think about literacy, libraries and young adults:  

Connected Learning:  Libraries should embrace their role as informal spaces where 
teens can engage in risk-free interest-based learning that runs counter to the more test-
centric school environment. The Connected Learning framework (Ito et al., 2013) 
provides a tool for YA researchers to examine what learning looks like with those hybrid 
spaces that connect learning across teens’ multiple spheres of influence including 
academic, peer and personal interests.  
Participatory Culture: Teens have much to teach librarians and their communities about 
how libraries can and should function to support their learning. A participatory culture 
values teens as both consumers and producers of knowledge. Whether it’s establishing 
teen advisory boards to drive collection development or programming or creating 
participatory action research projects via the library, a participatory culture centralizes 
and validates what teens bring to the library community. YA researchers can and should 
include teens in the design and analysis of studies related to what matters to them and 
their communities, particularly those teens whose voices are not traditionally heard in 
mainstream YA discourses.  
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Expanded Literacy: What counts as literacy learning in library is no longer relegated to 
reading or finding information for research. As Anthony Bernier (2007) writes: “The 
current research agenda would be well served by dramatically expanding the scope of 
what it counts as information gathering, of literacy tasks, and what mental labor qualifies 
as ‘information behavior’” (p. xxvi). There are many equally valuable expressions of 
young adult literacy and how they are informed, shaped, and impacted by technology, 
especially social networking tools. 
Space: The traditional focus on library collections and circulation statistics no longer 
captures the variety of ways teens connect to each other and to the library’s resources and 
services. New YA research should capture the blended nature of learning for today’s 
teens. It should also account for the ways library spaces are being redefined and 
redesigned to accommodate teens new literacy practices (Bernier, 2007).  
Cultural Competence: Cultural identity is an integral part of a teens understanding of 
self, particularly for teens of color whose racial/ethnic identity gets formed in this stage 
of life due to the politics of race in the U.S. Librarians must recognize, affirm, and 
promote the culture of all today’s teens through culturally responsive collections and 
programming. In addition, YA researchers should develop their own sense of cultural 
competence by integrating issues of diversity into their scholarship across the areas of 
inquiry mentioned throughout this report.  

 
Priority Area 1: Impact of Library Services  

In order to advocate for and support high-quality young adult services in public libraries, 
librarians, administrators and policy makers need to have access to current data that speaks to the 
impact of the library program on adolescent development, literacy, college and work readiness, 
and so on. However, while there are many venues, from professional literature to social media, 
for those serving young adults to learn about best practices, there is very little data on the current 
status of young adult services, including staffing, budgets, collections, and programs. Data is also 
lacking on the role of young adult library services within the overall library program or its 
impact on communities. It is this lack of data that Priority 1 of the research agenda addresses. 

In their 2007 study, the Public Library Association found that only 51 percent of public 
libraries have a full-time young adult services librarian. Sixty-two percent of these libraries have 
at least one staff person whose job it is specifically to serve teens. The 2012 Public Library Data 
Services study found that only one third of the libraries that responded had one librarian 
dedicated to teen services (Agosto, 2013, p. 13). These numbers are important to know, but they 
do not supply important information on any correlation between a full-time young adult services 
librarian and adolescent development or literacy skills.  Making the connection through up-to-
date statistics is key to a librarian’s ability to advocate for higher levels of staffing for teens in 
libraries. Data is also not available on how training for professional young adult services 
librarians helps to guarantee that the young adult library program is valuable and to meet the 
educational, informational, and recreational needs of young adults. Without statistics that 
demonstrate that a professionally trained young adult services librarian adds value to a 
community, it is difficult to advocate for inclusion of that type of position in a library’s budget. 

Specific corollary data is also missing when it comes to library programs for young adults 
and the impact they have on literacy skills, asset development (such as those articulated by tools 
such as the Generic Learning Outcomes, Readiness Abilities Map or the Search Institute in the 
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40 Developmental Assets), and post high-school readiness.  Librarians who would like to expand 
their programs and/or gain support for a summer reading program, and extend technology-based 
programs need information on how programmatic library activities have a positive impact on 
young adults. Teens today are additionally dealing with many social issues such as bullying, 
depression, eating disorders. There is data lacking on to what degree libraries contribute to how 
teens deal with these types of social issues. 

There is also a growing gap between “the progressive use of digital media outside of the 
classroom, and the no-frills offerings of most public schools that educate our most vulnerable 
populations. This gap contributes to widespread alienation from educational institutions, 
particularly for non-dominant youth” (Braun et al., 2014, p. 9). There is insufficient empirical 
data to show how young adult librarians might utilize the connected learning model of youth 
engagement to bridge different spheres of learning among teens—peer culture, interests and 
academic subjects—to better support interest-driven and meaningful learning in ways that take 
advantage of the democratizing potential of digital networks and online resources. In short, more 
research is needed to demonstrate the impact of young adult librarians’ ability to leverage teens’ 
different spheres of learning in constructing library services and programs on teens’ traditional 
literacy achievement. This research should utilize methods that capture learning analytics or 
reflections using a variety of methods, including story-telling, automation, personal histories, 
analogies, and methods used in other disciplines such as the learning sciences, and education. 

As there is currently not a high level of statistical data related to young adult services and 
their impact on teens educationally and developmentally, this area of the YALSA Research 
Agenda seeks to expand librarians’ and community members’ abilities to advocate for well-
rounded and well-staffed young adult services. 
  
Research Questions 

1. In difficult economic times anecdotal evidence suggests that one of the first areas of 
library service that is cut is service to young adults. This has an impact on the ability of a 
library to provide staffing, space, collections, and services to the age group, which can 
then have an impact on the development and literacy skills of the age group and have 
unintended effects that reach into the community.  

a. What are the prevalent staffing models for public library service to young adults 
and how do these current models demonstrate successful support of teens within a 
community?  

b. How are young adult services in public libraries supported fiscally? 
c. Are budgets for young adult library services positively comparable with budgets 

for other departments within the library? 
d. What is the correlation between a professionally staffed young adult library 

department with a fiscally strong young adult budget for programs, services, and 
collections and acquisition of 21st century literacy skills and adolescent 
development? 

2. When a library has a young adult program in place, benefits to the teen population, and 
ultimately the community, are demonstrated in a variety of ways.  An understanding of 
these benefits can help librarians to advocate for an increase in funding and support for 
services. 

a. In what ways do libraries have a positive impact on adolescent development? 
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b. Does library card ownership have an impact on literacies, work readiness, and 
college readiness? 

c. Is there a measurable difference in college readiness between young adults who 
are library users and those that are non-library users? 

d. How are young adult literacies skills supported and enhanced through the use of 
libraries? 

e. What impact does a full-time dedicated young adult services librarian have on 
teen literacy and college and work readiness? 

f. Do communities with libraries that have a strong young adult services program 
also see a reduced rate in negative community indicators such as school truancy, 
juvenile crime and drop-out rates?  

g. What impact does a designated “teen space” and friendliness toward young adults 
in the entire library space have on teen literacy, college-readiness, and work 
readiness? 

h. How do public and school library partnerships impact literacy, work and college 
readiness in teens? 

i. What impact do libraries and young adult staff have on how teens deal with social   
issues such as bullying, eating disorders, depression, etc.? 

3.  The skills and knowledge of young adult staff varies greatly from library to library, as 
does the ability of librarians to keep their skills current as they continue to work in the 
field.    

a. How do the skills and knowledge that a professionally trained young adult 
librarian brings to a library have an impact on adolescent development and 
literacies acquisition? 

b. Taking into consideration such factors as the increasing diversity of the teen 
population as well as rapid changes in information technologies, what are the 
most important skills and knowledge young adult services librarians need to have 
when entering the field? 

c. What are the challenges young adult services librarians face in skill development 
while working as a practicing librarian? 

d. How do those serving young adults in libraries keep up in order to better serve 
teens in their communities? 

4. National organizations such as YALSA sponsor a variety of initiatives that are geared to 
improving young adult literacies, college and work preparedness, and the safe and smart 
use of current technologies. Data on the ways these initiatives support young adult 
development can be useful in librarian’s ability to market the programs within a 
community. 

a. What impact do programs such as YALSA’s Teen Read Week™ have on young 
adult text-based literacy skills? 

b. What impact do programs such as YALSA’s Teen Tech Week™ have on the 
acquisition of 21st-century learning skills by young adults? 

c. What value do young adult focused national initiatives have on the ability of 
librarians serving young adults to provide high-quality services to the age group? 

5. What are the possible intersections between youth peer culture, interests, and academic 
subjects that YA librarians can use to build meaningful learning among youth that take 
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advantage of both the library’s and the communities  existing resources (virtual, human 
capital, community, etc)? 

 
Priority Area 2: Young Adult Reading and Resources  

The research on resources for young adults and young adult reading practices falls into 
three broad areas:  resources, literacies, and library services. The young adult population 
continues to grow more diverse in terms of race, language, culture, gender expression, socio-
economic class, religion, and abilities. Along with these demographic shifts have come changes 
in our understanding of the library’s resources and services, as well as our understanding of 
literacy.  In the area of resources, libraries serving young adults are now encouraged to take a 
broader view of their collection to include not only print and digital text and audiovisual 
resources but also non-traditional materials such as user- or community-created content, physical 
objects such as crafting or making supplies, and community resources including skilled people. 
Across all formats, these resources should reflect the diversity of the local and global community 
and the needs and preferences of local young adults. Eliza Dresang’s Radical Change theory 
(Dresang, 1999) provides a useful framework for considering developing trends in resources.  
Radical Change theory posits three types of changes in youth literature:  Type I is changing 
forms and formats, Type II is changing perspectives (including previously silenced voices, 
including youth voices), and Type III is changing boundaries (i.e., what is considered 
“appropriate” for young adult readers).  Radical Change theory has also been applied to youth 
information behavior and expanded to include the relationships and interactions between youth 
information behavior and multiple and digital literacies (Dresang & Koh, 2009). 

The second major area of research, young adult literacy, has also broadened in recent 
years as our understanding of “literacy” has evolved to encompass multiple and critical literacies 
- reading, writing, and interacting across multiple representations of meaning, formats, and tools 
(New London Group, 1996). In addition to traditional questions involving reading abilities and 
behaviors, researchers are now asking questions about young adults’ abilities and behaviors 
related to information literacy, digital literacy, media literacy, critical literacy, and more. Many 
of these studies employ the Connected Learning framework, a socially-embedded, interest-driven 
model of learning that focuses on the intersections among peer culture, academics, and interests 
(Ito et al., 2013). New Literacy Studies (NLS) is another framework that can be used as a 
foundation for these studies (Gee, 2012). 

The third area of research is related to how libraries can develop collections and services 
that will foster the development of literacies among young adults.  Various approaches can be 
used to promote interest in and facility with multiple literacies.  For traditional literacy (reading 
and writing printed text), these approaches include the use of literary theory as a tool for 
analyzing texts (Latrobe & Drury, 2009) and the promotion of critical literacy as a way of 
focusing on the social forces that influence the creation and interpretation of texts. For other 
forms of literacy, the Connected Learning Framework has been used to develop library programs 
and services that address and reflect the multiple ways in which young adults access, evaluate, 
use, and remix information. A number of critical theories (for example, critical race theory 
(Hughes-Hassell, 2013)) exist that can help frame research focusing on library services for and 
with diverse and/or marginalized young adults. 
 
Questions for Research 
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1. How are resources for young adults changing to address the informational, recreational, 
and developmental needs of diverse 21st-century young adults? 

a. How are forms and formats changing and what is the impact of these changes on 
literacies of young adults? 

b. What is the role and impact of non-traditional library resources (apps, people, 
user-created content, etc.) in school and public libraries serving young adults, and 
how can librarians effectively evaluate and maintain these collections? 

c. To what extent are new and multiple perspectives being represented? 
d. What themes and topics are emerging? 
e. To what extent does the current body of young adult materials adequately meet 

the needs of today’s diverse teens? 
2. How are young adults’ literacies skills and behaviors changing? 

a. How can librarians help students develop multiple, critical and digital literacies, 
creating new ways of interaction and thinking? 

b. To what extent are reading behaviors changing in response to the proliferation of 
formats (especially digital formats)? 

c. How can the reading skills of low literacy young adults, English language 
learners, and reluctant readers be enhanced? 

d. How can new advances in brain science research be applied to promoting reading 
skills and enhancing reading pleasure among young adults? 

e. How can the Connected Learning Framework be effectively employed in school 
and public libraries to develop meaningful and powerful literacies instruction? 

f. How can New Literacy Studies inform librarians’ practices to help facilitate the 
development of multiple literacies among young adults? 

g. How can theory, including critical theory, information librarians’ practices to help 
facilitate the development of multiple literacies among young adults? 

3. How can librarians best provide services to address the informational, recreational, and 
developmental needs of young adults? 

a. How can librarians develop collections that will best address the informational, 
recreational, and developmental needs of young adults? 

b. What programs represent best practices in promoting multiple literacies among 
young adults? 

c. How can librarians best insure access to a variety of materials for young adults in 
the face of challenges to intellectual freedom? 

d. How can librarians make a variety of formats and tools accessible and usable 
despite socioeconomic and knowledge gaps among young adults? 

e. How can librarians promote multicultural literacy through the collection, 
provision, and promotion of resources? 
 

Priority Area 3: Information Practices and Needs of Young Adults 
The ecology of information practices among youth has been heavily influenced by the 

prevalence of information via mobile technologies and the expansion of information sources. 
With the proliferation of the Internet and the vast amounts of information that can be found 
online, young adults are using it as a primary resource for their daily information needs. Recent 
studies show that Internet use is quite high among young adults (Gutnick et al., 2010; Madden et 
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al., 2013; Rideout, 2011) and that young people go online for a variety of reasons, including for 
everyday life needs and for more formal purposes such as for school assignments.  Their 
information practices—where they obtain the information, who/what they trust as information 
providers, how they search, how and with whom they share information, how they evaluate the 
quality of the information that they have found—are varied because of physical, intellectual, and 
social access to emerging literacies that they are privileged to obtain (Thompson et al., 2014). 
There are many reasons for variations in information practice, including the lack of knowledge 
and exposure that years of life and information-related experiences can afford, lack of access to 
technology, and lack of access to emerging literacy instruction (Agosto, 2002a, 2002b; Fergie et 
al., 2013; Fidel et al., 1999; Gasser et al., 2012; Subramaniam et al., 2015; St. Jean et al., 2015; 
Sundar, 2008). These challenges are exacerbated for young adults from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds because of limited opportunities for information practices related skill development 
and use (Subramaniam et al., 2015). This is what Jenkins (2009) has termed the “participation 
gap,” in which such young people continue to be disadvantaged and excluded from the 
acquisition of emerging literacy skills (p. 15).  

Relevant to this priority area, the following are the breadth of research that needs 
increased attention by the scholarly community:   

1. The everyday life information practices, concerns and opportunities of young adults, 
which includes every aspect in their life ecology: school, daily life, after-school, leisure, 
health, social, etc. (Bernier, 2007).   

2. The impact of social contexts on the information practices of young adults. Information 
practices are embedded within the diversity and identity that the youth belong to such as 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, sexual orientation, gender, socio-economic status, language 
spoken and read, etc. Their identity affects their information needs, wants, and concerns, 
as well as their information behavior. To best meet the needs of young adults, librarians 
must have an understanding of how social contexts shape and affect information seeking 
(Thompson et al., 2014). 

3. The barriers which exist that prevent or limit the mastery of information practices.  In 
researching barriers, the library community needs to not just examine traditional barriers 
such as access to technology, but to also look at itself and how library policies, librarians’ 
perceptions of teens, pedagogical approaches, mentorship, and so forth (Bernier, 2007). 

4. The many forms of young adult information practices and how they are informed, 
shaped, and impacted by emerging and existing technologies, especially social media, 
wearable technologies, games, artificial intelligence, etc. As young adults are immersed 
in these newer technologies, examination on how the use of these technologies open new 
doors for the mastery of newer information practices (such as cybersecurity, privacy, etc) 
is vital. 

5. The role of young adults as creators, remixers, and producers of information. Young 
adults move fluidly from one role to the other, hence demanding more research in aspects 
of information ethics such as appropriation, ownership, plagiarism, etc. 

6. The use of innovative methods (drawn from other domains such as human computer 
interaction, learning sciences) to examine the information practices of young adults 
(Druin, 2002; Guha et al., 2013; Institute of Museum and Library Services, 2015). 

 
Questions for Research 
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1. What are the information practices of 21st century young adults and how might these 
impact or inform the work of libraries? 

a. How do social contexts influence young adults information practices? 
b. How do factors such as race, ethnicity, culture, class, sexual orientation, gender, 

socio-economic status, language spoken and read, and geographic location (i.e. 
rural vs. suburban vs. urban) shape information practices? 

2. How do young adults themselves enact, create, and develop information practices and its 
associated literacies as they fluidly move between segments of their everyday life - 
school, after-school, leisure, health, social, etc? 

a. How do they navigate the information practices between segments of their 
everyday life? 

b. How have these information practices and associated literacies changed the way 
librarians and library workers imagine/consider young adults? 

c. What methodological skills, specific to young adults do LIS researchers need to 
gather, evaluate, and analyze young adult information practices? 

3. How has the increased use of existing and emerging technologies, such as mobile 
technologies, social media, wearable technology, games, and artificial intelligence 
impacted the information practices of young adults and how might that impact or inform 
the work of libraries?  

a. To what degree has the use of these “newer” technologies transformed 
information practices? 

b. To what extent do 21st century young adults participate in the creation and 
remixing the information they need and want? How do they handle issues of 
information ethics? 

c. How does a lack of access to certain technologies in schools and libraries help 
perpetuate the digital divide for young adults? 

d. How have libraries and library partners responded to these new circumstances? 
e. What is the potential for existing and emerging technologies in regards to scaling 

out library resources, instruction and service? 
4. What barriers exist to the information practices of today’s young adults and how might 

libraries address them? 
a. Which of these barriers are internal to the teens themselves (i.e. developmental for 

example) and which are external? 
b. How have libraries responded to these barriers?  
c. What role have libraries played in reinforcing these barriers and preventing or 

limiting the information practices of teens? 
d. What role have libraries played in reducing or eliminating barriers? 

5. How can youth voices be included in the design of programming and services that 
facilitate the development of literacies associated with information practices? 

a. How can we leverage participatory design methods that are used in other domains 
of research (such as human-computer interaction and learning sciences) to 
incorporate young adult’s voices into the design of programming and services that 
facilitate the development of their information practices? 
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b. How do we use design-based implementation methods to increase collaboration 
between scholars and librarians in research into information practices of young 
adults? 

 
Priority Area 4: Informal and Formal Learning Envir onments and Young Adults  

Understanding how informal and formal learning environments have an impact on 
adolescent development and literacy acquisition is of key importance in determining how 
librarians must serve teens in the 21st century.  Informal environments include physical and 
virtual spaces, such as public libraries and social media, in which young adults take part in 
activities that inherently lead to learning, but do not have a strictly educational focus. Formal 
learning environments include physical and virtual spaces, such as school classrooms and online 
courses, where young adults spend time specifically to learn content. 

The importance of libraries to support flexible learning communities and connected 
learning opportunities for teens is essential to the traditional values of lifelong learning. Lee 
Rainie, Executive Director of the Pew Internet & American Life Project, noted in his 
presentation at the YALSA Summit on the Future of Libraries and Teens, that because of teens’ 
use of social networks and Internet they live in a different learning and living ecosystem. 
However, teens use of the library in many communities is limited to school related research and 
homework (Braun et al., 2014, p.5). 

The MacArthur Foundation’s 10 year Digital Media and Learning project, founded in 
2006, is funding and guiding explorations of formal and informal learning environments and 
“how digital media are changing the way young people learn, socialize, communicate, and play” 
(MacArthur Foundation, 2011, p. 1). The YOUmedia project at the Chicago Public Library is a 
primary example of this research and work being done leading to an understanding of the place 
that media, technology, and learning environments play in young adult acquisition of knowledge 
and 21st century skills. 

The importance of 21st century skills is also highlighted in the 2009 report from the 
Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) titled Museums, Libraries, and 21st Century 
Skills. This report provides an overview of what 21st-century skills are within a museum and 
library context and through real-life examples demonstrates how institutions serving youth are 
moving forward with aiding young people in acquiring the necessary skills.  The report states: 

While it is true that libraries and museums are—and always have been—well-
equipped to provide critical learning experiences to their audiences, this potential 
must be further developed, defined, and made more accessible. All libraries and 
museums—and the people they serve—stand to benefit from becoming more 
intentional and purposeful about accommodating the lifelong learning needs of 
people in the 21st century, and doing this work collaboratively in alignment with 
community needs. (Institute of Museum and Library Services, 2009, p. 6) 

Recently, the IMLS turned its focus in part on better understanding how librarians can work to 
create participatory learning opportunities for their patrons.  In their 2015 report, IMLS Focus: 
Learning in Libraries, the agency described how participatory learning can be a transformative 
experience when librarians embrace the elements of active learning and social learning when 
developing participatory learning programs for their patrons.  

The teens of today are part of an ever global and competitive society. They need skills 
sets that go beyond the traditional academic and into learning and innovation skills. Currently 
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many teens lack these skills for job readiness and success for the future. There is opportunity for 
libraries to meet these needs in the physical and virtual spaces to provide connected learning 
opportunities with experts and community members (Braun et al., 2014, p.3). 

Intense controversy has arisen over whether or not digital technology use, particularly in 
gaming, is enhancing or detracting from higher level and critical thinking skills. Some 
researchers believe that the changes documented by MRIs of those who engage in concentrated 
use of technology are detracting from areas of the brain that facilitate deep thinking and 
concentrated reading while others vociferously disagree (see e.g. Wolf & Barzillai, 2009 and 
Davidson, 2011).  Furthermore, the dangers of technology and how to mitigate them, e.g., 
bullying and improper use of personal information, are hard to assess in order to understand 
benefits vs. detriments. 

Research related to young adults, media, technology, and learning environments includes 
a fundamental ongoing inventory of the technologies with which youth are engaged and to what 
extent and whether/how this differs with income, gender, and ethnicity.  Technologies are in and 
out of favor quickly. Both young adults and adults make assumptions about young adult 
technology use that are sometimes inaccurate; it is important to separate myth from reality with 
accurate data. Fortunately the Pew Research Center’s Internet and American Life Project 
frequently makes available up-to-date data collected with meticulous research methods regarding 
online technologies and young adults.  Less often, but with equally valid research methods, the 
Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) looks at media, including both digital and print, in the lives of 
tweens and young adults. Their studies also document the time spent with various media both 
discretely and in multitasking mode.  The KFF’s relatively comprehensive studies provide 
important longitudinal comparisons regarding media use, providing insight into trends. Neither 
of these foundations attempts in-depth analysis of their research or how it might be used, leaving 
that task to others who access their data. 

How young adults gain access to and use technologies is another crucial research topic.  
The digital divide used to mean the gulf between those who had ready access to technology and 
those who did not. Mobile devices (such as smart phones and tablets) may have narrowed that 
gap to some extent, perhaps only for the more repetitive communication tasks. Nonetheless, in 
2015 the digital divide is a divide not of access to technology but a divide in access to specific 
resources (such as databases) as well as an understanding of how to use those resources 
successfully.  Even if the device is available, we do not know to what extent government-
required or parental imposed filters limit young adults’ access to the information they want or 
need.  Questions still linger about how skilled young adults are at using technologies to access 
accurate information and even more important how adept they are at assessing accuracy or 
creating information.  Some sources such as the programming language developed at the MIT 
Media Lab for tweens and young adults, Scratch, might lead us to believe that young adults are 
immensely creative, but little research exists to document how that creativity is enhanced or 
curtailed by technology.  Finally, research based on needs has produced technologies that 
provide immensely enhanced access to differently-abled users, including young adults, and that 
could be productively incorporated into contemporary library practice. 

  
Questions for Research: 

1. A variety of formal and informal learning opportunities are available to teens in order to 
gain skills, knowledge, and understanding of topics of value within both an educational 
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and recreational context. How do libraries leverage technology and media tools to 
support teen learning within these varied learning settings? 

a. What is required for libraries to support informal learning through the use of a 
variety of media tools? 

b. How can libraries support young adult acquisition of 21st century learning skills? 
c. What is the impact of lack of access to new and emerging technologies in schools 

and libraries on teen successful and safe use of technology for informational and 
recreational purposes? 

d. How can public libraries work with schools in order to develop connected 
informal and formal learning opportunities for young adults? 

e. What special skills and/or knowledge are required of librarians serving young 
adults in order to successfully support informal and formal learning opportunities 
for teens? 

2. By keeping abreast of the most recent relevant data collections by the Pew Research and 
the Kaiser Family Foundations, anyone interested can separate myth from reality 
regarding young adults and technology.  But armed with this knowledge, how can this 
data be productively used in research or practice in a library setting? 

a. How can libraries and librarians make best use of young adults’ pervasive 
presence on the Internet to learn and to provide the information they want and 
need? 

b. What can be learned about information needs and preferences from documented 
trends regarding young adults and technology e.g., mobile devices, that would be 
of use to information professionals, including librarians? 

c. How can libraries respond best to socio-economic, ethnicity, gender and ability 
differences in supporting access to technology? 

3. Numerous types of questions arise from considering how young adults gain access to and 
use technologies, some having to do with availability, some with physical or cognitive 
capabilities, and some with the extent to which creative uses are made of technology. 

a. What constitutes a digital divide in the 21st century, how can it be obliterated and 
what role might libraries play in eliminating it? 

b. What impact does Internet filtering in libraries or at home have on young adult 
access to information? 

c. How does the Internet foster creative thinking and problem solving? 
d. How can technology improve access to library services for differently-abled 

young adults? 
4. Knowledge about the impact of technology use for young adults is largely speculative 

territory.  But it is one in which many opinions, some unsubstantiated, exist. 
a. How is digital media changing how young adults learn, socialize, communicate, 

and play? 
b. How does extensive gaming or online searching affect reflective thinking or 

reading? 
c. What role can libraries play in mitigating the documented dangers of social 

media? 
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5. Participatory action research conducted with stakeholders in the library community can 
foster community-wide understandings of issues related to youth services and 
collaborative approaches to addressing those issues.  

a. How are libraries creating and using new models of program evaluation and 
outcomes-based measurements to assess the effectiveness of youth collections and 
services? 

b. How are libraries developing opportunities for communal inquiry and 
experimentation in their approaches to youth collections and services? 

c. In what ways are libraries engaging youth in action research about their 
information needs and wants? 

  
New Priority Area 5:  Cultural Competency 

Perhaps the biggest paradigm shift in libraries is connected to the changing cultural 
demographics of today’s teen population. YALSA captured these demographic shifts in an 
infographic that was recently published (YALSA, 2015).  If we look at one dimension of this 
cultural shift pertaining to race/ethnicity, the Futures Report provides the following illustrative 
snapshot of teens today: 

Children of mixed race grew at a faster rate than any other group over the past 
decade, increasing by 46%. The number of Hispanic children grew by 39%. The 
number of non-Hispanic Asian and Pacific Islander children grew by 31%. (Braun 
et al., 2014, p. 2) 

 
Given this demographic reality, the primary question for the YA research community becomes: 
to what extent, if any, has our research reflected and responded to this shift? How we respond to 
this shift is in large part driven by our collective sense/level of cultural competence as a 
profession. In other words, is our profession primed to understand, appreciate, and integrate the 
culturally diverse backgrounds and ways of knowing of teens today into our research and 
practices? Have we responded to these shifts through our teen services and collections? Do we 
honor the cultural capital that teens of color bring into library spaces from their homes and 
communities or do we view them as a problem to be dealt with? Have we as a library community 
looked reflexively at our own views, dispositions, and interactions with teens of color to see how 
they might reinforce stereotypes or conversely provide opportunity for cross-cultural learning? 
These are just some of the questions that can serve as point of entry for research and action in the 
area of cultural competence. Scholars interested in learning more about this topic might look to 
YALSA’s wiki resource on cultural competence (YALSA, nd). Among the scholarly resources 
featured on this wiki is that of LIS scholar Patricia Montiel Overall, who articulates a definition 
for cultural competence related to the field of library and information science, which she 
described as: 

a highly developed ability to recognize the significance of culture in one’s own 
life and in the lives of others; and to come to know and appreciate diverse cultural 
backgrounds and characteristics through interaction with individuals from diverse 
linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic groups; and to fully integrate the culture of 
diverse groups into services, work, and institutions in order to enhance the lives of 
both those being served by the library profession and those engaged in service. (p. 
1) 
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Overall offers three concepts categories for understanding and developing cultural competence, 
self-awareness, education, and interaction: 
 

Self-awareness involves recognizing the significance of culture in one’s own life 
and in the lives of others. Education relates to an individual’s ability to fully 
integrate members of diverse groups into services, work, and institutions in such a 
way that the lives of the individuals being served and those of the people 
delivering service are enhanced. Interaction concerns understanding and 
respecting cultural backgrounds other than one’s own by through engaging with 
individuals from diverse ethnic, linguistic, and socioeconomic strata. (Hill & 
Kumasi, 2011, p. 2) 

Table 1 below draws on Montiel’s three areas of cultural competence (self-awareness, education, 
and interaction) to map out possible genres of research that align with these areas and build on 
existing scholarship. 

 
Genres of Cultural Competence Research for YA Library Scholars 
Montiel-Overall’s 
Categories for 
Cultural Competence 

Potential 
Genre of YA 

Research 

Key Concepts/ 
Possible Focus 

Areas 

Scholars Writing in 
the Genre 

 
 
 
 
Self- Awareness 
 
 

Adolescent Racial 
Identity 
Development 
 
 
 
 
Critical Whiteness 
Studies in LIS 
 

How teens 
enact/reflect/reject 
racial identity 
development theory 
in YA programs and 
services 
 
How white privilege 
functions as a 
gatekeeper in LIS and 
upholds white 
supremacy in 
children’s and youth 
book publishing 
industry and other 
spheres of influence 
 

Carol D. Lee 
John Ogbu 
Beverly Daniel 
Tatum 
 
 
 
Sam Bloom 
Allie Jane Bruce 
Sarah Park Dahlen 
K T Horning 
Todd Homna 
Nina Lindsay 
Jason Lee 
Angie Manfredi 
Megan Schliesman 

 
 
 
Education 
 

Ethnic Group 
Culture 
 
 
 

Educating youth on 
the historical and 
literary contributions 
of marginalized 
groups- (e.g. 

Rudine Sims Bishop 
Mungshui Cai 
Violet Harris 
Robin Fogle Kurz 
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Critical Literacy 
Perpectives 
 

Multicultural Book 
Awards) 
 
 
 
Disrupting cultural 
deficit perspectives 
on youth of color and 
their literate abilities 
and potential  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Samy H. Alim 
Nicole Cooke 
Gloria Ladson 
Kafi Kumasi  
Django Paris 
Billings 

Interaction Culturally 
Responsive 
Pedagogies, Library 
Services and 
Resources 

Centralizing youths 
experiences and 
voices in YA 
services, collection 
development, 
research, etc,’  

Denise Agosto 
Sarah Park Dahlen 
Marcelle Haddix  
Renee F. Hill 
Sandra Hughes-
Hassell 
Elizabeth Moje 
Ernest Morrell 
 
 
 

 
Questions for Research: 

1. How do youth of color perceive libraries and librarians in their schools and communities? 
2. To what extent do youth services librarians understand their own cultural biases and 

blindspots with respect to supporting the literacy needs of youth of color? 
3. What are the models or conceptual frameworks that might drive the development of 

third- space library programs where can practice bridging their home and community 
literacies with traditional academic literacies? 

4. How might youth services librarians create alternative third space opportunities for youth 
to connect their home, community and multiple literacies with traditional library 
programming? 
 

Priority Area 6: Physical and Digital Library Spaces 
YALSA’s Futures Report highlights the need for a flexible physical library space that 

supports the multiplicity of teens’ interests and needs as well as virtual spaces that allow 
connectivity. Expanding on these recommendations, the research about physical and digital 
spaces for teens should cover a wide spectrum, from studies that discover how teens use the 
spaces that currently exist to studies that open a conversation with teens to see how they envision 
these spaces in the future. Most importantly, the scarcity of (physical and digital) space research 
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calls for studies that are methodologically strong so they could be easily replicated as well as 
employed in policy making (Bernier, 2014). 

Unlike social spaces dominated by consumption (malls), family (home), or educational 
purposes (school and school libraries), the public library has the opportunity to offer a space that 
teens make their own to, individually or in groups, hang out, explore, learn at their own pace, and 
play. The same way that librarians should include teens in the overall functioning of their space, 
researchers must make teens’ voices the center of their research. This inclusion might point to 
discrepancies between what adults and teens think is best. These discrepancies will be beneficial 
for practice and to open new research avenues. It is equally important that researchers explore 
and share new ways of bringing this collaboration to fruition (Rhinesmith et al., 2015; Agosto, 
Bell, Bernier, & Kuhlmann, 2015). Commonalities and discrepancies among rich studies 
methodologically and theoretically will make the impact and work of knowledge translation to 
professionals, policy makers, and administrators stronger as well as easier. 

A salient change in perspective that is already reflected in the literature and should be 
further explored is the focus on what teens want to or can do in physical and virtual spaces 
instead of what the library contains in those spaces (Kuhlmann et al., 2014). Researchers should 
also pay attention to the ways teen spaces adapt to the constant evolution of technology and how 
teens respond to these changes; for example, with the inclusion of makerspaces or videogame-
focused areas. (Abbas & Kyungwon, 2015). The discussion about collections, technologies, and 
staff education should intersect with the one about spaces; it is crucial to know more about space 
where programming, patrons, collections and librarians interact as much as what is needed to 
support these interactions or how they happen. Researchers looking at school library spaces will 
find unique challenges. Case studies (i.e. Ee, 2015) are the most frequently employed 
methodology and approach to the study of school library spaces. Therefore, there is a need for 
larger scale studies or perhaps meta-analyses that search for implications emerging from these 
case studies. It is equally relevant and pertinent to look at added pressures and idiosyncrasies of 
the school library work and how those might influence space allocation, use and design: the 
introduction of Common Core Standards and their repercussion on library spaces, the shift to 
learning commons (Loertcher & Arcoux, 2015), or the constant search for synergies between 
teachers/classrooms and school librarians/libraries. 

Research about digital spaces should expand from looking at them as extensions of the 
physical space where libraries publicize materials selections or programs to construct them as 
their own environments. The quick changes in digital spaces (from MySpace to Facebook to 
Tumblr) makes research in this area rather challenging; therefore similarly to the common 
interest found in connected learning from researchers in other disciplines (i.e. Ito), youth 
researchers may also look for emerging patterns in other disciplines’ research about social media 
and teens’ digital lives (i.e. Boyd, Livingstone). Although challenging, it is key for researchers to 
understand the relationship between youth and digital spaces beyond dichotomy of “have” and 
“have nots.” Technology use and presence should be constructed as a spectrum influenced by 
classic factors as level of education, socioeconomic status or gender but also by a conscious 
avoidance of technology. Without denying the specificities of each community, researchers 
should stay open and seek to create research projects that try to maximize the benefits and reduce 
risks of digital presence and use (Agosto, Purcell, Magee, Forte, 2015; Mon & Phillips, 2015). 
Finally, in relation to virtual worlds, most library research has focused on Second Life, but this 
space has lost predominance in comparison with other such as Habbo Hotel, an example of 
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online community created for teens, or online communities emerging from games (i.e. Minecraft 
or World of Warcraft). Although the presence of teen libraries or librarians in these virtual 
spaces might not be expected or needed, researchers interested in digital ethnography and other 
virtual methods might consider question this suitability. 
Questions for Research: 

1. What impact does a designated “teen space” and friendliness toward young adults in the 
entire library space have on teen literacy, college-readiness, and work readiness? 

2. In connection with youth participatory research, how are teen involved in the process of 
designing and implement physical and virtual spaces? 

3. How can librarians create open communication channels with teens that permit librarians 
to stay up-to-date with shifting interests and activities that allow rapid adaptability of 
libraries physical and virtual spaces? 

4. What has been the impact of budget cuts on the presence and upkeep of teen spaces? 
5. What are the objectives of developing a digital space or presence? Is this presence 

currently synonymous with presence in social media environments? 
6. How do library virtual spaces impact libraries’ image among teens? 
7. What should libraries consider before using proprietary software (Facebook, Instagram, 

Vine, etc) to establish their virtual spaces? What can be the repercussions (privacy, 
bullying etc) of using proprietary software to create and maintain virtual library spaces 
for teens? Are there viable alternatives? 

8. What areas of the library do teens use? Why? 
9. What are the roles that library physical and digital spaces play in the lives of teenagers? 

Are those role different? How and why? 
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