
Top 5 Articles for Librarians New to Providing Distance & Online Support 
 
Compiled and annotated by Alexandra Hauser and John Stawarz, members of the DOLS 
Research and Publications Committee. 
 
As COVID-19 derailed many colleges’ and universities’ plans for in-person instruction, many 
academic libraries have needed to quickly adjust the services and resources that they offer. The 
following articles offer several concrete ways that librarians can support online and distance 
students, faculty, and programs.  
 
Haber, N., Cornwell, M., & Hebert, A. (2019). This worksheet works: Making the DLS 
Standards work for you. College & Research Libraries News, 80(9), 524-526. 
https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.80.9.524  
 
The ACRL Standards for Distance Learning Library Services are increasingly used by librarians 
who are striving to provide adequate and equitable services to their online learning populations. 
The DLS Standards, like most professional standards, are helpful when setting benchmarks for 
services or library patrons but standards documents can be difficult to apply to individual 
situations. This short article introduces a spreadsheet created by three librarians that can be used 
to map an institution’s current distance and online library services to the ACRL Standards for 
Distance Learning Library Services. This editable Excel spreadsheet can be customized to 
specific institutions and can be especially useful for tracking and driving goals for a distance 
library services program. 
 
Takeaways 

● Mapping goals to the DLS Standards can help librarians set goals for themselves related 
to distance library services. Natural questions that come up when mapping current 
activities to the Standards will include, “What are we doing for this particular standard?” 
and “Are we doing it as well as we can?” and the answers to these can be used to set 
goals for librarians or the program. 

● Mapping to the DLS Standards can also create a clear picture of where you direct 
additional support or attention. Further, requests that are backed up by objective data can 
create a stronger, evidenced based need and are more likely to be considered by various 
stakeholders. 

 
Homol, L. (2018). Two thousand students, one librarian: Balancing depth and breadth of 
library instruction for online graduate students. Journal of Library & Information Services 
in Distance Learning 12(3-4), 250-258. https://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1498637 
 

https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.80.9.524
https://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1498637


Many librarians struggle with how to balance scalable instructional offerings with more 
personalized instruction for online students—scale tends to come at the cost of personalization 
and vice versa. This paper discusses three methods, individual consultations, scaffolded 
instructional webinars and asynchronous video tutorials, for connecting with online students that 
were used for outreach to a university’s education department. While the asynchronous video 
tutorials saw limited usage, both individual consultations and scaffolded webinars proved 
popular. Individual consultations, when conducted virtually, allowed for a better sense of 
connection between librarians and students due to the ability to share screens and see each other. 
Scaffolded webinars allowed for a better depth in topic coverage and were also recorded which 
allowed participants to self-select either a synchronous or asynchronous learning experience. 
 
Takeaways 

● A blend of instructional offerings, like individual consultations and scaffolded webinars 
will help to best accommodate students’ different preferences and schedules. 

● Individual consultations were popular but their implementation might not be scalable for 
librarians working with larger programs. Additionally librarians should not commit to 
only virtual consultations. In this instance, phone consultations still proved to be the most 
popular consult option even though it doesn’t allow for “easier” screen sharing. 

● If you are going to offer webinars for students, recording the session and making it easily 
available afterward is key. This author had double the number of viewings for the 
recordings than they had live attendees! 

 
Johns, E.M. & Oestreich, S. (2019). On the edge: How to provide course- and program- 
integrated library support without being embedded. Journal of Library & Information 
Services in Distance Learning, 13(1-2), 1-20. https://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1499232 
 
Distance librarians working with an online doctoral program at Johns Hopkins University are 
asked by both students and faculty to provide a large amount of library support - without being 
embedded into the curriculum or the individual courses. Over a three-year period, librarians 
responded by creating a "halo" of library services to support students at their point of need that 
existed outside of the CMS, but was still highly integrated into the program. The halo of services 
included the modification of an online summer orientation program, increased emphasis on 
virtual consultations delivered across a variety of platforms, the creation of a program-specific 
LibGuide, and the modification of an existing workshop series in to one that was more tailored to 
the needs of students in the online doctoral program.  
 
Takeaways 

● Librarians can and should look at existing structures and work to make those systems and 
structures work better to provide library resources, outreach, and instruction to distance 
students.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1499232


● Virtual consultations are an important component to distance learning. Options for virtual 
consultations should be provided in whatever platform or medium is most comfortable 
for the students. This will ensure that distance students receive the same type of support 
as face-to-face students. In order to make this work, librarians must be flexible with their 
own schedules in order to accommodate students’ different time zones and personal 
schedules. 

● Listening to students’ needs is possible even without being embedded in a program’s 
online environment. Data can come from all sources not just surveys. Consider using 
emails from students, conversations in virtual consultations, polls and chat box 
discussions from webinars or workshops, and evaluations from synchronous sessions as 
sources of feedback from students. This feedback should actually be used, not just 
collected, by librarians to identify skills gaps or student needs. 

 
Maddox, J., & Stanfield, L. (2019). A survey of technology used to conduct virtual research 
consultations in academic libraries. Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance 
Learning, 13(3), 245–261. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1555567/  
 
Researchers surveyed academic librarians to determine how librarians arranged and conducted 
synchronous virtual research consultations, and the researchers defined a research consultation as 
“a scheduled one-on-one or small group meeting with a librarian.” The survey identified the top 
software products used in Spring 2018 for virtual research consultations as Zoom (26%), Skype 
(23%), Google Hangouts (18%), and WebEx (11%). The research indicates that libraries are not 
tied to one particular product, but are remaining flexible by offering multiple platforms for 
virtual research consultations, taking into account librarian and student preferences.  
 
Takeaways 

● The authors cite ACRL statistics demonstrating that while traditional reference 
transactions are declining, the number of research consultations is on the rise,  perhaps 
indicating that students are looking for “a more personalized type of academic support.”           

● Most librarians who responded indicated that they offer fewer than 10 synchronous 
virtual reference consultations each semester; several respondents indicated their 
frustration with “the lack of interest on the part of students” for virtual research 
consultations that they offer and promote. 

● Slightly more than half of librarians providing virtual research consultations use software 
that allows them or students to share their screens, which can help establish a “better 
interaction that more closely mimics face-to-face appointments.”  

● Librarians often use multiple methods (email, scheduling software, web forms) to 
schedule synchronous research consultations.  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1533290X.2018.1555567/


Oliveira, S. M., & Greenidge, N. (2020). Information seeking behavior of distance learners: 
What has changed in twenty years? Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance 
Learning, 14(1), 2–27. https://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2020.1791301 
 
Studies from many parts of the world report the success and concerns librarians face when 
connecting online with the universities’ off-campus students. This 20-year review attempts to 
determine the extent to which academic libraries around the world serve the information needs of 
graduate students enrolled in distance-learning programs and to examine their information-
seeking behaviors to ascertain how these students access material for their online courses. The 
analysis consisted of determining the (1) frequency of library use by off-campus students, (2) 
students’ level of awareness, (3) students’ seeking assistance strategies, (4) students’ use of 
services and sources, and (5) success in meeting students’ needs and satisfaction.  
 
Takeaways 

● The study found that the more things change, the more things have stayed the same: 
There were “no significant changes or differences between frequency of use, level of 
awareness, strategies to seek assistance, types of sources and services used, and 
satisfaction of distance learners,” as identified in studies published from 2000 to 2020.  

● Studies from over the years have generally shown that distance students demonstrate a 
much lower use of library services; one cited study “showed that 55% of students who 
participated in the study never used the library.” Distance students were also “looking to 
their instructor more than other sources, including the library’s Web site.” 

● To increase students’ engagement, “libraries need to find ways to develop, offer, and 
promote online instructional services at the off-campus students’ point of need.” 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1533290X.2020.1791301

