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POINT  OF V IEW

Academic Librarians as STEM  
Retention Partners
By Erin M. O’Toole

When you think of col-
laborating with campus 
partners on activities to 
increase the retention 

of students in science majors, who 
comes to mind? Other academic 
departments, the IT department, sci-
ence and math tutoring—but do you 
think of science librarians? After 
reading this column, I hope librar-
ians will be one of the first groups 
you contact for support.

Academic librarians are charged 
with supporting retention on univer-
sity and college campuses. Our pro-
fessional association, the Association 
of College and Research Libraries 
(ACRL), states in its “Standards for 
Libraries in Higher Education” that 
“the library contributes to student 
recruitment, retention, time to de-
gree, and academic success” (ACRL, 
2011). Librarians are already actively 
involved in demonstrating the li-
brary’s direct contribution to student 
success (Soria, Fransen, & Nackerud, 
2014; Thorpe, Lukes, Bever, & He, 
2016) and are fully aware of the 
importance of providing evidence of 
retention to university administrators. 
Subject librarians, who are assigned 
to work with particular departments, 
are trained in active learning tech-
niques through on-the-job training, 
reading about high-impact practices 
for student learning and retention, 
and even attending intensive camps 
to improve teaching skills.

What exactly can science librar-
ians do to help you retain STEM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics) undergraduates? They 
can share in the workload required to 
make the transition from lecture-based 
courses to ones based on active and 
engaged learning, which have been 
proven to increase retention in the 
STEM disciplines. If you have already 
made the transition, science librarians 
are there to assist you in improving 
and sustaining your active learning 
environment. Librarians are ready to 
contribute to your professional devel-
opment, preparation and delivery of 
content, training and implementation 
of classroom technology, and even 
teaching in the classroom.

Science librarians can play a key 
role in your preparation to implement 
active learning activities. They can 
order your selection of books about 
high-impact educational practices, or 
identify a group of books from which 
you could make selections. Librar-
ians can also request subscriptions 
to journals that support educational 
professional development, including 
those focusing on science teaching. 
Besides collecting the study materials 
you need, librarians are highly quali-
fied to do preparatory research for 
you. For example, if you want to see 
recent information about integrating 
technology with active learning in the 
science classroom, academic librar-
ians can identify relevant books and 
articles for you to read, and even do 
the initial work of providing reports 
with recommendations and annotated 
bibliographies. 

You may choose an engaged 
learning technique that requires a 

new technology in the future. Your 
science librarian may be able to assist 
if you do not have the time to learn 
and troubleshoot a new technology. 
Librarians tend to be open to using 
new technologies and have the abil-
ity to quickly learn them. Academic 
librarians across the country have 
learned how to use Camtasia, Capti-
vate, Vimeo, and other applications 
to create instructional videos. At the 
University of North Texas, librarians 
were some of the first instructors on 
campus to adopt clicker technology in 
the classroom. Many librarians would 
welcome the challenge of figuring out 
new applications, and then collaborat-
ing with faculty to use the applications 
in classrooms successfully.

Frequently, engaged learning 
requires faculty to look for course 
content beyond textbooks, which can 
take significant time to locate. Here 
again science librarians are qualified 
to step in and support you with their 
knowledge of the subject matter and 
students. You can meet with your sci-
ence librarian and discuss the content 
you need, how it will be used, and 
what the proficiency level should 
be. A library graduate student and I 
identified and provided readings for 
successful freshmen debates on envi-
ronmental science issues through this 
type of collaboration with a biology 
professor (O’Toole & Adkins, 2011). 

The flipped classroom is a tech-
nique that requires providing content to 
students in advance of active learning. 
There are various platforms for pre-
senting the material, including learning 
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management systems, cloud applica-
tions, and websites. Most librarians 
are familiar with the learning manage-
ment system at their universities, and 
given the permissions, can populate 
the classroom with science and infor-
mation literacy content that applies to 
your assignments. Another platform 
used by many academic libraries is 
LibGuides, where librarians can post 
files of all types—video, audio, image, 
PDF, and more—for your students to 
study before attending class. 

Finally, there are science librarians 
who have the skills to coteach class 
sessions with you, using high-impact 
practices to teach information flu-
ency or science content. A Virginia 
Tech librarian and nutrition faculty 
members flipped a research assign-
ment to improve comprehension and 
application of nutrition information 
(Pannabecker, Barroso, & Lehmann, 
2014). Librarians at the University 
of Colorado Boulder collaborated 
with a biology professor to create 
a class where the students explored 
books from the 1600s and 1700s to 
discover past understanding and de-

piction of infectious diseases, such as 
the plague (Brown, Losoff, & Hollis, 
2014). There are many more examples 
of how librarians and faculty are co-
teaching to improve retention among 
STEM undergraduates in the library 
and information science literature. 

Do you want to transition to or sus-
tain active learning in your classroom, 
but have little time for preparation? 
Then find out who the science librar-
ians are at your institution and contact 
one for help today. Teaching faculty 
and librarians together can make a 
difference in the retention of STEM 
students. ■
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