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This article articulates and defends a student-centered approach to refer-
ence and instructional librarianship defined by authentic engagement with 
students’ interests. A review of the history of the construct of authenticity 
in philosophy, humanistic and existential psychology, and contemporary 
educational psychology is traced. Connections are drawn between the 
philosophy of authentic engagement and the tradition in librarianship 
of “Counselor Librarianship.” Recommendations for applications to the 
library context are then outlined.

he construct of authenticity has been directly tied to human well-being 
and increased meaning in life at least since the Ancient Greek philoso-
phers began to ask Socrates’ question—“How should one live”—over 
two thousand years ago.1 Indeed, for Greek moralists such as Aristotle, 

the flourishing human life was a self-actualized one, in which an individual performs 
actions that reflect one’s true calling as a human being.2 In this picture of the good 
life, authentic activities “do not have happiness or pleasure as their desired end; 
instead, pleasure is a consequence of a life in which one successfully manages to 
perform these activities well.”3 Thus, in these theories, an authentic life is taken to 
be fundamental. It is the core component of human flourishing and the basis from 
which all other goods derive.

The primacy of authenticity’s role for human happiness was later, in the 
19th century, promulgated by proto-existential philosophers such as Kierkegaard 
and Nietzsche, and then further developed by 20th-century existentialists such as 
Jean-Paul Sartre.4 Indeed, as existential psychologist Rollo May puts it, the “central 
psychological endeavor of Kierkegaard may be summed up under the heading 
of the question he pursued relentlessly: “How can you become an individual?”5 
May goes on to cite Kierkegaard’s analysis of the fundamental cause of human 
despair— an individual’s failure to establish authentic selfhood due to conforming 
to the external expectations of “The Crowd”— as “revolutionary” in its importance 
for the development of Western depth psychology generally and humanistic and 
existential psychology more specifically.6
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Although diametrically opposed to a Kierkegaardian religious ontology, the 
implication of his famous slogan that “God is Dead,” for Nietzsche, leads to the ex-
istential imperative to overcome a herd mentality of “bourgeois conformism” and 
follow one’s own internal conscience to “become who you are.”7 A similar conception 
of authenticity is later picked up, most notably in the 20th century, by Sartre, who 
defines authenticity in contrast to bad faith—the failure to bear the responsibility for 
establishing one’s own, authentic value system— where an authentic existence is 
one in which individuals take responsibility to create life meaning through their own 
unique, individual choices. Sartre’s famous slogan that “existence precedes essence” 
provides a pithy summary of the existential agenda: since no a priori values exist, 
human beings must choose to live their lives according to their own internal dictates. 
Failure to do so is inauthentic, a state of being that, on the Kierkegaardian analysis, 
leads the individual to anxiety and despair. 8

These existential philosophers had a major impact on a core group of mid-to-late 
20th-century humanistic and existential psychologists, such as Karen Horney, Rollo 
May, Carl Rogers, and Irvin Yalom, who shared the beliefs of their philosophical 
forebears, rather than continuing the reigning Freudian psychoanalytic orthodoxy 
favored by their professional colleagues.9 The extension of these philosophical in-
sights into the clinical setting and therapeutic encounter created a fundamentally new 
way to think about human functioning and well-being in the psychological realm.10 
According to one contemporary researcher, these humanistic and existential psycholo-
gists, like those in the philosophical tradition from Aristotle to Nietzsche, “define the 
fundamental human good in terms of the principle of authenticity” and “emphasize 
the responsibility that individuals have to be true to themselves and the fulfillment 
of their unique potential for being.”11 This point is echoed in a recent empirical 
study conducted by Wood et al., who note that “in many mainstream counseling 
psychology perspectives, authenticity is seen as the most fundamental aspect of 
well-being. These researchers see authenticity not simply as an aspect or precursor 
to well-being, but rather as the very essence of well-being and healthy functioning.”12

Indeed, in providing his own answer to Socrates’ question, Carl Rogers drew 
explicitly from this tradition, writing that “The best way I can state this aim of life, 
as I see it coming to light in my relationship with my clients, is to use the words 
of Søren Kierkegaard—“to be that self which one truly is.”13 Rogers describes that 
individuals in distress, as they grow in the therapeutic relationship, tend to move 
away from pleasing others: they “do not wish to be what they “ought” to be, whether 
that imperative is set by parents, or by the culture… the client moves toward being 
autonomous …he becomes responsible for himself [and] decides what activities and 
ways of behaving have meaning.”14 Similarly, Yalom argues that one achieves hap-
piness by “plunging oneself into the “true” vocation of the human being, which, as 
Kierkegaard said, “is to will to be oneself” and cites approvingly the Hasidic rabbi, 
Susya, “who shortly before his death, said, “When I get to heaven they will not ask 
me, ‘Why were you not Moses?’ Instead, they will ask ‘Why were you not Susya? 
Why did you not become what only you could become’?”15 May summarizes the 
position of the humanistic and existential therapist more generally, noting that “the 
dominant fear of men and women” has become “not to be accepted, to be thrown 
out of the group… One’s own meaning becomes meaningless because it is borrowed 
from someone else’s meaning.”16

In more recent years, the authenticity construct has begun to draw attention from 
contemporary empirical research psychologists in the social sciences. These research-
ers, drawing on the philosophical and existential psychological tradition, have sought 
to provide an empirical basis for the importance of authenticity for human well-being. 
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For example, a 2003 study by the psychologist Michael H. Kernis, following an earlier 
paper by Deci and Ryan, posits that secure self-esteem is correlated with personal 
authenticity.17 He writes that “high self-esteem develops when one’s actions are 
self-determined and congruent with one’s inner, core self, rather than a reflection of 
externally imposed or internally based demands. Activities are chosen and goals 
are undertaken because they are important to the individual.”18 An authentic way 
of being is correlated with self-esteem and, in turn, increased feelings of personal 
worth that are not contingent on others’ evaluations. For authentic individuals, 
esteem comes from within.19

In a later article, Kernis and Goldman present research evidence that indicates 
“authenticity relates to adaptive functioning” in several personal and interpersonal 
domains, such as “problem-focused coping strategies, mindfulness, positive role 
functioning, healthy aspects of self-concept structure, hedonic and eudemonic well-
being, authentic goal pursuits, and low verbal defensiveness.”20 A 2008 study by 
Wood et al. develops an “Authenticity Scale,” which is used to “provide the first direct 
test of several theoretical models that view authenticity as integral to well-being.”21 
Furthermore, Schlegel et al. present evidence in their 2009 study that authentic living 
leads to increased meaning in one’s activities and in one’s life more generally.22

This recent flood of empirical research grounding insights of the existential tradi-
tion in empirical reality gives us reason to seek out an application of the principle of 
authenticity in the educational context. For, as motivational researcher Edward 
Deci points out, “autonomy and authenticity, as opposed to control and alienation, are 
relevant in all aspects of life.”23 Indeed, if authenticity is central to human happi-
ness and the construction of meaning—as over two thousand years of inquiry into 
the concept suggests24—it would be more of a surprise than not if the construct 
did not play a significant role in human knowledge acquisition and the classroom 
context more generally.

Authentic Learning: The Primary Task of the Teacher
The same philosophical and psychological tradition that viewed the authentic life as 
central to human happiness also sought to establish a pedagogical approach facilitat-
ing the opportunity for students to bring their true selves to their schoolwork. 
Within the psychological tradition, Carl Rogers stands out as the theorist who has 
written the most about the application of humanistic psychological principles to the 
philosophy of education and learning.25 For Rogers, learning takes place on a con-
tinuum of meaning.

On one end of the spectrum is learning that has no personal meaning to the stu-
dent—as in the rote learning of nonsense syllables. This kind of insignificant learn-
ing, for Rogers, is “likely to be forgotten quickly.”26 Rogers theorizes that much of 
what counts as learning in the classroom bears a close resemblance to this kind of 
learning, since “nearly every student finds that large portions of his curriculum are 
for him, meaningless. Thus education becomes the futile attempt to learn material 
which has no personal meaning.”27 In contrast, a key concept for Rogers is that of 
significant learning: that is, learning that has meaning and personal relevance to the 
learner.28	“More precisely,” Rogers states, significant learning “has a quality of personal 
involvement …even when the impetus or stimulus comes from the outside, the sense 
of discovery, of reaching out, of grasping and comprehending, comes from within… 
[The learner] knows whether it is meeting his need, whether it leads toward what 
he wants to know… The locus of evaluation, we might say, resides definitely in 
the learner.”29 Significant learning takes place for the student, then, if and only if 
the student attaches some personal meaning to the subject of inquiry and wants to 
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learn about the subject matter. In this sense, significant learning is synonymous with 
authentic learning: it is precisely the sense of personal meaning, sense of ownership, 
and caring about what is learned that establishes its relevance to the learner.30

The importance of the authenticity construct for learning also receives support in 
the recent empirical literature in educational psychology. For example, according to 
Assor, Kaplan, and Roth, teachers who support students’ autonomy, specifically 
with regard to helping them “realize their personal goals and interests,” are “par-
ticularly important in terms of their effects on feelings toward learning and cognitive 
and behavioral engagement in learning.”31 Similarly, educational psychologist Erika 
A. Patall “highlights how useful providing choice can be to establishing a classroom 
environment and a teaching style that supports students’ interest and enjoyment 
for school tasks.”32 This autonomy supportive behavior influences not only whether 
students “felt that their teachers listen, understand, encourage, care about and accept 
them” but also impacts more concrete learning outcomes, such as “higher GPA.”33

For this reason, autonomy supportive classroom activities have drawn considerable 
attention from the educational psychology literature, particularly for researchers 
interested in student motivation. Motivation is an important consideration for educa-
tors because the extent that students are motivated impacts the degree to which they 
learn.34 Student engagement has been demonstrated to contribute to student learning 
as measured by the grades students receive, their general knowledge acquisition, and 
intellectual development more broadly.35

Much of the literature on autonomy support in educational psychology has stressed 
the importance for student motivation of providing students with autonomous 
choices and autonomous control over their learning.36 Assor, Kaplan, and Roth are 
somewhat unique in the current literature, however, in recognizing the importance 
of providing students with choices that are deemed by the students to be authentic. 
In contrast to researchers who emphasize the importance of choice as such, they write 
that “being able to choose one’s schoolwork may not be so important to students 
because none of the choices seems related to their personal goals or interests.”37 It is 
not sufficient merely to give students choices, when those choices, in Rogerian terms, 
are not significant to the student. The choices, to create significant learning, must 
be authentically meaningful. Consequently, in a particularly striking passage, Assor, 
Kaplan, and Roth emphasize that

the primary task of the teacher is to try to understand their students’ authentic 
interests and goals, and then help students to understand the connection be-
tween their personal goals and interests and schoolwork. In addition, teachers 
may also find or develop tasks that fit their students’ interests. When students 
do not have clear personal interests and goals, teachers may assist them in 
developing such interests and goals.”38

Philosophically, this view represents a distinctively Rogerian approach to student-
centered learning. In a 1973 paper in the philosophy of education, Rogers—drawing 
on his therapeutic experience with his clients—states that if he were a teacher, one 
of his central questions would be: “Can I discover the interests of each individual 
and permit him or her to follow those interests?” …“Can I be creative in putting them 
in touch with people, experiences, books—resources of all kinds—which stimulate 
their curiosity and feed their interests?”39

Thus, we see two main components coming out of Rogers’s views of education:
1.	 Authentic Learning: The need for the facilitator of learning to find out 

students’ interests in the classroom and allow them to pursue those interests.



Authenticity and Learning  23

2.	 Providing Resources: The role of the facilitator of learning in providing students 
with the resources and materials necessary for them to learn about their interests.

The pedagogical need to discover students’ interests is, for Rogers, due in part 
to his hypothesis that significant learning—authentic learning based on one’s true 
interests— leads to more lasting learning, because that learning carries personal 
meaning for the learner.40 Rogers’s insight is confirmed by recent empirical work. As 
Elliot et al. write, “[th]e interest students show in an activity or in an area of knowledge 
predicts how much they will attend to it and how well they process, comprehend, 
and remember it.”41 Thus, this type of authentic engagement is a particularly fruitful 
method for increasing student motivation, since, according to Edward Deci, “where 
the actions of students emanate from their true sense of self, so they are being au-
thentic”—we should expect students to “embrace the activity with a sense of interest 
and commitment.”42

Put simply, increasing the level of authenticity a student feels in a particular 
task should increase the motivation of the student, because it makes the activity 
more meaningful. This increased engagement, in turn, should increase how much 
students learn. Since retention of information is one of the main goals of education,43 
educators of all stripes have reason to be interested in the construct of authen-
ticity, creating pedagogical experiences that will allow students to bring their true 
selves to their work.

A Philosophy of Persons: Counselor Librarianship Revisited
A central challenge for educators interested in authentic learning will be discover-
ing students’ interests. Rogers himself was aware of this difficulty. He wrote that

I may be over-confident… but I think… [i]f I genuinely wish to discover a 
student’s interest I can do so. It might be through direct questions. It might be 
by creating a climate in which it is natural for interests to emerge. Although 
young people have been greatly deadened by their school experience, they do 
come to life in a healthy psychological atmosphere and are more than willing 
to share their desires.44

This approach to understanding students’ needs—where an information and 
educational need is taken to be equivalent to understanding a student’s individual 
interests—suggests a shift in perspective on the part of the educator, from view-
ing oneself as an expert transmitting information to others, to a student-centered 
focus where the educator inhabits a more facilitative role. For, the Rogerian model 
of authentic engagement requires not only understanding the nature and extent of 
a particular student’s information need; this approach also requires understanding 
something about the student’s needs as an individual person as well. It involves 
students sharing with the librarian who they really are.

Interestingly, a similar understanding of instructional pedagogy finds a historical 
precedent in academic libraries. Indeed, David K. Maxfield, in an article published 
in College & Research Libraries over half a century ago, argued that “[c]ollege librar-
ians should give more careful attention to the individual needs of their undergraduate 
patrons” since “conventional reference work does not always place so much emphasis 
upon the library patron as an individual person as it does upon library materials 
and bibliographic techniques.”45 This attitude bears a remarkable resemblance to what 
distinguished humanistic and existentialist psychologists such as Rogers and May 
from the Freudian psychoanalysts who came before them. The point is summarized 
by May, who wrote that “[w]hat distinguishes existential psychotherapy from other 
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types of counseling is whether the human being is an object to be analyzed or a being 
to be understood. Any therapist is existential to the extent that… he is still able to 
relate to the patient as ‘one existence communicating with another.’”46

“Counselor Librarianship”—Maxfield’s term for his distinctive approach—is thus 
grounded squarely in the humanistic and existential psychology popular during the 
time in which Maxfield worked in and wrote about libraries, an approach focused on 
authentic engagement with human beings. It requires librarians to understand students 
empathetically to help them incorporate their authentic selves into their schoolwork. 
“Being empathic,” for Rogers, “involves a choice on the part of the therapist as to what 
she will pay attention to, namely, the inner world of the client as that individual per-
ceives it.”47 Empathic understanding of individuals as unique persons is therefore 
of central importance in the Rogerian counseling perspective; this focus will carry 
over into authentic engagement with library patrons as well. In this way, according to 
Maxfield, we can take into account the autonomy supportive conditions that “motivate 
thinking and learning and make them possible.”48

The need on the part of the library educator to approach standard informational 
interactions, such as the reference interview, as requiring effective communication 
between two persons is by now commonplace in academic librarianship.49 This was 
not always so. In one of the leading texts on reference librarianship, Reference and 
Information Services: An Introduction, edited by Bopp and Smith, writers Kern and 
Woodward note that the reference interview is where “library science becomes an 
art” precisely because it requires librarians to not only be good searchers, but effec-
tive at communicating with patrons as well. Placing the point in historical context, 
Kern and Woodward note that, as late as the mid-twentieth century, it was common-
place for patron interactions to be “focused more on the information needed to 
supply the user with resources” while ignoring “the interpersonal skills necessary 
to conduct the interview.” This changed—at least in print—in 1954, “when David 
Maxfield applied interviewing principles from the counseling field to the reference 
interview, that acceptance, understanding, communication, and collaboration were 
identified as important to a successful reference interview.”50 It is this kind of thinking 
that ultimately led to normative guidelines outlining best practices for interpersonal 
interactions during the reference interview, such as the RUSA Behavioral Guide-
lines for Conducting Reference Interactions,51 which stress the importance of certain 
personal qualities on the part of the librarian, in addition to the information skill set 
they possess as part of their professional expertise.

This reading of Maxfield, however, underemphasizes the depth, and ultimately, 
the radical nature, of the approach to understanding patrons, and library education 
more generally, underlying counselor librarianship. Maxfield’s central insight was not 
merely that successful informational transactions require effective communication. 
Rather, Maxfield attempte d  to interject into librarianship a robust philosophy of 
persons aimed at understanding users as unique individuals with a distinctive set 
of needs and interests, because this approach not only helps them as human beings, 
but increases their learning as well. In this sense, Maxwell was remarkably prescient 
in his understanding of the information and educational needs of students. For the 
approach of authentically engaging with students’ needs, which Maxfield based 
on the theories of philosophical counselors such as Rogers, now has a large body 
of empirical evidence to support its theoretical assumptions about human potential 
and learning. This literature did not exist, as it does now, for Maxfield to draw on. 
His approach to librarianship, instead, drew “upon the full resources of modern 
psychological theory and technique” available at the time.52 This methodological 
principle, extended to the contemporary moment, has the potential to improve our 
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practice as educators, through grounding reference and instruction librarianship in 
best practices deriving from the most current psychological literature in educational 
and counseling psychology.

Drawing on the work of information scientist Catherine Sheldrick Ross, we 
can then think of reference and instructional services as a kind of “information 
therapy” because, like a real therapeutic encounter in the clinical setting, it “helps 
a client understand their own needs.”53 It is important to note, however, that this 
approach need not require librarians to be therapists to patrons, and help them 
solve their personal problems. Rather, as Sarah Fine recently put the point in rela-
tion to reference, “[c]ounseling is above all else a philosophic stance” deriving from 
a “humanistic belief” in the potential of each person to be self-determining and to 
conduct one’s life in an authentic manner.54 Librarians 

give people the information they need, and with it the ability to gain more con-
trol and direction in their lives. The value of counseling theory and behavioral 
principles is to help us do what we do better… We become “counselors” neither 
from inclination nor training, but from the inescapable weight and intensity of our 
relationships. The only real question is often not whether the librarian should 
act as counselor, but whether the counseling is effective or not and whether it 
results in the right information for the right problem.55

There is a large body of literature— from philosophy, to counseling theory, to 
current research in educational psychology—suggesting that the right problem for 
librarians to focus on is facilitating the authenticity of their students. Exactly how 
to do this is a practical question of fundamental importance for library educators 
interested in increasing student learning.

Applications to the Library Context
Librarians are experts at providing resources and helping users find information.56 On 
the Rogerian pedagogical model, this puts academic reference and instruction librar-
ians in an ideal situation within the system of higher education for facilitating 
authentic learning. Rogers writes that,

a good facilitator of learning should spend up to 90% of his preparation time 
in making resources available to the young people with whom he or she works. 
To a large extent it is not necessary to teach them but they do need resources 
to feed their interests. It takes a great deal of imagination, thought, and work 
to provide such opportunities. 57

For example, within academic libraries, librarians are often requested by faculty 
instructors to model database searching for their students. When this behavior is mod-
eled within the context of a particular class research assignment— as much recent 
literature indicates is best for student learning58—the librarian can demonstrate for 
students how to choose authentic topics based on one’s individual interests. Instead 
of choosing a “generic” topic or keyword string to use as a sample search in the 
library database, the librarian may instead choose to model an authentic narrative, and 
walk students through the process, verbally and visually, of how they, the librarian, 
would have chosen a topic that interested them, relative to the constraints of their 
particular class assignment.59

The effectiveness of this method is supported by recent empirical research in the 
educational psychology literature. According to Elliot et al., educators should, 
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“when possible, allow students to select topics that they are curious about” because 
this will give them “the freedom and the direction to explore for themselves.”60 And 
the best way to teach students to do this, according to Elliot et al., is to provide 
an effective model for students to follow. They write that a teacher ought to “[t]
ell students the things you are curious about and model some of the resource-
ful behavior that curious people use to solve problems” for one’s students.61 This 
modeling behavior, possible within the context of searching for information during 
one-shot library instruction, would provide a model for students on how to choose 
an authentic research question. The library instructor may suggest—in consultation 
with a faculty instructor—that students then develop research questions based on 
their own “authentic” interests. This approach would teach students to approach the 
research process in their academic work as an occasion to look up something that 
interests them, thereby modeling for students how more sophisticated researchers 
actually develop queries.62 As Booth, Colomb, and Williams note in The Craft of 
Research, a “research topic is an interest defined narrowly… Nothing contributes 
to the quality of your work more than your commitment to it. Start by listing two or 
three interests that you’d like to explore.”63

Figure 1 offers a helpful model for how students can go about choosing an au-
thentic topic, either with librarian assistance, or on their own.64

It is also possible, during the reference interview, to encourage students to pursue 
authentic topical inquiries. Questions such as “what interests you about that topic?” 
are natural to ask when providing research assistance to students, and may prove 
useful for discovering students’ authentic interests during reference transactions. 
This is especially the case during preliminary stages of the interview and when 
assisting students in the process of narrowing down a specific, researchable topic 
from a broad, more general interest.65 What is essential is to view the patron not 

FIGURE 1
Choosing a Topic
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as an information problem to be solved, but existentially. As David Maxfield writes, 
“when the inquirer is met as a unique individual, rather than as a mere consumer 
of bibliographical materials and techniques, his question may involve unexpected 
discoveries,” including the “interests, goals, problems, backgrounds, and abilities 
of each individual student.”66 Therefore, simply adopting this philosophical stance 
toward the reference interview and librarian-patron interactions more generally—as 
an opportunity to understand who the patron is—may influence the librarian’s abil-
ity to authentically facilitate the kind of research a student does.

Understanding a client’s inner world to facilitate the patient’s autonomy and 
authentic mode of life defines the task of the humanistic and existential psycho-
therapist. Similarly, for student-centered academic librarians, facilitating significant 
learning through authentic engagement with students will be central to reference and 
instruction. The counselor librarian aims to authentically engage with one’s students, 
in the sense that an ideal informational transaction will be one in which the librarian 
and student meet as human beings. This requires the librarian to not only have 
knowledge of educational resources but to be a certain type of person, one who has 
a genuine desire to understand the inner world of another person. In doing so, the 
librarian assists students in the process of developing research questions that matter 
to them, using their informational skills to help students find information they care 
about. Thus, while the counselor librarian is fundamentally an information profes-
sional, he or she is also, in a very real sense, an existential counselor as well.
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