Robin Ford

Perspectives on the Framework

The long conversation

Reflections on science librarianship

As you read this column, feel free to get
up and move around. Make access for
yourself. We are in dialogue, and we should
all be comfortable to nurture this conversation.

As an early career science librarian, it
can be challenging to incorporate the ACRL
Framework for Information Literacy for Higher
Education into my work. In the STEM fields
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathemat-
ics, Medicine) students, faculty, and staff are
pressed for time and are focused on skills,
data, and gaining familiarity with specific re-
sources. In this column, I reflect on the frame
Scholarship as Conversation, and draw on it
for inspiration and guidance in my practice.
I highlight examples of this discussion with
this frame and how it informs my instruction,
collection development, and outreach efforts.

I consider my work to be part of a long
conversation in librarianship that is becom-
ing more critical and reflective in the ways
in which we as a profession simultaneously
reinforce and also seek to disrupt racism, sex-
ism, homophobia and transphobia, ableism,
and other forms of oppression.

Instruction

I work to provide accessible and inclusive
workshops, orientations, and instruction
sessions, both in person and online, with
math, computer science, and natural science
departments at a small liberal arts college. I
collaborate with faculty to tailor library in-
struction plans to their students’ needs, while
supporting the rigorous undergraduate sci-
ence curriculum. The frame Scholarship as

Conversation! can be effective in bringing
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reflective and inclusive practices into teach-
ing, by centering this work as a conversa-
tion. This conversation can take place where
it works best for participants—in the lab,
library, or online. Weaving the STEM fields
with the social sciences and humanities is
essential to create safer spaces for learning,
debate, and personal growth. The introduc-
tion to this frame—“Communities of schol-
ars, researchers, or professionals engage in
sustained discourse with new insights and
discoveries occurring over time as a result
of various perspectives and interpretations”™
sets the stage for how I discuss library re-
search with students. I support students in
understanding the issues and ethics sur-
rounding knowledge creation, organization,
dissemination and consumption, the peer re-
view process, and publishing.

Often in the STEM fields, solutions to prob-
lems focus on beginning and end as part of the
scientific process. However, science is part of
a long conversation. Ethics and morals around
science are a component of a conversation
that does not end once results are published.
This discourse happens with people of differ-
ent backgrounds, expertise, and perspectives
contributing. In school I was never told that I
could write a scholarly article or that T could
be a member of a scholarly community. That
always seemed far off and exclusive. For this
reason, I share with students that they are
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already valued members of this conversation,
even if they never publish a scholarly article,
because the conversation includes more peo-
ple than just professors and researchers. I tell
them, they might be part of the conversation
and not understand everything that has been
said before, and that may mean it is time for
more listening, but that doesn’t diminish in
any way their contributions. From the Frame’s
dispositions, students “recognize they are

. entering into an ongoing scholarly con-
versation. . . .”?

When I taught undergraduate engineering
library instruction as a graduate student, I
encountered an example of student recog-
nition that they were “entering an ongoing
scholarly conversation.” Students were tasked
with writing about a current engineering topic
and coming up with possible solutions. Many
students were interested in autonomous ve-
hicles or drones. As they searched engineering
databases, 1 could see their worry, the titles
of their found articles discussed the program-
ming, materials, or physics of these machines.
The titles were not only incomprehensible to
me, but also to them. I don’t want students to
feel discouraged by interactions with the lit-
erature, the conversation of their chosen field,
so we discussed how they are at a particular
part of the conversation. And to ease into it,
they should look for titles that made sense to
them at that time.

It is still important to prioritize acquaint-
ing STEM students with the trusted resources
in their fields, such as SciFinder in chemistry
or MathSciNet for mathematics, but also they
need to have opportunity to explore how they
fit into and want to contribute to the scholarly
conversation. We often tell our students that
citing others” work is about avoiding plagia-
rism. Citation is more than that. It is how
we can pick up the threads of meaning and
connections in science’s long conversation. I
emphasize that being a valued contributor to
this long conversation is understanding how
citations reinforce particular knowledge, and
how future researchers may converse with
those in the present. Thus, I believe science
librarians must foster critical thinking skills
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and self-reflection on the systems of power
that influence who is cited or not.

As part of the knowledge practices for this
frame, there are two main points to be made:
the ability of a student to “cite the contribut-
ing work of others in their own information
production” and “[plrovidle] attribution to
relevant previous research is also an obligation
of participation in the conversation . . . [and]
enables the conversation to move forward and
strengthen one’s own voice in conversation.”
These are radical acts. Who one chooses to
cite and learn from in this conversation is not
neutral. Sara Ahmed explains, in terms of cita-
tion, why the conversation (and I suggest here
science) is always shifting, and that listening
and being changed by it is necessary to its
continuation.

Ahmed states, “citation is how we acknowl-
edge our debt to those who came before;
those who helped us find our way when
the way was obscured because we deviated
from the paths we were told to follow.” This
statement is true in the sciences, in regard to
scholarship that upends tradition. Students can
find insight, new directions, or challenge past
scholarship based on new or conflicting evi-
dence. Eve Tuck, a co-creator of the Citation
Practices Challenge, based in part on Ahmed’s
thoughts on citation, also asks us to reflect
on why we choose whom to cite and whom
we should no longer cite.® Being intentional
and thoughtful about our citation practices
in the sciences is essential to continuing the
conversation.

I share with students how citation is an
important part of Scholarship as Conversation.
It is in an effort to be adaptable to the needs
of those I support and learn from. I meet
them where they are now. I am present with
them, while also affirming their experiences,
expertise, and knowledge, which align with
the knowledge practice from within the frame:
Students are “[dleveloping familiarity with the
sources of evidence, methods, and modes of
discourse in the field assists novice learners
to enter the conversation.””

Part of participating in this conversation
is also sharing about ourselves and our rela-
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tionships to power. This honesty makes the
human element of scholarship more real. It
demonstrates to students that the other people
in the conversation are also multidimensional. It
is an entry point for students to also “see them-
selves as contributors to scholarship rather than
only consumers of it. . . .”*T encourage all of us
in instruction sessions to share about ourselves,
even if it is as simple as one’s pronouns and a
love of LEGOs.

Collection development
Making science personal by making the people
within science more approachable is another
avenue to bring Scholarship as Conversation
and its meanings into collection development
and management. Meeting people where they
are, while embracing the accessibility of physi-
cal and digital spaces and resources, is mean-
ingful to create a library that has collections
that are equitable, useful, and representative.
This approach is vital in the sciences, because
inclusion, openness, curiosity, transparency,
and sharing are what sustain the conversa-
tion that is science. Conscientiousness in the
conversation of scholarship is important when
being attentive to collection development and
management. De-centering whiteness, making
space for native voices and those outside the
West, while having a foundation rooted in ac-
cessibility is necessary to nurture the conversa-
tion of scholarship.” Taking the time to reflect
on our own privileges, ignorance, and defen-
siveness surrounding structural inequalities is
a start to the ongoing process of reflection and
action to co-create libraries that deserve all
peopleilo.ll,lz,lﬁﬂ

My approach is to be an active listener and
advocate for those who are often not included
in the conversation of scholarship. I am asser-
tive in promoting the work of women, people
of color, and others in the types of materi-
als we offer in the sciences. Consulting with
students, faculty, and staff about what gaps
they recognize in library collections, and then
taking shared action, must be a top priority.
The effort to decolonize our collections is a
long, complicated conversation. To support
this conversation I include participant voices
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not just when they wear the mantle of scientist
or researcher. We all bring ourselves to work,
and sharing who we are outside of research
may seem to conflict with where we think the
focus should be. By knowing people outside of
their publications, we have the opportunity for
entry points into understanding who they are
and what their work means on a greater scale.
I intentionally purchase biographies by folks
not usually known within their field or outside
of their work, e.g., scientists, mathematicians,
physicians, nurses, botanists, citizen scientists.
I also suggest reflection on the different ways
in which information is shared in the sciences
outside prestigious journals and databases, like
videos, zines, and tweets. Videos of experimen-
tal methods or zines on how to handle the thesis
process are additional ways of sharing meaning,
which can lower barriers to understanding.

Outreach

When examining my outreach efforts in the
sciences through the frame Scholarship as
Conversation, I consider the well-being of
students, staff, faculty, and myself as vital to
continuing this conversation. I started this ar-
ticle with an access statement. Margaret Price,
professor of rhetoric and disability studies and
advocate for accessibility in academia, uses an
access statement for all presentations.' Tt is a
simple thing at the beginning of any library
instruction, workshop, or meeting, to encour-
age people to make themselves comfortable,
to be ready to settle in and engage in the long
conversation. Accessibility is everyone’s re-
sponsibility. Insisting on microphone use is a
small action to enable greater participation in
the long conversation. Promoting accessibility
is especially necessary if we are to ensure that
all voices are nurtured in these long conversa-
tions. 1 continue to seek out accessibility re-
sources and share them with colleagues.’

My current institution has a required thesis
for all undergraduate students. In the sciences,
the thesis is a student’s opportunity to “contrib-
ute to scholarly conversation at an appropriate
level, such as . . . undergraduate research. . . .”
However, the high stress environment, such as
Reed College’s intensely academic one, means
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that many struggle with scholarly demands. This
is why I view myself as an additional support
person in students’ undergraduate experience,
one who can help them set realistic expectations
for library research, while also encouraging their
participation in the conversation of science.

Nurturing the entire person and recognizing
that their well-being affects their engagement
in meaningful scholarship is crucial to creating
space for all of us to learn, grow, and share.
I practice (cultural) humility to support myself
and others having the space to engage in Schol-
arship as Conversation. The value of humility is
having the courage to say, “I don’t know.” It is
creating spaces where people feel valued and
free to ask questions—those that sometimes
there are no answers for.

For me, humility also means that I check my
ego. I give people the benefit of the doubt. I
tell my truth. I don’t police tone. I listen to the
message and withhold judgment. I promote
sustainability in relationships, while not priori-
tizing my health and well-being over others. I
also practice self-care and encourage others to
do so. I take accountability for my actions and
impact. Humility is understanding we are inter-
dependent on each other. I did not get where I
am just on merit. I am here due to the support,
mentorship, relationships, and emotional labor
of others. Reciprocity is part of this work. Hu-
mility for me is creating space for myself and
others to admit they don’t know, admit they are
wrong, and will do better. Effort is required by
all of us so that we can engage in Scholarship
as Conversation.

Conclusion

As a librarian in the sciences, I am a learner,
interpreter, mentor, collaborator, communica-
tor, and partner with library staff, faculty, and
students to make the sciences approachable
and accessible. By considering science to be
a long conversation, one that does not end,
we can collaborate to ensure we are reflective,
rested, and ready to engage in Scholarship as
Conversation, while taking our responsibilities
and obligations to ensure diversity, inclusion,
and social justice in libraries are foundational
practices.
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