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As I prepared for my first semester at Towson University, I was particularly excited to live vicariously through the work of students in the Art and Design program. After connecting with the coordinator for Illustration studies at a welcome reception in the library, I came to better understand their unique research needs as we collaborated on collection development. I admitted I had no background in illustration and wanted to use her feedback to make our collection stronger. At the time, I didn’t see a reason for a library instruction session in her course, but happily accepted an invitation to sit in on an upcoming class where students would be critiquing their book cover designs. During the class, I noticed a reoccurring comment regarding “depth” in their work. The instructor lamented after class that her students weren’t researching concepts foundational to their ideas. This issue was particularly true in her capstone senior course, where students created an original project but often failed to look beyond their personal experiences and Google for inspiration. Days before, we had been gushing over The Art of Disney’s Zootopia as a potential new acquisition and discussed how much hidden research went into illustration and concept design. By fully understanding her course objectives and pain points, I created a session all about research as an integral part of art making in which learners explore research as a creative act in of itself. 
Her capstone classes were invited into the library the semester before the class began. Many reported they had never been in the library before. During an opening “3-2-1 Bridge” visual thinking activity, they shared analogies for research that included:
“Research is like drowning in concrete” 
“Research is like opening a million boxes and never finding what you need” 
“Research is like the last thing I want to do”
Our session began with a promise that we wouldn’t be discussing Boolean search connectors or the Dewey decimal system. Instead, I presented Zootopia as an example of how in-depth inquiry can inform and influence concept design. For example, the design of rabbit protagonist Judy Hopps’ home “Bunny Burrow” is based on the warrens built by wild rabbits. Story designers also met with cultural bias experts after learning that prey outnumber predators in the wild and incorporated this new understanding into the overall theme of the film.  I shared the good news that these students didn’t need to become overnight experts and instead presented the library as their partner in the studio. Ahead of our session, I had pulled image-heavy books on a wide variety of subjects for students to explore on the spot. I asked them to take a few back to their sets and sketch out a rough drawing based on something new they found - an activity like one I’d seen them participate in during my classroom visit. Next, they were asked to swap their “inspiration texts” with a peer and build on their original idea using this new, serendipitous information. A few shared their work in progress with the class and the group suggested additional ideas to develop them further through research including comments like “you could find out what a grasshopper body looks like in an anatomy book” and “Looking at photographs of planets might give you an idea of where that character could live.” All of us, students, subject teaching instructor, and I alike, were energized after the session and a follow-up 3-2-1 Bridge exercise yielded much improved analogies:
“Research is like walking through a candy shop”
“Research is like exploring a beautiful garden”
“Research is like unwrapping one beautiful gift after another”
The collaboration was mutually beneficial as students shared ideas for illustration reference materials I would not otherwise have considered. Its success continued out of the classroom, too: After news spread, two more studio arts faculty requested similar instruction sessions that are evolving to include exhibits in the library and an activity meant to foster creativity through meme-making using public domain images from Artstor. This was not a planned partnership; it came from a place of organic inquiry, informed by observation and collegial conversation.  By anchoring the session in studio practices, students were able to consider research as part of – not apart from - their creative process. 
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