
Historically, the University of Baltimore was an upper division 
institution that served only juniors, seniors, and graduate students. 
That changed in August 2007, when the University began offering 
classes to freshmen and underwent a massive expansion of its general 
education curriculum. To prepare for the new student population, 
faculty and staff designed an entirely new program for the fresh-
man and sophomores. They decided that all freshmen on campus 
would be grouped into learning communities, where 25-30 students 
would take a block of three thematically linked courses together: one 
humanities course, one social science course, and one skills course. 
While planning for the new learning communities was underway, 
librarians proposed, and received approval for a new three credit 
information literacy course. Librarians designed the course, IDIS 
110: Introduction to Information Literacy, to serve as a skills course 
in the new learning communities. Through their experience working 
with faculty from other departments to develop and teach each sec-
tion of IDIS 110, the authors made an important discovery: the credit 
information literacy course is effective as a stand-alone elective, but 
it is better when integrated into the curriculum as part of a learning 
community.

Learning communities provide an ideal context for an informa-
tion literacy course because they reinforce several key characteris-
tics that have been identified as best practices by the Association of 
College and Research Libraries (ACRL). According to the ACRL, 
successful information literacy programs: 1) provide context for in-
formation literacy instruction that “results in a fusion of information 
literacy concepts and disciplinary content” and “links information 
literacy to ongoing coursework,” 2) use a pedagogy that “includes ac-
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tive and collaborative activities” and “encompasses critical thinking 
and reflection,” and 3) occur within an institution that “recognizes 
and encourages collaboration among disciplinary faculty, librarians, 
and other program staff and among institutional units.”1 Teaching 
information literacy within a learning community creates a power-
ful synergy, because many of the best practices of both enterprises 
overlap. 

Learning Communities: An Overview
Alexander Meiklejohn first developed the idea of a learning com-
munity in the 1920s. He believed that university students needed to 
obtain perspectives from multiple disciplines early in their academic 
careers in order to avoid the narrow thinking that can come with 
specialization. In 1927, Meiklejohn put his idea of a learning com-
munity into practice by founding the Experimental College within 
the University of Wisconsin. Students enrolled in the Experimental 
College would take a series of classes together as a group. The classes 
would focus on a particular theme or topic, covering multiple aspects 
of that topic with professors from a variety of disciplinary back-
grounds doing the teaching.2 For example, when first year students 
studied 5th century Athens, different professors led discussions 
on various aspects of the topic, including architecture, philosophy, 
medicine, mathematics and geography. In this way, students learned 
about different disciplines and ways to apply them.3 Meiklejohn 
thought that this approach to teaching would encourage students to 
think more deeply and more critically. Although the Experimental 
College only lasted a few years, the growing popularity of learning 
communities today stands as a testament to his enduring influence.4 
In their most basic form, modern learning communities usually 
consist of a group of students who take two or more classes together.5 
The classes in a learning community share a unifying theme so that 
students gain the benefit of a broad, interdisciplinary focus similar to 
that found in the experimental college decades ago.

Today, hundreds of colleges and universities throughout the 
United States offer learning communities.6 Despite their pedagogical 
origins, one of the driving forces behind many learning community 
implementations is their impact on retention. Vincent Tinto has con-
ducted extensive research focusing on the value of learning commu-
nities for community colleges and commuter campuses.7 Tinto’s Stu-
dent Departure Model suggests that students are more likely to stay 
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in school if they are socially and academically integrated into that 
school’s culture.8 For community colleges and commuter colleges, 
that sense of engagement comes almost exclusively from classes.9 By 
creating an environment where students are engaged with each other 
and with their professors across several different classes, learning 
communities help build social support systems that some students 
need in order to be successful.10 However, learning communities do 
more than just help students stay in school. As Lardner and Mal-
narich remind us, while improved retention rates are a “welcome 
consequence of learning-community work, it has never been its aim.” 
Instead, the goal is to provide students with an engaging and mean-
ingful educational experience.11 

Context in Learning Communities
Learning communities create more meaningful learning experi-
ences in large measure through the integration of several courses. As 
Meiklejohn envisioned, an integrated interdisciplinary approach to 
teaching allows students to achieve a deeper and richer level of un-
derstanding. Nowhere is this clearer than with information literacy. 
Students taking an information literacy course embedded in a learn-
ing community gain a better understanding and appreciation of their 
skills because they have a context in which to apply them.12 Numer-
ous studies have verified that student learning increases significantly 
when students have an immediate need to practice and apply their 
information literacy skills.13 Within a learning community, profes-
sors can collaborate when designing assignments and activities, so 
that information literacy training can be delivered at the exact time 
that students need to apply their skills in other classes. Researchers at 
the University of Hawaii at Manoa validated this point by conduct-
ing focus group interviews with students who had recently received 
information literacy instruction within a learning community. 
Student responses were especially positive about the opportunity to 
apply information literacy skills directly to their discipline specific 
course. The researchers found that the learning community served as 
a “valuable context for learning both affective and cognitive infor-
mation literacy skills necessary in an undergraduate education.”14 
Delivering instruction at the point of need is especially important 
for lower-division students who may not recognize the relevance 
or value of information literacy skills for other course assignments 
without specific guidance and encouragement.15 
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A learning community under the theme of civic participation 
in American society, offered at the University of Baltimore during 
the fall 2008 semester, exemplifies the points above. The librarian 
and faculty instructors, teaching courses in information literacy, 
economics, and philosophy, asked first-year students to analyze the 
election platforms of American political parties. Students worked to-
wards this goal throughout the semester, in all three classes, bringing 
together sources gathered in IDIS 110 with theories learned in eco-
nomics and philosophy. Students successfully completed a large and 
complicated research project on the topic because of the immediate 
application of their information literacy skills within the context of 
their other learning community courses. 

Similarly, in a 2009 fall semester learning community under the 
theme of Baltimore neighborhoods, students took courses in com-
munity studies, American history, and information literacy. Instruc-
tors asked the students to identify an economic, social, or cultural 
problem in a Baltimore neighborhood and apply everything they 
learned in the three courses to recommend a solution. To success-
fully complete the project, students drew upon their analysis of Balti-
more community dynamics, their understanding the historical con-
text of the chosen issue, and their mastery of the research process. 
Their guidance for this investigation came largely from IDIS 110. The 
librarian challenged students with identifying and narrowing an ap-
propriate topic based on what they had learned in their disciplinary 
courses, writing a research proposal, gathering sources, and evaluat-
ing those sources according to disciplinary standards. Each student 
wrote and presented a single final paper, which was graded separately 
by each of the three community instructors. 

In contrast, students in IDIS 110 have a harder time seeing the 
value and applicability of information literacy skills without the 
context provided by a learning community. A spring 2009 section of 
IDIS 110, which was not connected to a learning community, serves 
as an example of this problem. The librarian tasked students to create 
an annotated bibliography by finding, evaluating, and synthesizing 
research—a task which students in other sections of IDIS 110 com-
pleted successfully. The students in this stand-alone section struggled 
to select topics, gather sources, and bring them together into a coher-
ent annotated bibliography. Without the context of other subject 
courses, students had more difficulty with narrowing their topics 
and writing annotations that showed the relationship of individual 
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sources to a broader theme. Despite the instructor’s encouragement 
to choose topics related to their interests, the students had trouble 
recognizing the relevance of the research they were doing and apply-
ing information literacy skills to other coursework.

Instruction librarians often struggle to make students see the 
relevance of information literacy to their broader academic lives. 
Teaching the credit information literacy course alongside other 
courses addresses this issue by providing students with a context that 
makes student learning the subject matter more meaningful. Skills 
related to finding, evaluating, and synthesizing information within 
a content-based course only seem relevant to students thinking and 
learning about what a discipline has to offer. As Engstrom and Tinto 
note, in successful learning communities “the linking of basic skill 
courses to … general educational courses results in deeper, more 
integrated learning experiences.”16 Our experience reinforces the 
importance of teaching information literacy alongside disciplinary 
content.

Active Learning in Learning Communities
Learning communities offer faculty and librarians an opportunity 
to teach in new curricular models. Faculty members who enjoy the 
prospect of cooperation and coordination between multiple col-
leagues also tend to embrace collaborative pedagogies, like active 
learning, which are inherent in learning communities.17 Active learn-
ing plays a large role in creating the sense of engagement and deeper 
levels of student understanding that learning communities try to 
engender.18 A study of data from the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) by Zhao and Kuh confirms that “being in a 
learning community was strongly linked with active and collabora-
tive learning and interaction with faculty members.”19 This correla-
tion is not surprising, since active learning has been identified as a 
characteristic of successful programs in both information literacy 
and learning communities.20 Active learning has been shown in the 
literature to enhance students’ ability to think critically, an impor-
tant information literacy skill.21 

The University of Baltimore experience serves as an example of 
the link between learning communities and active learning. As the 
University was designing its learning communities, the Office of the 
Provost encouraged faculty members to include active learning in 
new courses. The Provost sponsored a series of faculty workshops on 
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bringing active learning to the classroom, and encouraged faculty 
members to work with local experts. As a result of this institutional 
support, librarians teaching IDIS 110 embedded active learning 
techniques throughout the course. One popular classroom exercise 
involves creating a tour of the campus library using an online photo 
sharing site. Instead of simply following a librarian on a guided tour 
of the library, this activity engages students in the creation of their 
own tour that not only gets them more interested, but gives them the 
opportunity to demonstrate and reinforce some of what they have 
learned. Then, students use their information literacy skills to select, 
annotate, tag, and share photos of the library with classmates. For 
example, annotations of a photograph of the periodicals collection 
might contain an explanation of the difference between scholarly 
and popular publications. Activities like this reinforce information 
literacy concepts while engaging students with the material. 

Learning community instructors go beyond integrating active 
learning activities into individual courses; they also collaborate on 
interdisciplinary active learning assignments. For example, students 
in an urban living learning community are required to identify a 
local, historical landmark of significance in their community studies 
coursework. They then use research skills being concurrently taught 
in IDIS 110 to identify primary and secondary resources to learn 
more about that landmark. Students synthesize knowledge learned 
in the community studies course and research gathered in IDIS 110 
to create a walking tour of local landmarks—a final product based 
on material from multiple courses. Such active learning exercises, 
especially ones that create connections between learning community 
courses, create higher levels of understanding and engagement for 
students.

Faculty-Librarian Collaboration in Learning Communities 
Just as students benefit from the interdisciplinary context and active 
learning inherent in learning communities, librarians profit greatly 
from the collaborative nature of learning communities. Librarians at 
many colleges and universities describe a disconnection with faculty 
and a lack of faculty interest toward instructional collaboration. 
Christiansen, Stombler, and Thaxton describe this as an “asymmetri-
cal disconnection,” a separation which causes much angst and action 
among librarians, but of which most faculty members are unaware.23 
Outreach to faculty members is a major facet of many academic 
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librarians’ work lives, but “in the eyes of faculty, librarians do not ap-
pear to play a central role in faculty teaching or research.”24 Indeed, 
when many faculty members think of librarians, they think of them 
as providers of services (research assistance and access to books and 
journals), but not as educators.25 

Embedding information literacy courses into learning communi-
ties can help to repair that disconnection and bolster the educational 
role of librarians. Learning communities, by their nature, depend on 
close collaboration between instructors. Tinto explains that “learn-
ing communities require their ‘faculty,’ that is the academic and stu-
dent affairs professionals who staff the learning community, to col-
laborate on both the content and pedagogy of the linked courses… 
as equal partners.”26 This close collaboration changes the way that 
faculty members view the role of librarians in the classroom. In a 
review of the literature on librarian-faculty relations, Kotter observes 
that “interpersonal contact has a significant positive correlation 
with faculty attitudes regarding library service.”27 He also finds that 
faculty who have positive relationships with librarians will often take 
better advantage of the library and encourage their students to do so, 
leading to more support for the library across campus.28 Collabora-
tion in learning communities can also change the way that faculty 
members see librarians themselves. According to Tinto, faculty 
members in learning communities “come to ‘discover’ the wealth of 
knowledge that student affairs professionals [and librarians] bring 
to the discourse about teaching and learning.”29 This discovery leads 
faculty members to see librarians differently, acknowledging librar-
ians’ role as educators.

Librarians teaching in learning communities also gain a greater 
understanding of faculty needs. They experience teaching from the 
perspective of a faculty member, learning what it means to work in 
the classroom setting, create a syllabus, and prepare assignments for 
a credit course. This would be true of librarians teaching any type 
of credit course, but the close collaboration at the heart of learn-
ing communities enhances the process. In a study of collaboration 
between the faculty members in learning communities, Stevenson et 
al. stress that instructors within a learning community learn quite 
a bit from each other. The experience of “working together with 
other teachers in a true partnership… produces improvements in 
pedagogy” and “catalyzes [instructors] to learn new things” and to 
“grow and innovate as teachers.”30 This mutual learning is doubly 
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important for librarians, who have few other opportunities to get an 
in-depth look into faculty teaching and course design.

The University of Baltimore experience affirms the literature 
on these points. Faculty members teaching in learning communi-
ties with librarians frequently become avid library users, and they 
are observed enthusiastically encouraging their colleagues to use 
the library’s materials and services. Similarly, as faculty members 
have seen librarians at the University of Baltimore teaching in the 
classroom and discussing their experiences with IDIS 110 at campus 
meetings, faculty members’ perceptions of librarians have changed. 
Faculty members initiate conversations with librarians on pedagogy, 
classroom management, and assignment design in ways that they did 
not before—as equals.

Librarians’ active participation in learning communities has 
also made them de facto experts in a subject of much curiosity and 
trepidation among University of Baltimore faculty—the new fresh-
man population. As noted earlier, the University of Baltimore was an 
upper-division institution (with no freshmen or sophomores) until 
recently. Many of the University’s faculty members are more accus-
tomed to teaching adult learners than the new, more traditionally 
aged students. This makes the librarians’ experiences with freshmen 
in IDIS 110 quite valuable.

University of Baltimore librarians use the visibility of their learn-
ing community teaching and their expertise with freshmen to bolster 
their outreach efforts to faculty members. The librarians had strong 
relationships with many faculty members prior to implementing 
IDIS 110, and participation in learning communities has strength-
ened those bonds. This effect goes beyond the librarians’ teaching 
partners in the learning communities. Learning communities have 
led librarians to the center of university-wide discussions of Millen-
nial students, pedagogy, and curriculum reform, bringing them into 
frequent contact with faculty members from across the university. 
This has translated into new and important opportunities for librar-
ians within the university community, including representation on 
the Faculty Senate, more prominent roles on university-wide com-
mittees, closer personal relationships with faculty, and an increase in 
informal collaboration and communication across campus. 

Conclusion 
Librarians at the University of Baltimore were fortunate to have a 
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significant role within learning communities in the campus’s newly 
designed First and Second Year Program. Teaching a for credit in-
formation literacy course within learning communities undeniably 
benefits students in several ways. Students gain a deeper understand-
ing and appreciation of research skills taught in IDIS 110 because 
they are able to apply what they learn in their other learning commu-
nity courses. In addition, active learning exercises within the learn-
ing communities increase the level of engagement and help students 
make connections across disciplines. 

Teaching within learning communities also results in new op-
portunities for librarians to work with other faculty and staff, and to 
demonstrate the value of librarians’ expertise. This ability to collabo-
rate extensively with faculty leads to a richer and more meaningful 
experience for students and a better and more visible role for librar-
ians and information literacy. Wherever there are learning com-
munities, librarians should seek to participate by including a credit-
bearing information literacy course. While it requires much time 
and energy to plan and teach an information literacy course within a 
learning community, the benefits to the entire academic community 
make it clear that this investment is worthwhile. 
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