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1. How we talk about theory in LIS



 “Gulf existing between faculty concepts of 
useful research and practitioner views” 

- Bill Crowley



“Experienced practitioners view the LIS 
literature as an occasional adjunct to their 
interpersonal communications networks.” 

-Bill Crowley



“The gap between theory and practice reflects 
deep cultural differences and appreciation for 

different kinds of knowledge.” 

-Bill Crowley



“I hear complaints from some students that the 
MLS has ‘too much theory’.” 

- Kathleen Kern



“Why are we learning this sort of thing? . . . it’s 
models, it’s theories. I don’t like that.” 

- an instructor reporting what students think
(VanScoy et al., 2022)



“They hate it. 
They don’t understand the point of it .”

- an instructor reporting what students think
(VanScoy et al., 2022)



“It’s like putting broccoli in a quiche.”

- an instructor (VanScoy et al., 2022)



“Metaphors do not just point out similarities 
that are objectively true; 

they create the similarities.”

-Lakoff and Johnson (2008)



2. Two studies that changed how I viewed the 
theory/practice gap



Whether and how information behavior theory 
is integrated into the basic reference course in 

North American LIS programs.

Syllabus study
Interview study

Survey study



Instructors think students…

48%   are unsure about learning theories and models 
at first but come to appreciate their value

40%   appreciate learning theories and models and 
can connect them to their current or future practice

13%  do not see the point of learning theories and 
models



“We’re setting a knowledge base. We’re not just 
doing skills. This is graduate work. So  it’s about 
knowledge building, not just kind of basic skills . 
These are things that they're going to be able to 
apply much more broadly than just reference.”



•Reference instructors value theory and 
believe students can learn to appreciate it.

•A negative narrative about theory remains.



Which information behavior theories are 
relevant and useful to librarians in their 

reference practice?

Interview and card sort
Survey
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“Another place we see it come up is when we 
have, you know, an immigrant family. 

Sometimes one or more members will not 
speak English or not have very good English, 

and then somebody whose English is better is 
trying to translate the need for that person.”

- example provided by a librarian



“We have a very large Guatemalan population. 
And when ICE comes through, they disappear. 
They don't know who to trust. And even getting 
them in the door for story times, it's a matter of 
who can you trust. I mean, we are in a constant 

process of teaching them that we can be 
trusted.”

- example provided by a librarian



“I would say it's probably more implicit. But I
also think that I'm probably influenced by
learning about it… My brain isn't like ‘What
is their unconscious need?’ But I might be

like ‘What do they actually need?’”



“The only one I do is berrypicking. 
Just because I have shared that

term with other staff.”



•Librarians see the relevance of theory in their 
work.

•Some librarians use theory explicitly in their 
work.



3. How theory can be a unifying concept for 
our field





• Make theory approachable
• Show its relevance to practice
• Relate it to students’ own life experience



• Look for ways to use theory as a 
framework for practice

• Read up on the current theory
• Collaborate with researchers



• Collaborate with librarians to create theory
• Research practice theories and tacit knowledge
• Communicate relevance to practice  
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Interested in participating in a research study?
• Employed as a librarian

• Reference service is an important part of your job
• At least 2 years of experience providing reference

Contact Amy at vanscoy@buffalo.edu 

Please pass this information along to public, school, 
or special librarians!

mailto:vanscoy@buffalo.edu
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