
INFORMATION OUTLOOK V22 N06 NOVeMbeR/deceMbeR 2018            13

Info researCh

Business Librarians’ Involvement in 
experiential field-based Learning Courses 

business librarians are taking three different approaches 
to fbl courses, and that framework could be useful in 
examining other areas of research support.
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There has been much debate at edu-
cational institutions offering master of 
business administration (MBA) degrees 
about the best approach for prepar-
ing today’s students for the 21st cen-
tury information-rich workplace. Many 
have raised concerns that these pro-
grams overemphasize a rational-ana-
lytic approach and do not provide the 
practical skills graduates need, such as 
how to identify and gather unfamiliar 
information to gain insight (Bennis and 
O’Toole 2005; Ghoshal 2005; Mintzberg 
2004; Pfeffer 2007; Thomas, Lorange 
and Sheth 2013).

As one way to address this, most 
MBA programs today include experien-
tial field-based learning (FBL) courses. 
The foci of FBL courses are consult-
ing projects in which students work 
outside the classroom to develop rec-
ommendations for solving a real busi-
ness problem posed by a company or 
organization (Corey 1990). In some 
MBA programs, the business librarians 
are highly engaged in supporting this 
pedagogy.

There have been few compara-
tive surveys of how librarians provide 
instruction across business school pro-
grams. A 2001 survey administered by 

Abels and Magi was the most recent-
ly published systematic review of the 
operations of U.S. academic business 
libraries. The authors focused their 
review on the libraries of the top 20 
U.S. MBA programs based on the most 
recent U.S. News & World Report rank-
ing (published in 1999). Abels and Magi 
reported on the resources and services 
of the business libraries in the survey 
and found that “. . . there seems to be a 
preference for user education sessions 
that focus on topics over resource-
specific sessions” (p. 17). However, 
they did not report further descriptions 
of how business librarians were working 
with their business school’s curriculum. 

research Questions 
and Methodology
To gain additional insights into this topic, 
I conducted a study that addressed the 
following research questions: What roles 
are business librarians currently playing 
in FBL activities at MBA programs, and 
are these roles formal or informal? Also, 
how extensively are business librarians 
integrated into the MBA curriculum?

In May 2015, an online survey was 
sent to a business librarian at each of 
the top 20 business schools in the 2015 

U.S. News & World Report rankings 
(Boyington 2014). The survey asked 
questions about how the librarians sup-
ported FBL. In February 2016, the 
survey was sent to a business librarian 
at each of the schools ranked 21 to 
50 from the same U.S. News & World 
Report list.

From the initial survey of the top 20 
programs, six were identified for in-
depth case studies. Following the case 
research methodology recommended 
by Yin (2014), the six programs were 
selected because they shared similar 
characteristics (top two-year U.S. MBA 
programs) as well as contrasting fea-
tures, such as program size and their 
approach to support for experiential 
FBL projects. For these six case stud-
ies, data was collected by interviewing  
professors, career service professionals, 
and business librarians at these schools 
and reviewing their websites.

results and Analysis 
The online surveys revealed that almost 
all of the librarians (94 percent) pro-
vided support to FBL project courses 
through standard reference service. 
Other common ways the librarians pro-
vided support was by creating web 
guides with lists of recommended sec-
ondary sources (58 percent) and pro-
viding optional workshops on research 
as part of experiential FBL project sup-
port (36 percent). Half of the librar-
ians indicated there was no standard 
pattern to when they met with MBA 
students at their programs, while 22 
percent indicated they typically met 
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with students repeatedly throughout the 
length of the FBL project. A subsequent 
question provided additional context, 
with librarians at seven of the schools 
stating they often met with the whole 
course team even though they were not 
formally engaged with FBL or assigned 
to a team. 

Students’ understanding of business 
librarian support. A number of respon-
dents indicated they did not think most 
of the MBA students knew how to gath-
er information very well. One respon-
dent reported that students “don’t 
understand how to use the librarians,” 
while another reported that students 
had developed a false sense of com-
placency because so much information 
is available on the Internet. Several 
interviewees echoed this comment, 
with one saying “students are almost 
completely uninformed about what a 
modern librarian can do.”

Three approaches to business librar-
ian FBL support. My research identified 
three approaches business librarians 
are taking with FBL project courses: 
self-service, on-demand, and embed-
ded (see Figure 1). These approaches 
can be characterized by their position-
ing with FBL courses—either proactive 
or reactive (Spitzmuller and Van Dyne 
2013). Within this framework, self-ser-
vice is considered proactive because 
it supports experiential field-based 
learning by providing self-service online 
guides and resource tools tailored to 
FBL projects. Likewise, the embed-
ded approach is considered proactive 
because librarians provide instruction 
and meet with FBL course teams, with 
a heavy focus on proactive in-person 
engagement to support research on FBL 
projects. The on-demand approach, on 
the other hand, is reactive in nature—it 
only provides FBL support through on-
demand instruction or support, such as 
providing traditional reference services.

In many instances, the librarians’ 
work with FBL was not exclusively 
found in one of these three approach-
es, although they may have used one 
approach as their primary focus. For 
example, some of the libraries identified 

as self-service indicated that they also 
scheduled optional “research drop-
in sessions specific for these student 
teams,” and another library with more 
of a self-service approach mentioned 
participating as “program managers” 
with FBL experiences. Some of the 
libraries with a more hands-on focus 
also created self-serve online guides for 
students to use for these projects. 

Applying the Framework
The three-approaches-to-support 
framework could be a useful tool for 
examining other areas of research sup-
port where librarians are assuming more 
proactive roles. This framework could 
also be used to strategize and assess 
the best means for librarians to engage 
with different courses as well as other 
areas in their programs. When exploring 
partnerships with a course, program, 
or department, it could be used to 
determine which types of support are 

required for a particular engagement 
(see Figure 2).

It is worth noting that the findings 
from this research correspond with 
the perspectives of academic library 
deans and directors revealed in a 
recent ITHAKA study (Wolff-Eisenberg 
2017). One key issue the ITHAKA study 
uncovered was the growth in librar-
ies of teaching and research support 
positions that are similar to the roles 
of librarians working with FBL courses. 
As the ITHAKA survey report noted,  
“. . . nearly half of respondents indi-
cated that their library is increasing the 
share of staffing and budget devoted 
to developing and improving services 
that support teaching, learning, and 
research” (p. 3).

 FBL brings the ever-changing issues 
and real practices of business into the 
teaching of business schools. It gives 
MBA students the opportunity to prac-
tice what they are learning in a robustly 
supported environment with a diverse 
range of experts, including business 
librarians. The rich data uncovered by 
my study on FBL project curricula detail 
an important focus of business school 
pedagogy and how business librarians 
participate in it. SLA
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Figure 2: Using the Three-Approach Framework to Assess engagement



INFORMATION OUTLOOK V22 N06 NOVeMbeR/deceMbeR 2018            15

Info researCh

Starting the Conversation:  
The Disabled Library patron
Continued from page 8

Corey, R.E. 1990. MBA Field Studies. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press.

Ghoshal, S. 2005. “Bad management theories 
are destroying good management practices.” 
Academy of Management Learning and 
Education, 4, 75-91.

Mintzberg, H. 2004. Managers not MBAs: 
A hard look at the soft practice of manag-
ing and management development. San 
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

Pfeffer, J. 2007. “A modest proposal: How 
we might change the process and prod-
uct of managerial research.” Academy of 
Management Journal, 50, 1334-1345.

Spitzmuller, M., and L.V. Dyne. 2013. 
“Proactive and reactive helping: Contrasting 
the positive consequences of different 
forms of helping.” Journal of Organizational 
Behavior, 34, 560-580.

Thomas, H., P. Lorange, and J. Sheth. 2013. 
The business school in the twenty-first cen-
tury: Emergent challenges and new business 
models. Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press.

U.S. News & World Report. 1999. Schools of 
business, the top schools. Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. News & World Report.

Wales, T. 2014. “Business school libraries’ 
futures?” In T. Wales (Ed.), Business school 
libraries in the 21st century (p. 193-212). 
Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate Publishing.

Wolff-Eisenberg, C. 2017. US Library Survey 
2016. New York: Ithaka S+R. 

 

Business to the Test.” Forbes.com, July 29.

Carter, Catherine J. 2004. “Providing Services 
for Students with Disabilities in an Academic 
Library.” Education Libraries, 27(2): 13-18

Cassner, Mary, Charlene Maxey-Harris, and 
Toni Anaya. 2011. Differently Able: A Review 
of Academic Library Websites for People 
with Disabilities. 2011. Faculty publication 
273. Lincoln, Neb.: University of Nebraska-
Lincoln.

Connecticut State Library. 2018. “Libraries 
and Accessibility: Home.” Webpage. 

Johnstone, Jodi. 2005. “Employment of 
Disabled Persons in the Academic Library 
Environment.” The Australian Library 
Journal, 54(2): 156-163.

Northwestern University Libraries. 2018. 
“Disability Services.” Webpage.

Office of Disability Employment Policy. 2018. 
Website. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department 
of Labor.

Raue, Kimberly, and Laurie Lewis. 2011. 
Students with Disabilities at Degree-
Granting Postsecondary Institutions (NCES 
2011–018). U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics. 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office.

Rutledge, Lorelei. 2014. “Working with 
Patrons with Disabilities: How Do I Get 
Started?” Footnotes, 44(2). American Library 
Association: New Members Round Table.

Temple University Libraries. 2018. “Disability 
Services at Temple University Libraries.” 
Webpage.

University of Minnesota Libraries. 2018. 
“Services to Library Users with Disabilities.” 
Webpage.

University of Washington Libraries. 2018. 
“Using the Libraries: Accessibility at the 
Libraries.” Webpage.

Wisconsin Department of Health Services. 
2018. “Do’s and Don’ts When Interacting 
with a Person Who Is Blind.” Webpage.

The 2019 SLA Leadership Symposium  
is excited to return to new orleans!  

This year’s content provides the necessary tools 
for SLA members to focus on all aspects of  
leadership. This premier event will provide  

a greater understanding of how to leverage  
these skills within SLA.




