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What is a Personal Librarian? 

Each incoming student is assigned to a librarian. 
This is the student’s Personal Librarian for the 
duration of his or her first and second year at 
USD. 
Personal Librarians reach out to their assigned 
students before the start of the fall semester, 
and periodically throughout the academic year. 
Student-initiated contact is encouraged. 



Inspiration & Research 

Personal Librarian Programs 

School Total Number of 
Students* 

Number of students 
served by Personal 
Librarian Program* 

Reed College 1,400 350 New Students 

Yale University 
 

5,300 Undergraduates 
 

1,350 Freshmen 
 

Drexel University  25,000 Students 3,000 Freshmen 

University of Toronto 56,000 Undergraduates 2,500 Students 

* Numbers are approximate 



Goals of the Program 

Short term goals: 
– Add to the open arms welcoming new students to 

campus 
– Increase traffic at the reference desk and in the 

library in general 
– Encourage active participation by librarians with 

student groups outside normal responsibilities. 



Thinking long term… 

Encourage students to explore library services on 
their own 
 
to cultivate a relationship between students and the 
library, not tied to assignments or specific courses, 
 
so that when students truly need help, they will 
know where to go and whom to ask! 
 



Traditional Models 

• Reference  
– Including virtual reference formats (chat, text, 

e-mail, et al.) 
• Instruction 

– Classroom, synchronous 
– Online, asynchronous 

• Individual Consultations 
– Face to face (drop-ins, by appointment, et al.) 
– Virtual (e.g., e-mail correspondence) 

 



These models are built around service points 

Reference Desk 
Classroom 

Office 

 
IN THE LIBRARY 

 



These models make some assumptions about 
students: 

• Classroom instruction helps students at 
precisely the right moment 

• Students are knowledgeable enough about 
their research needs to know when to ask for 
help 

• Students are confident enough to ask for help  
• Students know that asking for help is an 

option 



A Personal Librarian program can help 

• Classroom instruction is reinforced by direct 
communication from a librarian, or conversely, 
reinforces information from a librarian. 

• Regular communication from a librarian builds a 
comfort level with the library that may not have 
developed until much later, if at all. 

• Students are made aware and reminded that the 
library is a place where they may ask for help. 



Reaching out to students in this way 
creates a service relationship, on top 
of the simple series of interactions at 
service points. 
 
While those service points remain 
essential, they are augmented by the 
relationship fostered outside beyond 
the confines of the library or 
classroom. 



Impact on service philosophy 

Not meant to supersede current models, 
this program is complementary. 
The added value is in the long term, adding 
the relationship to the traditional service 
model. 



IDEA TO IMPLEMENTATION: 
Our first semester 

• Approximately 1,500 students assigned to 15 
librarians 

 
• Introductory letters mailed to students before the 

semester began 
 
• Library hosted a welcome party the first week of 

classes 
 
• Periodic emails sent to students by Personal Librarians 



Results to date 

Some Personal Librarians have had contact 
from upwards of 10 students; some have 
had zero. 
Possible measures of engagement with the 
library (gate count, reference desk 
statistics) are not illuminating. 



Next Steps 
• Formal assessment at the end of this 

semester 
• Examine other methods of assigning 

student groups to Personal Librarians 
• Develop a bank of ideas for in-person 

engagement for Personal Librarians to draw 
upon 

• Develop template e-mails to circulate to 
faculty to encourage them to promote the 
program 
 



Some Questions to Consider 

• Does your university or college have a 
robust first year experience program? 

• Does your library play a role in any first year 
experience programming? 

• Are there segments of the student 
population – particularly among first year 
students – who would especially benefit 
from a program like this? 

• Do you think a program like this would be 
successful at your university? 



THANK YOU! 
Martha Adkins 
marthaa@sandiego.edu 
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