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Introduction

Information professionals that serve diverse populations 
have many design challenges such as best practices of dis-
seminating, evaluating, and creating spaces where people 
can utilize information for growth. To address such design 
challenges in the information space, recent studies have 
shown the potential of design and design thinking in con-
sidering solutions (Clarke et al., 2020; Yip et al., 2020). 

However, design thinking is not a solitary act, but one in 
which diverse stakeholders from universities and local 
information communities (e.g. libraries) must come 
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together to solve problems as design partners. A method 
used for designing with end-users as design partners is par-
ticipatory design, which is a democratic and collaborative 
method for design (Muller and Kuhn, 1993).

To come together requires information professionals to 
develop relationships and partnerships with the commu-
nity they are serving (Norlander et al., 2020). To provide 
opportunities for community engagement, a model of ser-
vice learning has been developed within institutions of 
higher education for information professionals (Overall, 
2010). While universities understand that there is value for 
students enrolled in service-learning courses, researchers 
have limited understanding of how the local stakeholders 
perceive such service. Therefore, we ask: How do commu-
nity members think about the design partnership with 
information professionals from the university, as both par-
ties try to address design problems in information spaces?

Our study is situated in the participatory design (Muller 
and Kuhn, 1993) of children’s digital learning activities for 
local urban libraries. The design problem our group is 
attempting to work through is how libraries can design 
their own digital learning programing (e.g. robotics, com-
puting, fabrication) in their local neighborhoods. Librarians 
and LIS students often do not have training in instructional 
design, design thinking, and learning and instructional 
theories. We investigate the dynamics of different informa-
tion stakeholders (e.g. graduate students, public librarians, 
child participants, and their families) in the co-design 
(Muller and Kuhn, 1993) of digital learning activities for 
local library contexts. To implement this collaboration 
between universities and local libraries, we developed a 
service learning course around participatory design and 
libraries to support design thinking learning for librarians 
and LIS students with children as designers.

Our service learning course for libraries is inspired by 
the ideas of Academically Based Community Service 

(ABCS) courses (Bogle and Harkavy, 1996; Harkavy, 
1996; Johnston et al., 2004). While service learning is 
more pedagogically driven (e.g. how do students learn 
from service to the community), ABCS centers commu-
nity needs while engaging in research. In other words, 
ABCS courses attempt to directly focus on research-prac-
titioner partnerships to solve real-world (direct) problems 
while centering the experiences of the community. ABCS 
courses are driven by democracy and social change. The 
ABCS courses are democratically designed and imple-
mented in partnership with community organizations. In 
Figure 1, we share a diagram that shows the difference.

Literature often highlights the opportunities rather 
than the tensions of the partnership between the univer-
sity and the community partners. In our study, we seek to 
identify some of the difficulties that arose in our partner-
ship between universities and communities. We offer a 
framework for LIS courses that reflect a needs-based 
and community grounded approach of multiple stake-
holders that center the local community—in addition to 
the pedagogical needs of the students. We believe there 
is value in incorporating the ABCS model in LIS educa-
tion as both support the idea of democracy and attempt 
to fill the limitation of service learning by centering the 
community while engaging in academic research. 
However, in many existing ABCS courses, there is an 
emphasis that the university as an institution of higher 
education has the responsibility to actively structure the 
courses to meet community needs (Benson et al., 2017). 
If the ABCS framework is adopted in the librarianship, 
the role of the librarians is critical as they engage with 
methods of working with the community to solve prob-
lems even after the course. We aim to understand the 
challenges and tensions in the integration of ABCS in 
LIS education.

For this study, we examine three research questions:

Figure 1. Differences between service learning and ABCS.
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1. What are the opportunities and tensions of imple-
menting an ABCS course in library science for the 
different stakeholders?

2. What are the design implications for curriculum 
development in the LIS field with an ABCS course?

3. What are the implications an ABCS course can 
have on the theory-practice gap in LIS education?

Through our investigation, we learned that there were 
communication and cultural gaps between community 
partners. These gaps were reduced by the time spent for 
active conversation and meetings. This paper makes two 
contributions to the LIS community: empirical and theo-
retical. Empirically, we provide design implications on 
setting up and implementing a research-community part-
nership for LIS education programs based on reflections 
from community members. Theoretically, we provide new 
perspectives on the theory-practice gap in LIS and the role 
that ABCS courses can take in addressing it. We conclude 
with recommendations for current librarians and pre-ser-
vice librarians.

Related work

The gap between theory and practice in LIS

Historical context of theory and practice in LIS. Michael 
Gorman (American Librarian Association, past presi-
dent) once remarked that LIS educators focus too heavily 
on research, rather than the professional aspects of librar-
ianship (Ball, 2008). Gorman’s comments are not sur-
prising; the gap between theory and practice is a 
frequently discussed topic in LIS education. For instance, 
Haddow and Klobas (2004) manifest the gap by defining 
multiple LIS theory-practice gaps. The knowledge gap is 
defined as the communication breakdown between the-
ory and practice. The reason for the lack of effective 
communication lies in the culture gap, that is, the isola-
tion between the common values, beliefs, and practices 
of practitioners and theorists. When the two groups are 
siloed off from each other’s knowledge and cultural val-
ues, communication gaps begin to form. Practitioners 
and theorists also dispute the relevance of different prob-
lems in their communities (relevancy gap). These two 
groups are further separated by an immediacy gap, 
wherein practitioners need pragmatic solutions to their 
local problems than what theorists can provide within a 
short period of time.

The reasons for such a gap trace back to the apprentice-
ship model of librarianship (Duncan, 2009). Library prac-
titioners prefer a model grounded in apprenticeship while 
educators and researchers tend to be more theoretically 
oriented (Stoffle and Leeder, 2005). As the field became 
professionalized and universities took over LIS education, 
academic theory became the primary model for educating 

future librarians (Coleman, 1989). Recent studies have 
examined different efforts in LIS education in preparing 
future librarians for serving community members for 
social justice (Jones, 2020) and perceptions on library user 
education (Allard et al., 2020). The ongoing tension among 
theory and practice in LIS leaves disconnections to the 
communities they serve.

Service Learning and Academically Based Community Ser-
vice. Multiple research projects underscore the importance 
of service learning as a pedagogical tool because it allows 
students to contemplate theory and engage with local com-
munity members (Bringle et al., 2004; Furco, 1996; Hood, 
2009). However, prior work highlights the difficulties of 
maintaining an ongoing, meaningful relationship between 
students and the communities that they are serving (Mehra 
et al., 2018). For instance, Kazmer et al. (2007) states that 
while service learning provides educational opportunities 
for students, the positive outcomes for community partners 
are not clear. In this case, service learning focuses heavily 
on the learning outcomes of the students, rather than com-
munity needs. To gain an understanding of the limitations 
of service learning, we adopted a narrower concept of ser-
vice learning: Academically Based Community Service 
(ABCS).

The term ABCS was first coined by Harkavy and 
Benson at the University of Pennsylvania (Benson et al., 
2017). What differentiates ABCS from service learning is 
that it strategically focuses on the local manifestation of a 
universal problem with a focus on research (Benson et al., 
2017). In ABCS, faculty redesign academic courses that 
center community issues and problems as the focus of cur-
ricula; these projects would be democratically designed 
and implemented in partnership with community organiza-
tions. We have not found LIS literature that discusses 
ABCS, a similar concept that was frequently used was 
Community Inquiry (CI) (Roy, 2001; Roy et al., 2020). In 
CI, stakeholders are both learners and teachers. Bishop and 
Bruce (2006) point out that a successful community 
inquiry is not when the roles are the same, but (1) when 
there is an accommodation of plurality, (2) there is a pro-
ductive use of difference, and (3) when we accept crisis.
Our study shares similar principles with Community 
Inquiry and ABCS, in that it highlights the need for multi-
ple lenses to solve social problems. ABCS can be seen as a 
subset of Community.

Inquiry, which specifically focuses on instructional 
methods in school settings.We found Community Inquiry 
(CI) (Bishop and Bruce, 2006) to be a broad framework 
that incorporates many different projects—even those out-
side the university. As our research is situated in a higher 
education setting, we adapt the term ABCS as a framework 
to create academic courses. In Figure 2, we share a dia-
gram that shows the difference.
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Utilizing Participatory Design for the ABCS 
course

Participatory design (PD) is a design method that involves 
the end-user in the process of design for technology 
(Muller and Druin, 2010). In our case, the children were 
the end-users of implementing new technology for learn-
ing in the library. Participatory design has its origin in 
Scandinavia in the early 1970s to empower workers and to 
gain their expertise in how technology can be used in their 
daily working environments (Kensing and Blomberg, 
1998). PD researchers recognize that there exists imbal-
ance and power among different people and strive for a 
more just balance. PD researchers follow principles that 
users of the technology should have a say in the process 
that is intended for their use.

Libraries have utilized participatory design involving 
the end users and multiple stakeholders to come together 
in designing learning commons, digital portals, and com-
munication systems within the library (Dalsgaard, 2012; 
Somerville and Brown-Sica, 2011; Somerville and Collins, 
2008). To come together requires information profession-
als to develop relationships and partnerships with the com-
munity they are serving (Norlander et al., 2020). To engage 
in design with the serving community, information profes-
sionals need to first learn how to design with community 
members, such as library patrons. However, difficulties 

exist within higher education in preparing library and 
information science (LIS) students for community engage-
ment and design (Clarke et al., 2020). There is a call to 
develop more LIS programs that provide such opportuni-
ties for students to work closely with community partners 
to design solutions for information problems (Mehra et al., 
2018).

Method

We conducted a case study (Merriam, 2009) of an ABCS 
course in LIS titled “Participatory Design in Libraries.” 
The class was offered as a special topic course in the 
Master of Library and Information Science program at a 
large research university in [hidden for review]. The school 
was an information school that had majors such as library 
and information sciences and information management. 
Therefore, while the majority of the students had interest 
in becoming public librarians, we also had students that 
were interested in human computer interaction and design. 
The course focused on implementing participatory design 
(PD) methods in a public library over the course of 
10 weeks. The bounds of this case are from 2018 to 2019 
of the Fall Quarter from September to December.

Among the services the library provides, youth digital 
learning is a rapidly changing environment. Librarians 
need to learn about the emerging technologies and how to 

Figure 2. The relationship between community inquiry and ABCS.
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best implement them into digital learning activities. 
Emerging technologies and evolving needs of youth have 
shifted the role of the librarian from an all-knowing librar-
ian (instructor) to a designer where the librarian must work 
with youth to create digital learning activities (Lee and 
Phillips, 2018). Librarians have the difficult job of being 
both information professional and instructional designer in 
these situations. Therefore, the motivation for this class 
was to support libraries in creating digital learning activi-
ties for youth programing. The learning goal of the course 
was to train pre-service librarians to engage in design 
thinking (Clarke, 2018; Ivy and Bell, 2018) through par-
ticipatory design methods and solve a design problem for 
the public library. Our partnering library was situated in a 
neighborhood that has many immigrants which reflects the 
patrons visiting the library. In recent years, as more tech-
nology sectors moved to this area there has been interest in 
learning about different skills such as coding and 
robotics.

Participants and data collection

Interview
Graduate students. For this study, we had 18 graduate 

students enrolled in our ABCS class in a library and infor-
mation school in the United States. Two students were in 
the Masters in Information Management (MSIM) program 
and 16 students were in the Masters of Library Science 
(MLIS) program. We interviewed 14 graduate students 
from the 18 enrolled in class. We used a semi-structured 
interview protocol to give flexibility to the participants 
to reflect on their own experience of the class (Galletta, 
2013). The interviews lasted an average of 34 minutes and 
were held at meeting rooms at the university or through 
phone calls. Participants did not receive compensation.

Community partners. In our study, 15 children (seven 
boys, eight girls) participated in the co-design group. The 
age of the children ranged from 7 to 11 years old (M = 8.6; 
SD = 1.2). We worked with the children whose race was 
Asian, Black, Latino and White. There was one youth ser-
vice librarian from the local branch who recruited the chil-
dren. The interview with the librarian lasted for 1 hour and 
35 minutes. Interview questions began with the role of the 
librarian to the prior expectations of the class to the actual 
experience and reflections of the process of working with 
the graduate students and the library patrons. The librar-
ians did not receive compensation for the interview.

We interviewed six children with their parents. As there 
were siblings, a total of five parents were interviewed. For 
all the children it was their first time being interviewed. 
Therefore, we did a mock interview first and afterward we 
conducted an actual interview. In the mock interview, we 
asked what the child’s favorite color and food was. We 
showed the child pictures from their design sessions to 
help the children better recall the experiences. We 

provided a $20 gift card of their choice as a token of our 
appreciation for their participation in the study. The aver-
age minutes of the children’s interview was 7.93 minutes 
(SD = 1.73). The average minutes of the parent interview 
was 10.50 minutes (SD = 4.07). All the interviews were 
conducted in English with the exception of one interview 
being conducted in Spanish. All data was collected through 
approval of our Institutional Review Board. In our consent 
form, we had the following information about the study of 
designing digital learning activities for the library and 
about working with the university. We had guidelines of 
what to expect such as designing with arts and craft mate-
rials working with an intergenerational group and what to 
do in case they wanted to discontinue with the study. We 
also stated about the use of artifacts and where the funding 
was coming from. For the assent form the language that we 
used were written in simple terms. The main researcher of 
the study read out both the consent and assent forms to the 
families interested in the study and all families had a copy 
of the assent and consent form.

Video data. We video and audio recorded 10 sessions 
which was approximately 900 minutes. We captured a 
wide view for the first part of the design session with a 
camera and the facilitator in the room rotated the camera 
every 10 minutes to capture specific group interactions and 
conversations. Two researchers transcribed and time-
stamped all 10 sessions. Based on the transcribed videos 
three researchers selected notable moments of interactions 
between at least two groups of people either the group of 
the children and librarians or the children and the pre-ser-
vice librarians in the course (Roldan et al., 2020). Our 
selection criteria of the videos were (1) selecting moments 
of interactions that could be unique to the library space and 
(2) when there was an active conversation or action among 
the different groups.

Background of our researchers in this study. In this study, we 
share the backgrounds of our researchers and how it may 
have influenced our analysis of the data. Our researchers 
came from two different ethnicity groups of Asian and 
Latino. Our researchers also hold an educational back-
ground of Human-Computer Interaction and Library and 
Information Science. Therefore, our researchers had prior 
relationships built with many public librarians from previ-
ous projects that may have caused potential bias when ana-
lyzing the data. As all researchers also had a background in 
Human-Computer Interaction there may also have been a 
particular way of looking at the data regarding patrons 
interacting with technology.

Analysis

We started with the inductive process of open coding the 
interview data as we did not have an existing codebook 
that would fit our analysis and we wanted to have an 
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unbiased review of the data (Belgrave and Seide, 2019) 
Three of the authors open-coded (Kolb, 2012; Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998) all interview transcripts. Each coder was in 
charge of open coding at least four interview transcripts of 
the graduate student interviews and the coders read all the 
parents, children, and librarian’s interviews. We used a 
qualitative analysis software named Quirkos which pro-
vided a visual way to manage and analyze the transcripts 
(Spangler, 2019). We developed a codebook through dis-
cussions by grouping themes generated from each of the 
stakeholders. Our final codebook had themes extracted 
based on each stakeholder. We share our codebook in the 
Supplemental Appendix section. Based on the codebook 
that was created through the interview data, we further 
iterated the codes by triangulation of the video data. We 
then followed a deductive approach to make connections 
to the nature of an ABCS course that diverged from the 
traditional service learning model that is stated in prior lit-
erature (Benson et al., 2017). In order to understand the 
different dynamics occurring within each group we also 
used Yip et al. (2017) participatory librarianship and Hicks 
et al. (2015) notes on tensions that arise to make sense of 
the different roles of children, librarians and researchers 
(Table 1). We looked for moments of tensions and difficul-
ties through looking at different sources of data points and 
discussing together where there were moments when the 
two or more groups’ expectation, goals or execution of a 
task misaligned. All authors of the paper actively engaged 
in making iterations of the themes for higher level themes 
to discuss the relationship between an ABCS course and 
librarianship. We followed a consensus model (Hill et al., 
1997) with multiple coders and discussed any discrepancy 
between their coded results, aiming to reach a consensus.

Findings

We highlight two major themes toward understanding the 
opportunities and challenges involved when offering an 
ABCS course by centering the experiences of all stake-
holders involved in the course. The two major themes are: 
the opportunities and tensions of (1) working on a design 
problem and (2) working with patrons through collabora-
tion which were selected by the example conversations 
that seemed to permeate among all the groups. For each 

finding, we first compare and contrast insights from the 
ABCS course with existing knowledge about service 
learning, then share an illustrative vignette, an analysis of 
the vignette and finally the reactions of the theme from 
different stakeholders.

THEME 1: Working on a design problem 
through co-design

The class was structured to make alternations of the class 
curriculum. In other words, based on how the unknown 
(design) problem unraveled, there was an emerging cur-
riculum that students, instructors, and community partners 
could all contribute to.

The difference between service learning and ABCS in Libraries 
and Information Science. Compared to a service-learning 
course, where instructors work with community partners 
and outline a clear problem space for students, the students 
in the ABCS class were working on an unknown problem 
in the library and information space. The main difference 
between our course and a service-learning course, is that 
ours was structured for graduate students, children, and 
librarians to collaboratively work on our design problem. 
While there was a goal in the library of equitable digital 
learning opportunities to occur, in what ways the commu-
nity and the university would tackle that goal was not yet 
defined. We share how the design problem was manifested 
by the different stakeholders and the roles the librarian and 
the researcher took.

Illustrative Vignette 1: How a design challenge is posed and 
taken up. Below is an example of some of the conversa-
tion’s librarians, children, and grad students started to have 
when they were dissecting the problem.

For the second session on September 20, 2018, 14 grad-
uate students, seven children, one librarian, and the course 
instructor met at the library for the second co-design ses-
sion. The focus of this session was to understand how to 
create library programing using digital technologies for 
storytelling. After everyone gathered in the community 
space of the library, all the people had snacks together dur-
ing circle time (where students and children gather in a 
room forming a circle) to answer the question of the day. 

Table 1. Yip et al.’s (2017) and Hicks et al. (2015) roles expanded for the ABCS course.

Common roles Roles as designers and researchers

Children Participating in library services for learning -Developing design relationships
Student Submitting assignments, meeting school requirements -Co-facilitating sessions -Co-designing and 

researching together as a group.
-Mixing ideas together.

Parent Supporting children to obtain service from library programing
Librarians Providing service to the community, connecting with families 

and communicating with researchers
Researcher Collecting and analyzing data for research
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Next, the course instructor, Mason (pseudonym) wrote on 
the board “How can we build future technologies that help 
us tell stories?” The instructor of the class wrote this ques-
tion to provide a starting point for discussions. The course 
instructor then created five small groups with a mix of 
children, graduate students, and librarians to explore this 
broad question together using objects like paper, pipe 
cleaners, and post-its (Figure 3). Below we provide a snip-
pet of the conversation that occured within one of the small 
groups as they unpacked this design question.

In one of the small groups there was one graduate stu-
dent (Tina), a librarian (Marvin) and three children (Nona, 
Jack, and Blen) with ages 6, 7, and 11. The group spent the 
first portion of the design time trying to dissect the ques-
tion that was written on the board. For example, Nona 
(child) asked “what does that question mean” and won-
dered if they were trying to tell a story with the craft mate-
rials. Later in their discussion, Tina (a graduate student) 
proposed to the group “So where does the technology part 
of the question come in?.” The group of children and adults 
then talked about what “technology” even is. For example, 
Nona (child) stated that technology is a “digital device.” 
However, Blen (age = 11) challenged this—technology 
doesn’t have to be digital. In response, Tina asked Blen if 
she knew any examples of technology that were not digi-
tal. To this question, Blen responded “books” as an exam-
ple of a technology that was not digital. Finally, Marvin 
(librarian) built on this discussion to say “glasses, shoes, 
and other objects” could also be technologies.

Based on the question posed by the course instructor at 
the beginning of the session, this particular small group 
arrived at the conclusion that all technologies do not have 
to be digital. Their final idea that was shared in the big 
group discussion was different robots that read stories to 
different age groups. For instance, the baby robot read sto-
ries and sang songs. In another group, they created a fish 
tank full of different creatures and showed an interaction 
of children fishing and a story being read accordingly. For 
instance, if a child fished for an octopus, a scary story 
would come out. After all five of the small groups shared 
their ideas, we noticed how each discussion went in a 

different direction. At the end of the session, the instructor 
summarized the different ideas that emerged from the 
co-design session and the graduate students wrote an 
analytic memo and watched the recorded session for 
research purposes of how children perceived technology 
and the services they wanted in their local library.

Analysis of vignette: How design problems are meant to go in 
multiple directions. From this vignette, we see how the 
broad question posed by the educator allowed for an 
explorative design discussion among children, librarians, 
and students to ask “what is a technology?” We also see 
how the problem space of “telling stories using technol-
ogy” was taken up in different ways by each group’s ideas 
evolving as community members and students shared their 
different interpretations of the question and their unique 
ideas of how to solve this problem.

A design question can go in different directions based 
on how the group interprets it as seen in the vignette 
above. The course instructor did not say, “make sure you 
have a technology that is digital and a technology that is 
not-digital.” They also did not say “make sure it is an 
idea that can be public.” In this vignette, we highlight 
how the course instructor did not provide clear guidelines 
or constraints of what the idea had to be, rather it was in 
the hands of the graduate students and the children to 
determine within their small group how they interpreted 
the problem posed. Based on each small group’s personal 
interpretations of the question posed, every group came 
up with different ideas.

Reaction 1: Opportunities and affordance of when we pose 
design problems in LIS. We argue that when educators start 
sessions with an open question that can be interpreted in 
multiple ways by many people, it opens up a space for dis-
cussion beyond one right answer. This is particularly cru-
cial for the LIS community as the goal of LIS is to foster 
growth and development for individuals through the dis-
semination of information. Yet, our understanding of 
growth and development can be subjective. In this setting, 
the librarians were fostering a space where different stake-
holders, including pre-service librarians came together to 
discuss ways to improve library service through facilitat-
ing knowledge creation in their own communities.

To highlight this, we note that in our analysis of the 
interview transcripts many of the graduate students 
talked about how surprised they were by the children’s 
ideas that they had never considered. In their interviews, 
the LIS students shared that they were very surprised by 
the fact that the community had good and interesting 
ideas. Furthermore, the graduate students shared that 
they were amazed by how each child and librarian 
viewed the world—a different perspective than their 
own. We argue that our participatory design approach 
was utilized for the ABCS course to provide space for all 

Figure 3. Small group design time.
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stakeholders to be part of the curriculum development as 
the ideas were shaping the direction and conversation of 
the course.

From this finding on reactions, we propose that design 
problems are part of the nature of an ABCS course, which 
helped library students dispel the notion that communities 
do not have ideas. We argue that a service learning course 
can be taught without a design problem as the questions or 
answers can be defined by higher education for example 
students from the university teaching children in the com-
munity about different technology. Using design problems 
helps foreground how creative and intelligent community 
members like children can be as opposed to members that 
learn materials from higher education. When librarians 
invite child and parent voices into the programing that is 
offered in the library, it may serve as a potential pathway 
to increased participation in the library. For example, 
Shane (graduate student) said in their final written reflec-
tion “In my own experience, I have seen many examples of 
“programming,” which is created based on librarians’ 
own interests, and not rooted in any real community need 
or desire. . .think knitting clubs and chess nights, which 
see just one or two participants. . ..”

By inviting patrons to work alongside librarians on a 
design problem in an ABCS course allowed a systematic 
way of directly implementing the ideas from the patrons to 
a public library setting of how libraries could provide dif-
ferent services to the public. For instance, in an interview 
Ally (graduate student) stated, “For adults we were like, 
how can we do that? Kids on the other hand were more 
flexible. . . if it didn’t work, they would try new things.” 
From this quote, we show evidence of how the graduate 
students were learning from the children as opposed to 
viewing the children as recipients of service. In addition, 
we argue that the structure of the ABCS course required 
the students to also engage in research such as writing the 
analytic memos to gain and reflect deeper on what the 
community partners (children) were stating and exploring 
new methods for community engagement.

Reaction 2: Tensions and difficulties posing design problems in 
LIS. The evolution of a design problem is dependent on 
how people participate in the discussion. What caused 
anxiety for some stakeholders (librarian and graduate stu-
dents) was when there were not that many people present 
or when there were conflicts within the group of group 
dynamics such as children not being able to concentrate on 
the problem. The librarian needed to figure out how to help 
the group through behavior management and the students 
and instructor of the course actively looked at the different 
small group dynamics because they wanted to offer a good 
experience for everyone. It would have been a different 
experience if there were too many children or not enough 
children because the small group dynamics were critical to 
how ideas move from broad questions to specific ideas. 

While the graduate students were obligated as part of the 
class to be part of the design session, the children were all 
voluntarily present which meant child participation varied 
session-by-session.

The below quote is a reflection by Mallory (graduate 
student) stating about being flexible about the unknowns:

I think . . . [the design program] requires a lot of flexibility 
and a lot of unknowns and a lot of kinds of. . . I think people 
view it [co-design] as risky. Like, I think you invest in this 
thing and you have no idea what the outcome is going to be 
and you don’t know what direction it’s going to go.

The above quote is stated within the context where the stu-
dents and librarian noticed the unknowns of not only who 
will show up for the session but how the people were feel-
ing that day to become design partners. As children from 
different elementary schools and children were home-
schooled all gathered in the library there were days where 
different personalities crashed. For the design session that 
occurred in the library, the librarian was in charge of seek-
ing children who would be interested in sharing their ideas 
to adults and who had thoughts about technology imple-
mentation. While our goals were to discuss and envision 
how we could create an information environment with dif-
ferent technologies for dissemination and possible services 
from the library, not all stakeholders were ready or on the 
same page for the conversation to occur. For example, dur-
ing the fourth week of the program the librarian felt nerv-
ous about letting the LIS students facilitate the session. 
The following quote shows the stake to the librarian.

It was the first time I’d done a program like this, and I didn’t 
know, and I wasn’t completely in charge or completely at the 
steering wheel. . . How’s it going to be initiated? . . . there 
was a lot of anxiety I had that first day. . . The relationships 
with these kids mattered. I said anxious, but also, I will even 
say a little apprehensive, because I feel responsible for the 
kids and the families that come. I feel like it’s my responsibility 
to make sure that their time with their kids is safe . . . 
experience at the library.

This quote shows how the librarian felt responsible for the 
community members which led to the anxiety of poten-
tially “failing” the community members. When librarians 
oversee all of the programing, they have control of plan-
ning their session ahead of time and knowing what would 
happen. When librarians partner with graduate students 
and the plans are fluidly developed with community 
members, there is less control of the plans from the librar-
ian’s side. From this quote we learned that even though 
the program was meant to be run together (students, 
instructor and the librarian) there were higher stakes 
(responsibility) the librarian felt toward making sure the 
families have a good time. This was due to the existing 
relationship the librarian had that was different from the 
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temporal relationship the university students formed with 
the families and as it could influence future trust toward 
the librarian.

THEME 2: Inviting multiple voices for Inclusion

The difference between service learning and ABCS for LIS. The 
nature of an ABCS course model is that when working 
with a problem the class is structured to invite multiple 
people in the community in finding the solutions to a 
design problem. Here, we discuss the opportunities that 
surfaced as community members became researchers and 
the tensions that arose in moving the project forward when 
there was disengagement.

Illustrative vignette 2: Inviting multiple voices for inclu-
sion. In week 5, the graduate students planned a session 
where they explored the open-ended questions of “What 
is the role of the library in helping children?.” In answer-
ing the question, the children, the graduate students, and 
the librarian were invited to take on the role of being 
researchers to investigate their own library. In Figure 4, 
the children were walking around taking notes on what 
they like, dislike about their libraries. After they have 
investigated the space the children went into small groups 
to ask questions to their librarians such as what librarians 
do, what librarians should do, what characteristics librar-
ians have, and what characteristic librarians should have. 
When Malvin (the librarian) started asking the children 
what they thought, Felise (child) immediately said: 
“librarians should stop giving us due dates and fines.” She 
explained that she is often unable to finish reading a book 
by the due date. Alysee (graduate student) gave her a pen 
and sticky notes so that she could write her ideas that 
would be later posted on the wall. While browsing, 
another group started to talk about foreign languages. The 
girls said they have friends who speak foreign languages, 
and they thought librarians should know different lan-
guages. Blen (child) was more talkative about this theme 
because she was studying Amharic.

Analysis of vignette 2: Inviting multiple voices for inclusion for a 
design problem. A crucial part of conducting an ABCS 
course is fostering ways of how the instructor and the 
librarians plan to invite the patrons to be part of the design 
as opposed to passive receivers. In this session, the chil-
dren (who are the patrons of the library) were asked to be 
researchers with the graduate students. The graduate stu-
dents provided the tools and structure by passing out the 
sticky notes and creating a space where the children could 
have an open conversation with the librarians. While 
exploring the library, children were asking different ques-
tions regarding the library service and had digital materials 
laid out to tinker on how they can fit library programs. In 
this process, all stakeholders were both in the roles of 
becoming a researcher of the space but also brainstorming 
ways to redesign the space.

Reaction 1: The opportunities and affordances of inviting mul-
tiple voices for inclusion. The children appreciated the fact 
that they were actively being heard by the adults and that 
they could hear adults’ ideas. A common theme mentioned 
throughout the children’s interview was about the ways in 
which the interactions they had with the adults were “dif-
ferent” compared to school and how they enjoyed having 
“choice” and an area to “express” their thoughts. The 
design session utilized methods and techniques from par-
ticipatory design where the instructor provided different 
ways for children to engage in the conversation. The librar-
ian also reflected on the sessions stating the following 
about community engagement:

“It wasn’t everyday that this happened, but the kids started to, 
you know you could see that kids could practice sharing 
ideas, building on each other’s ideas, disagreeing about an 
idea. To me, I don’t feel it’s a technology program. I tried to 
get that kind of experience where kids can practice sharing 
ideas, improving ideas, disagreeing. I think to me, that’s one 
of the best outcomes.”

The class also fostered a way for the community members 
to know each other better who would have otherwise not 

Figure 4. Children investigating their own library.
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have interacted with each other. For instance, in the parent 
interview quotes many parents mentioned how they got to 
know their neighbors better. “I think him (the patron’s son) 
being here, we’ve definitely recognized a lot more of our 
neighbors. So, the kids that he goes to school with, when 
we see them at the Farmer’s Market and stuff, it’s like, ‘Oh 
hey, we know you’ So that’s one thing, making connections 
in the community.” (Parent’s quote).

Reaction 2: Tensions and difficulties of inviting multiple voices for 
inclusion. While there was value in providing a space to 
engage with the community as there were many stakehold-
ers involved in the process, sometimes the ideas were not 
building up toward a specific direction; rather they were 
going in multiple directions. In the video data, we often 
heard graduate students ask the children “Should we com-
bine the ideas together?.” But there was no reply and the 
children all continued to work on their own design. Figure 5 
shows an example of each member of the group working on 
their own idea. In the interviews, the graduate students 
expressed confusion about who and when the final decision 
should be made to move forward with one idea. The follow-
ing quote shows Emily (graduate student) stating about the 
need for connections and building up the ideas:

“There were some moments I feel like some of our sessions 
weren’t as connected to our ultimate goal and if we did it over 
again, I wouldn’t have them or I would structure them very 
differently. Like they were still very fun and they ended up 
being very good in terms of relationship building but. . . the 
way they were organized I definitely don’t think gave us any 
directly useful . . . information.”

This quote demonstrates how some of the sessions were 
“fun” and an enjoyable activity for both children and 

adults, however it remains questionable to the students 
how much of the session was informational from a design 
point of view in moving forward with coming up with 
solutions to different problems. This may be due to the fact 
that everyone was making sure that not a single person was 
dominating the session but valuing all voices equally. 
However, as the public library space is not only for one 
specific group of people through the design sessions, the 
children and the graduate students were able to become 
aware of the people that were using the shared space and 
noticing their neighbors.

Discussion

Our implications point to important questions we must 
ask as academics and public librarians seek to unite theo-
retical foundations with real-world problems that com-
munities care about. Through this paper, we aim to help 
other practitioners and instructors structure similar pro-
grams designed to engage the public and to foster more 
information professionals who understand the complexi-
ties of working with diverse community members and 
therefore who can explore the best methods of doing so 
within an ABCS course.

The role of the librarian

We believe that one active role the librarian can play in the 
future is knowing the community in depth and identifying 
experts in the community to partner with the university for 
the ABCS course. In our class, the design group was work-
ing with a design problem regarding youth services in the 
library and the inclusion of new technologies. Therefore, 
the librarian recruited children in the community who 
wanted to be a part of the design sessions and wanted to 

Figure 5. Each child is working on their own design ideas.
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share their design ideas with the graduate students and the 
local librarian. Prior literature suggests (Clarke et al., 
2020; Koh and Abbas (2016), Lee and Phillips (2018); Yip 
et al., 2020) that one of the changing roles of the librarians 
is moving away from the expert model to becoming a 
facilitator.

In our paper, we document what it meant to facilitate a 
design session by partnering with a public library through 
an ABCS course. We believe that the connection the 
librarian made of identifying the community members to 
join the sessions was crucial in creating a space for the 
patrons to engage in an academically based community 
service course. The children were able to join the group of 
university students because families had existing trust 
toward the librarian. If the graduate students had to recruit 
the children it would take longer to build relationships and 
identify community members to be involved. In this 
sense, we argue that the proximity between the commu-
nity members (patrons) and the librarian were closer than 
the researchers.

In addition to knowing the community, librarians can 
take on the role of developing partnerships with people 
from groups who have been marginalized in the commu-
nity. Students in our course expressed an interest to partner 
with the LGBTQ community, elderly people, and mem-
bers from the accessibility community. In order for more 
ABCS classes to occur which the university resources and 
research funds can be used with and for the community for 
transformation and change, we believe the librarians need 
to identify these experts in the community. This is espe-
cially crucial as it has always been a mission in the LIS 
community to advance our information practices where 
the discourses centered on marginality of the community 
(Kitzie et al., 2022). However, for public libraries, as not 
all librarians have the full bandwidth to connect with the 
patrons this ABCS course gives indications of the role of 
higher education like universities of working alongside 
with the librarian. Our findings significance shows that the 
ABCS model was different from the traditional service-
learning models where service was provided to the mar-
ginalized community as being perceived deficient whereas 
the ABCS course empowered patrons to be on a level play-
ing field.

The role of the researcher/instructor from the 
university

For instructors who plan to engage in ABCS courses, it 
could be useful to structure enough time within sessions 
where the community members can build relationships 
with the students and learn about the culture of how 
researchers present ideas, how ideas are clustered, and 
how final decisions are made. From our findings we argue 
that the method we utilized participatory design can be the 
vehicle of CI to occur. Participatory design (Druin, 2002; 

Kensing and Blomberg, 1998; Muller and Druin, 2010) 
was utilized throughout the course of being design part-
ners. The class structure of students engaging in participa-
tory design sessions with the community allowed for the 
plurality of viewpoints to be shared and discussed. In LIS, 
the community inquiry (CI) researchers emphasize the 
importance of putting the community member at the center 
(Bishop and Bruce, 2006). We add upon the work of CI of 
understanding how such concepts of centering the com-
munity can be taken into action and how the instructors 
can structure the course for ABCS. In the ABCS course 
which we view as a concept narrower than CI, we were 
actively teaching students on exploring different methods 
and techniques in communicating with the users which is 
not much discussed in CI literature. As shown in our find-
ings, we hypothesize that one way to increase participation 
in library programing is to invite community voices 
through design problems like in the vignette we just shared 
where ideas evolved when everyone had a chance to dis-
cuss their interpretation of the problem.

Different from prior service learning courses that cen-
tered the practice portion, in our class, the dual nature of 
the curriculum (half theory learning and reflection in the 
classroom, half active engagement in design challenges 
with youth) provided the right amount of comfort and dis-
comfort. We have also learned that the instructor of the 
class and the graduate students need to understand that 
their actions would affect other library programs and the 
librarian who was in charge of programing. In cases where 
a session might be considered a “failure,” the stakes were 
higher for the librarian who was directly and consistently 
working with the community (while in class failure is con-
sidered a learning point). Therefore, in planning such ses-
sions, while there can be many opportunities for students 
to be creative in the problem space, creativity should not 
come at the cost of creating a fun and safe experience at 
the library.

Coming together as a group

In the ABCS course, all stakeholders’ roles shifted toward 
being co-designers over time. Everyone was positioned as a 
designer in this class (librarians, children, and students). 
The graduate students and the instructors became practition-
ers that needed to work alongside the community members. 
However, we noticed how the tension arose when each 
group gravitated toward their core roles (Hicks et al., 2015) 
such as graduate students meeting class requirements and 
librarians complying to library policies. Our understanding 
of what is “good” service may be different which shows in 
our findings of the time spent in understanding each other. 
For instance, while we were not able to collect direct data of 
occurrences our authors noticed how there were conflicts of 
value during the program. The graduate students and chil-
dren were eager to try out new attempts for programing.
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On the other hand, the librarians had policies that they 
had to comply with regarding equity, logistics, and time 
commitment that were complex when they tried to do 
something new. The complexity of library culture is hard 
to grasp when immersed in a university setting and there 
are difficulties in discussing topics like one’s working 
hours and commitments to the project. We build upon prior 
work on Haddow and Klobas (2004) how the culture and 
communication gap in theory and practice manifested in 
our ABCS course. Our findings indicate that one way of 
reducing the gap is by making the different roles explicit to 
each other and making efforts for intense communication 
such as having weekly meetings and a shared space of 
documentation. Below we give a summary of certain 
action items each stakeholder can take in the process of 
conducting an ABCS class utilizing participatory design 
methods.

Role of the researcher/instructor. Coming together does not 
come naturally, within the design session (when the stu-
dents meet with the community), have a list of questions 
that are vague enough that sparks conversations but where 
everyone can participate. In our findings we shared how 
each group had a different definition of what “good” 
library service could look like. Create separate documenta-
tions for students and community partners regarding the 
goals. The community members do not need to be over-
whelmed by the details of the research but the researcher 
can focus more on stating the experience the community 
members may have (connecting with the graduate stu-
dents, co-designing with materials, and sharing out ideas).

Separate tasks when creating courses of what is consid-
ered research and what is considered practice and guide 
both the groups of students and partnering practitioners. 
Prior research states about the confusion when research 
and practice is merged as each have separate goals 
(Haddow and Klobas, 2004). We have learned from our 
studies that all work should be visible to the other stake-
holders such as the librarians being able to be exposed to 
the assignments the students were writing about.

As roles merged of everyone becoming a researcher 
and a designer, confusions can arise. The researcher can 
directly assign possible roles to the community partners 
such as asking a child to help with attendance or recording, 
and asking the librarians to make sure to secure a space in 
the library. Certain roles can be changed but it is important 
to make such roles visible.

Role of the librarian: David Lankes in the Atlas of New 
Librarianship pointed out that “If you state librarianship 
based on a set of tasks and functions you end up with a lot 
of confusion and understandable concern about the future.” 
The world view on librarians, which Lankes suggests and 
a view we view crucially, is that “The mission of librarians 
is to improve society through facilitating knowledge crea-
tion in their communities” (Lankes, 2011). From our find-
ings, we have shared a case study of where part of a 

university class was able to turn into library programing 
where the community members worked alongside with the 
students from the university. Asking university instructors 
for the course syllabus is a start for creating potential part-
ners. “What is the goal of the course, is there a space where 
I can connect students to some of our patrons” are certain 
questions a librarian can ask. From our case study, we are 
showing how all stakeholders can benefit from the ABCS 
course. As stated in the changing roles of librarians 
(Norlander et al., 2020), we also emphasize how the librar-
ians can actively engage in research by being involved in 
an ABCS class. For future work, this class does not need to 
only occur in the MLIS program but librarians can partner 
with multiple different departments and the starting point 
is connecting with the instructor of the class as all students 
can benefit from doing practice work and to facilitate the 
discourse regarding information practices.

Conclusion

In this paper, we incorporated the ABCS model (a form of 
service learning that centers the community while engag-
ing in research) in LIS education. In offering an ABCS 
course where we partnered with a library, we learned that 
we need to be reflective of the community members that 
we are engaging in our methods. Despite our attempts to 
mitigate power dynamics using participatory design, there 
are still tensions when engaging multiple stakeholders. We 
propose that graduate students might not always under-
stand their role and may experience challenges when 
working in a dynamic setting while children and their par-
ents might not understand (or even care about) the aca-
demic side of Academically Based Community Service. 
These tensions help explain why it is still difficult for more 
LIS programs to offer Academically Based Community 
Service in the curriculum. Our contribution from this paper 
is three-folds, first, as opposed to only stating the opportu-
nities of service learning courses, our findings share the 
tensions discussed by our community partners when work-
ing with the university. Our second contribution is that our 
findings show detailed vignettes of how the instructor set 
up the course for relationships to be built and a space for 
idea elaboration to occur and state how the different stake-
holders experienced the program which future instructor 
and practitioners can consider when developing partners. 
Lastly, based on our interview data from all groups of 
stakeholders, we share future roles and mindsets librarians 
and information professionals can take when developing a 
partnership for mutual success. Our experience conducting 
an Academically Based Community Service as part of an 
LIS curriculum suggests actions for more engagement 
with the communities that we serve as members of librar-
ies for information service.

We also believe that for an ABCS class, the person who 
may start the steering wheel of the project is the researcher/
instructor from the university. After the project is initiated 
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the responsibilities can be passed on to the community 
members of how they want to proceed. For instance, cur-
rently in 2022 the teen volunteers have started to lead the 
session to support the librarians in their community 
(Roldan et al., 2022) which was initiated from the ABCS 
course. This indicates how the ABCS course eventually 
led in allowing the patrons to later lead and take ownership 
of their own public library.
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