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 For undergraduate users of college and university libraries, reference services 

stand out as an impactful influence on the research practices and information behaviors 

that guide students through their current coursework and whatever postgraduate and 

doctoral research the future may hold. The importance of reference services is 

highlighted by the numerous studies of undergraduate users that focus on generational 

differences in library help-seeking (Ismail, 2010), preferences towards traditional and 

technologically-enabled reference services (Sobel, 2009; Naylor et al, 2008), and the 

overall impact of reference services on undergraduate research practices (Jacoby & 

O’Brien, 2005). In addition to the impact of reference services on research behaviors, 

several researchers have identified academic discipline as an influential force in the 

information practices of undergraduate students, graduate students, and professional 

academics. Findings have illustrated the behavioral differences of undergraduate 

researchers as divided along general disciplinary lines (Whitmire, 2002) illustrating the 

importance of studying disciplinarily-distinct behaviors in the context of research and 

information behaviors. While the aforementioned studies provide useful insight into the 

two important influences of reference service usage and domain-specific research 

practices, a lacuna exists as these studies fail to develop research foci that target a 



specific academic discipline and, in turn, present researchers as a homogenous mass 

of indistinct information behavior and research practices, disregarding the subject-

specific variances that may very well exist within particular academic domains. 

Considering the amount of information that has been generated on the topic of broad 

disciplinary differences in research practices and library use, it is important that 

research be conducted to identify what, if any, subject-specific trends exist in terms of 

reference service usage and the impact thereof on research behavior. 

 Due to the lack of current research in this specific area, this study proposes to 

identify a sample group of undergraduate students from a similar subject background in 

order to obtain answers to the following research questions: 

1. What reference services do undergraduate English majors use and how 

frequently do they use them? 

2. What causes undergraduate English majors to access reference services? 

3. How do reference services influence the information behaviors of undergraduate 

English majors? 

4. What trends, if any, can be identified within this subject-specific sample group? 

For the purposes of this study, the researchers have identified undergraduate 

English majors as an appropriate subject-specific sample group as they represent 

scholars with a distinct subject focus while maintaining identifiable inclusion in a broader 

disciplinary body, namely the humanities. In order to establish a set of exploratory 

findings, subjects will be selected from junior- and senior-level undergraduate students 

at the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. 



 While this study proposes to focus on a highly distinct sample group, the 

methodological approach and resultant findings will provide useful information for 

librarians and information specialist across all academic subjects and disciplines. By 

studying a limited user base, this research will identify the existence of usage trends 

within subject-specific groups, supporting the need for further study into other 

disciplinary user bases in order to perform comparative analysis. Additionally, the 

findings of this study will help to establish the groundwork for future research by 

establishing the relevance of subject-specific distinctions to the study of information 

behavior and research practices within the context of disciplinarily-distinct academic 

sample groups. 

Literature Review 

 Several studies focus on the undergraduate use of the reference services 

available at academic libraries of various universities and colleges and the lasting 

impacts thereof. Sobel (2009) studied first-year undergraduate use of reference 

services at the R.B. House Undergraduate Library at UNC Chapel Hill in order to 

determine the effectiveness of the library’s promotional initiatives (365). Similarly, 

Naylor, Stoffel, and Van Der Laan (2008) and Ismail (2010) completed studies of 

reference services use at Illinois State University’s Milner Library and Marywood 

University’s library respectively in order to identify preferred means of access to 

reference services in an increasingly tech-oriented educational environment. Lastly, 

Jacoby and O’Brien (2005) developed a study that further illustrated the impact of 

reference service use on individual research behaviors among undergraduate subjects 

in the social sciences (325). Collectively, these studies found that at least 50% of 



students surveyed were aware of available reference services and that a smaller portion 

had availed themselves of these services (Sobel, 2009, 366-367; Ismail, 2010, 16; 

Naylor et al, 2008, 348). While Jacoby & O’Brien (2005) identified a slightly smaller 

percentage of subjects that visited the library – only 46.4% – their samples found that 

63% of subjects indicated learning of new research techniques and materials through 

reference interactions (331). 

 Preferences for accessing reference services were identified, indicating that 

traditional in-person reference transactions remain the most desired means of access 

(Naylor et al, 2008, 348), most likely due to a persistent impression that reference 

librarians possess the necessary skills and willingness to assist with student research 

needs (Sobel, 2009, 368). These studies also uncovered a generally reserved student 

attitude towards tech-mediated reference services that employ social media, instant 

messaging, and texting (Naylor et al, 2008, 349). In terms of actual use, however, Sobel 

(2009) finds that of questions asked of reference librarians, only 27.6% were related to 

reference or research topics, highlighting the gap between the intended use of 

reference services and their actual use. In addition to the findings on reference usage, 

these studies indicate that the in-person interactions with reference staff – in the form of 

library instruction sessions or reference interviews – had a positive effect on student 

research behaviors with a majority of surveyed students indicating that they felt 

confident locating materials without assistance and performing self-guided research 

activities, granting credence to the understanding that librarian intervention establishes 

a foundation of positive practice that carries through to future research behavior (Ismail, 

2010, 16-17; Jacoby & O’Brien, 2005, 331).  



 While these studies provide insight into the use of reference services by 

undergraduate students, they contain several gaps that render their findings incomplete 

for the purposes of our analysis. First, these studies focus on undergraduate user 

populations as an indistinct disciplinary mass, providing little or no indication of what 

behavioral variances may occur between students of different majors. Even though 

some of the studies captured student majors as a piece of demographic data, samples 

consisted of disciplinarily-diffuse subjects from education, communication, business, 

political science, literature, and psychology departments (Naylor et al, 2008, 347; 

Jacoby & O’Brien, 2005, 328) rendering conclusions on subject-specific behaviors 

impossible. This is only a slight improvement over Sobel (2009) and Ismail (2010), both 

of whom failed to gather any data on their subjects’ majors. Lastly, the studies fail to 

adequately identify the impact that reference service use has on later research behavior 

among the identified sample groups by focusing solely on frequency and type of 

reference service use. Even though both Ismail (2010) and Jacoby & O’Brien (2005) 

identify potential correlation between reference service use and confidence with locating 

library resources, they do not dive deeper into the matter by identifying approaches to 

research and information seeking behavior that have been influenced by the available 

reference services. Instead, they merely skim the surface, indicating that more research 

is needed to properly understand this correlative relationship. 

 Stone (1982), Bates, Siegfried, & Wilde (1995), Wiberly & Jones (1989), 

Whitmire (2002), and Barrett (2005) completed studies that focused on the information 

behavior and research practices within and without the library context, providing 

important additional insight to the aforementioned studies on reference usage: to 



understand the value of reference services, it is important to grasp their impact – or lack 

thereof - on research behaviors that occurs outside of the reference interview or library 

setting. Additionally, while the previous studies drew very little distinction across 

educational disciplines, all of these studies focus on disciplinarily-distinct sample groups 

(namely, the humanities), illustrating the important behavioral trends that can be 

developed within a narrowly defined sample population. Stone (1982) and Bates, 

Siegfried, & Wilde (1995) document the historic lack of research on the information 

behaviors of humanists and present exploratory findings on the specialized practices of 

humanists in traditional and tech-enabled settings. Most notably, Stone (1982), quoting 

Perry Morrison, DLS1, cautions against the application of “generalized profiles” of 

information behavior to disciplinarily-distinct scholars as they “[...]tend to hide variations 

within groups which may be as great as differences between them” (303), placing in 

stark relief the importance of maintaining an atomic focus when studying the research 

behaviors of a particular scholarly community. 

 Following the trajectory established by Stone (1982) and Bates, Siegfried, & 

Wilde (1995), Wiberly & Jones (1985), Whitmire (2002), and Barrett (2005) developed 

surveys that sought to identify behavioral trends among professional academics and 

graduate students within the humanities discipline (Wiberly & Jones; Barrett) as well as 

the information behaviors of a large sample of undergraduate students whose 

disciplines were identified using a Biglan scale of academic discipline 2(Whitmire, 631). 

                                                             
1 Morrison, P. (1979). Since Bath: A review of published information transfer studies in the social and behavioral 
sciences, 1974 through 1978. Behavioral & Social Sciences Librarian. 1(1). 5-22. 
2The Biglan Scale identifies academic disciplines along three different axis: Hard : Soft disciplines; Pure : Applied 
disciplines; and Life : Non-Life disciplines. For the purposes of this study, the identified sample group (i.e. 
undergraduate English majors) is considered within the humanities classification of the Biglan Scale and is 
therefore identified as a Soft, Pure, Non-Life discipline. 



Wiberly & Jones (1985) found that humanists exhibited markedly individualistic research 

behaviors, tending to spend the majority of their working time alone (639) and declining 

the assistance of librarians excepting instances when interactions with special 

collections librarians are required (641). Barrett’s (2005) findings reiterate this sentiment 

within humanities graduate students, claiming that they view librarians as a means of 

accessing “hard-to-find works,” or, as he explicates in greater detail “[M]ost participants 

of this study utilized librarians mainly for tracking down specific works: a valuable 

service yes, but one that does not reach out to those in the more formative early stages 

of the program” (330). This reticence to accept librarian assistance might be credited 

with a self-limiting behavior Wiberly & Jones (1985) observed in humanist scholars who, 

rather than seek help in navigating complex bibliographies and indexes, rely on “one or 

two sources that they returned to repeatedly” (643). And even though Whitmire (2002) 

identifies humanities undergraduates as the overall best undergraduate researchers in 

her study – measured based on library resource usage and librarian engagement (634-

636) – Barrett (2005) maintains that the largest influences on graduate research 

initiation and information retrieval behaviors is not library usage, but rather the example 

set by graduate or doctoral advisors (326-328). From these studies, it can be seen that 

influences on research behavior and library usage are not static and that they change 

over time depending on an individual’s academic contexts and scholastic seniority. 

 Although the above-mentioned studies provide a solid conceptual background for 

the importance of disciplinary distinction to the study of research behaviors, they all 

suffer from a lack of disciplinary distinction in their sampling insomuch as they fail to 

explore the further subject-specific distinctions that exist within the broad disciplines that 



are their focus. While Stone (1982) and Bates, Siegfried, & Wilde (1995) bemoan the 

lack of scholarship available on the research and information behaviors of humanists, 

they would be equally well-served to acknowledge the potential subject-specific 

variations within the humanities and the startling lack of research thereof. Similarly, 

Wiberly & Jones (1985) and Barrett (2005) maintain a topical focus on the humanities 

as a homogenous set of scholars with identical research behaviors while Whitmire 

(2002) regards the humanities as only a single point within a much larger sample group 

of pan-disciplinary comparison. Considering the focus of our study on the specific 

behaviors of a highly specific sample group – undergraduate English majors – the 

findings of these studies, while important, provide only limited insight on our research 

goals. In particular, they highlight the need for further research into subject-specific 

research behaviors within larger disciplinary groups. 

 In addition to the unsatisfactory disciplinary distinction of these studies, none of 

them appear to appropriately associate reference service experience to later research 

proficiency. Stone (1982), Wiberly & Jones (1985), and Barrett (2005) present models of 

humanist research behavior that views scholarly research and library services as two 

distinct intellectual realms that interact only when required by the need for access to 

special library holdings. Additionally, Whitmire (2002) upholds the value of academic 

libraries and reference services as influences on student research behavior but fails to 

extend her findings into future research practices that occur without librarian 

intervention or outside the confines of the physical library. In light of the findings 

presented in Jacoby & O’Brien (2005), the importance of library services as an influence 



on research behavior cannot be ignored and present an additional dimension for the 

advancement of the research as presented by the studies included here. 

Methodology 

 The focus of this study is to document the reference service usage and research 

behaviors of a subject-specific sample group, thereby answering research questions 

regarding these behaviors and any possible relationships between them. Considering 

the exploratory nature of this research, a qualitative approach will be implemented in 

order to identify general data and subjective attitudes and impressions from the sample 

group. Data will be collected through in-person interviews. The interview is designed to 

address three conceptual areas that align with the stated research questions of this 

study and are therefore codified for easier analysis after initial interviews are completed 

(Appendix 1). These areas are 1) usage of reference services, 2) causative event or 

influence for reference services use, and 3) impact of reference services on research 

behavior. Initial interviews will be recorded and later transcribed. After transcription, the 

interviews will be codified in order to facilitate easy collection of data on word usage 

frequency and content analysis of attitudinal language regarding reference services, 

usage, and research behaviors. While codification may produce some useful numerical 

data, the primary goal of the study is to produce qualitative data regarding reference 

services usage and research behaviors; therefore, the study results will mainly feature 

analysis of interviewee responses and quotations that are deemed highly illustrative or 

interesting. 

 As was previously stated, our sample group will be garnered from undergraduate 

English majors at Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. Considering the 



specific demographic restrictions on our subjects, study participants will be gathered 

directly from the English department. Faculty and staff will be enlisted to make 

announcements to their class members regarding the study, including pertinent 

information about contacting the investigators and any potential compensation for 

participation. With faculty approval, the investigators will visit the classes in order to 

directly address any student questions about the research and to enlist participants if 

possible. Participants will then email the investigators in order to schedule a 30-60 

minute appointment during which the interview will be held. In order to obtain a useful 

amount of data, 10-12 participants are desired. Although it is not included in the desired 

data set for the study, interviewees will be asked to provide simple demographic 

information regarding age, gender, class year, and any additional disciplinary affiliation 

(i.e. double majors, minors, concentrations, &c.) in order to identify any additional trends 

within the sample group. 

  



Appendix 1 

Interview 

 One-on-one interview setting to be conducted over a 30-60 minute session 

 Audio recorder to be present (use only with interviewee agreement) 

Conceptual areas 

1. Usage of reference 
services 

2. Causative event or 
influence for reference 
services use 

3. Impact of reference 
services on research 
behavior 

 

Questions 

i. What is your name? (Please note that names will not be included in the final 

research) 

ii. How old are you? 

iii. What year are you? (Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, Senior, Other) 

iv. What is your major? 

v. Do you have any other academic goals? (Double majors, minors, concentrations) 

 

1. How frequently do you visit the library and what type of work do you complete there? 

a. Do you have any regular time of day or scheduled period during which you 

visit the library? 

b. Do you use the library to work on papers? Do homework? Group work? 

2. What type of help do you look for at the library and how frequently do you look for 

help? 



a. Considering how frequently you visit the library, what percentage of the time 

do you seek assistance at the library? (Refer to 1) 

b. What type of assistance do you look for? 

c. Do you look for assistance with any particular task or type of task? 

d. Who do you speak to when you need assistance? Where do you go to find 

someone to assist you? 

e. Can you describe a particular interaction in which you needed help at the 

library?  

i. What were you doing?  

ii. Why did you need help?  

iii. Did you receive help?  

iv. Who provided it? 

3. What motivates you to ask for assistance in the library? 

a. Is there anything you can identify that makes you want to seek out assistance 

in the library? 

b. Considering the type of assistance you seek when at the library, why do you 

think this particular type of assistance is desirable, useful? (Refer to 2b, 2c) 

c. Do you ever feel as though you need help but do not seek it out? 

d. Can you describe why you do not seek out assistance in particular situations? 

4. What are your research behaviors? 

a. Please describe your research behaviors. Describe how you go about 

collecting information for a class assignment or a paper. 



b. How has the help you have received at the library influenced the way you 

conduct research or gather information? 

c. After receiving assistance in the library, how do you feel about your research 

behaviors? 

d. After receiving assistance in the library, how do you feel about continuing 

your research either with or without assistance? 
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