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In this chapter, we explore the development of student success librarianship as
a form of professional boundary work among academic librarians in the United
States. Rooted in the sociology of professions, boundary work is a framework
for understanding how professional groups demarcate their areas of expertise
and win support from public, political, and legal authorities. In a 1983 arti-
cle published by the American Sociological Review titled “Boundary-Work and
the Demarcation of Science from Non-Science: Strains and Interests in Profes-
sional Ideologies of Scientists,” sociologist Thomas Gieryn introduced the term
“boundary work”! In the article, Gieryn analyzes the rhetorical maneuvering
of a select group of nineteenth- and twentieth-century scientists struggling for
cultural authority as well as symbolic and material resources. Like Gieryn’s scien-
tists, who also faced limited resources and precarious employment, academic
librarians today are defining their work and finding ways to communicate their
value to colleagues, stakeholders, policymakers, and resource allocators both in
and outside the academy.

We use Gieryn’s framework of boundary work to better understand how
academic librarians demarcate student success librarianship from other forms
and types of librarianship. We begin by defining boundary work and identifying
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its essential principles. Then, we identify forms of boundary work in academic
librarianship. Next, we explore participation, practices, and professionalism in
the context of student success librarianship. Finally, instead of defining student
success librarianship in the simplest of terms, we propose a rhetorical approach
to promote the advancement of student success librarianship and, consequently,
the library’s role in supporting the students who need it most. Borrowing from
Gieryn, we argue that, much like the field of science, student success librarian-
ship is not a single thing; rather, its boundaries will be drawn and redrawn in
flexible, ever-changing, and ambiguous ways.

Boundary Work

In his case study on nineteenth- and twentieth-century scientific debates,
Thomas Gieryn analyzes the rhetorical maneuvering of scientists as they clashed
with religious authority, mechanics, phrenologists, creationists, and other profes-
sional groups challenging their cultural authority and offers a framework for
understanding how occupational groups struggle to transform into professions.
Gieryn focuses on the “attribution of selected characteristics to the institution
of science (i.e., to its practitioners, methods, stock of knowledge, values, and
work organization) for purposes of constructing a social boundary that distin-
guishes some intellectual activities as ‘non-science.”? Further, he conceptualized
boundary work as a “rhetorical style” in which scientists, “sometimes hoping to
enlarge the material and symbolic resources of scientists or to defend profes-
sional autonomy,” define science for the public, political, and legal authorities.’
Rhetorical moves and the drawing of social boundaries (i.e., soft power) become
material gains (i.e., hard power) when public, political, and legal authorities
award resources and control to one group over another (see table 2.1).*

TABLE 2.1. Forms of boundary work power

Soft Rhetoric; articulating social boundaries
power

Example:

Scientists invoke their practices, stock of knowledge, values, and work
organization to demarcate their areas of authority.

Hard Resources; actualizing social boundaries

power Example:

Public, political, and legal institutions recognize the authority of
scientists, and scientists are given resources to carry out their objectives.
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TABLE 2.2. Forms of boundary work

Participants Practices Professionalism
Expansion Incorporating Incorporating new | Incorporating new
new actors practices knowledge, values,
and work organization
Expulsion Expelling Expelling deviant | Expelling deviant
deviant actors practices forms and values
Protection of | Keeping out non- | Defense of ability | Defense from non-
autonomy science actors to define correct professional outsiders
practices

Gieryn wrote about participants (i.e., practitioners), practices (i.e., methods),
and professionalism (i.e., stock of knowledge, values, and work organization)
in the context of science and non-science, identifying three genres of bound-
ary work: expansion, expulsion, and protection of autonomy (see table 2.2).°
Expansion-based boundary work is concerned with incorporating new actors,
practices, and knowledge into the field, whereas expulsion-based boundary work
is concerned with expelling deviant actors, practices, forms, and values. Each
of these forms of boundary work is closely related to professionalism and the
protection of autonomy. The scientists in Gieryn’s study worked to limit the influ-
ence of outsiders and defend their ability to define correct professional practices.

Scholars have since applied Gieryn’s framework of boundary work to other
fields, such as journalism, nursing, and social work, among many others.®
Although the framework is seldom applied to librarianship, Williams and
Willett have both written about boundary work in public libraries, exploring
makerspaces, multiliteracy, homelessness, and librarians as educators, expanding
public librarianship to include new actors, practices, and knowledge.”

Boundary Work in Academic
Librarianship

Sociologists point to law and medicine as the quintessential professions, as they
are among the few vocations in the United States to successfully transition from
occupational practice to professional practice by developing specialized knowl-
edge, forming professional associations, establishing codes of ethics, and licens-
ing or certifying members to win public confidence and approval.® Librarianship
has certainly pursued the type of power wielded by professions like law and
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medicine, and the field has generally won broad approval for much of its agenda
(see table 2.3). For instance, librarianship has developed specialized knowledge
in the form of graduate degree programs, which are typically required for entry
into the field of academic librarianship. There are also library professional orga-
nizations like the American Library Association (ALA) and the Association of
College and Research Libraries (ACRL) and librarian codes of ethics like the
ALA Policy Manual, the ALA Library Bill of Rights, and the ALA’s Core Values
of Librarianship.

TABLE 2.3. Forms of boundary work power in librarianship

Soft power | Librarians invoke their practices, stock of knowledge, values, and
work organization to demarcate their areas of authority.

Hard power | Public, political, and legal institutions recognize the authority of
librarians, and librarians are given resources to carry out their
objectives.

However, most sociologists refer to librarianship as a semiprofession and place
it alongside other semiprofessions such as social work, teaching, and nursing.
Semiprofessions are distinguished from full professions on the grounds that
the former are typically employed within a bureaucratic system, may not carry
the expectation of a lifelong career, and are considered to lack the specialized
expertise required in law or medicine.” While librarianship may not be viewed
as a profession on the level of law or medicine, it has nonetheless been capable
of converting some of its soft power into the hard power of material gains."
For example, library employees with professional degrees from ALA-accredited
institutions operate with more autonomy and earn more than library employees
who do not have a professional degree from an ALA-accredited institution."

Examples of boundary work in the field of academic librarianship abound.
Over time, the form and function of academic libraries in higher education have
expanded as institutional priorities and stakeholder expectations have changed
(see table 2.4). In their study of jobs advertised on the ALA JobLIST and ARL
Job Announcements websites, Triumph and Beile identified new actors in librar-
ianship, including new positions related to access services, assessment, outreach,
scholarly communication, and user services, and including titles like general
librarian, liaison, and resident."” Academic librarianship has also carved out a
place for new practices, like digitizing and teaching, in addition to reimagin-
ing traditional practices like collecting through conscious diversification of the
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TABLE 2.4. Forms of boundary work in academic librarianship

Participants Practices Professionalism
Expansion | Incorporating new Incorporating new | Incorporating new
actors practices knowledge, values,
work organization
Example: Example: Example:
access services, diversifying course management

collections,

assessment, g S software, integrated
general librarian, teaching, digitizing | (jprary systems,
liaison, outreach, online chat
resident, scholarly platforms, and
communication, and discovery systems

user services librarian

library’s holdings not only in books, films, and music but also in government and
big data. In terms of professionalism, academic librarians have incorporated new
knowledge and tools—like course management software, online chat platforms,
integrated library systems, and discovery systems—not only to support student
achievement and streamline work routines but also to establish themselves as
campus authorities on access to and management of information resources and
software. As Carlson and Lewis put it, boundary work around professionalism
is about invoking specialized knowledge to claim exclusive epistemic authority."?

Forms of Boundary Work in
Student Success Librarianship

Amidst waning college enrollment in the 1970s, concerns about retention and
graduation rates began to surface in higher education. Around the same time,
Spady and Tinto developed theories of student retention, which argued that the
degree to which a student commits to pursuing a college education depends on
how well the student fits in with the wider campus culture.’ Waning enrollment
in the 1970s gave way to enrollment management in the 1980s, and admissions
offices began to collect and analyze student demographic data. When it became
evident that students in some demographic groups graduated at lower rates than
others, universities began to develop programming to promote student success."

Kuh et al. define student success as “academic achievement, engagement
in educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired
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knowledge, skills and competencies, persistence, attainment of educational
objectives, and post college performance.”'® As colleges and universities are
increasingly prioritizing student success initiatives, student success librarian-
ship, which incorporates new actors, practices, knowledge, values, and work
organizations, is emerging as a new form of professional boundary work among
academic librarians.

Participants

The boundary work around participation in academic librarianship has drawn
aline between academic librarians and other groups or types of librarians (such
as public and school librarians). Academic librarians are redrawing the bound-
aries around academic librarianship to incorporate a new type of participant:
librarians who are focused on student success (see table 2.5).

In their study on librarians’ changing roles and attitudes regarding student
success in higher education, Simms and Paschke-Wood provide important insights
into the rise of student success librarianship.”” In their survey of academic librarians
in the student success sphere (i.e., student success librarians, first-year experience
librarians, student engagement librarians, and undergraduate librarians), 75 percent
of respondents reported that their positions were created after 2017; 90 percent of
respondents reported working at public institutions; and a little more than half of
respondents reported working at institutions with at least 10,000 enrolled students.
Academic librarians working in the student success sphere were more likely to be
recent graduates than academic librarians working in other areas.'

In a 2018 article published by the Journal of Academic Librarianship, Todori-
nova examines the emergence of new types of positions within academic libraries
that are dedicated to specific demographic groups, especially undergraduate
students.” This article aptly compares these positions to other library roles (such
as outreach librarians) that developed in the past. Like the outreach librarians
of the early twenty-first century, undergraduate and first-year librarians tend to
be situated at the entry-level and are paid very little relative to the value of their
contributions. Todorinova adds that these positions are often designed to address
newly identified needs yet also include job duties that are traditional to academic
librarianship. Because their roles are new, undergraduate and first-year librarians
are dependent on supervisors who must negotiate “their role and responsibilities
within the organization*
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TABLE 2.5. Forms of boundary work in student success librarianship

Participants

Practices

Professionalism

Expansion

Incorporating new
actors

Incorporating new
practices

Incorporating
new knowledge,
values, and work
organization

Example: Example: Example:

student success information learning analytics,
librarian, first-year | literacy instruction, well-being,
librarian, student | interdepartmental liaison roles with

engagement collaborations, nonacademic units,
librarian, and outreach, orientations, | sense of belonging,
undergraduate engagement with and academic self-
librarian campus student concept

success infrastructure,
and experiential
learning

Practices

Academic librarianship is expanding its boundaries to incorporate new practices
designed to support student success (see table 2.5). According to Todorinova,
there is no consensus regarding what undergraduate librarians do or how their
work is organized on a regular basis.* Ill-defined responsibilities make it difficult
for them to have their objectives negotiated and evaluated, so undergraduate
librarians have struggled to develop their professional reputations and articulate
their duties to other members of the university community. However, others have
found that academic librarians in the student success sphere have reported many
common duties and practices.

Angell asked academic librarians dedicated to serving first-year students to
describe their professional responsibilities and campus partnerships.?> About
74 percent of respondents named information literacy instruction as one of
their three primary job responsibilities. More than half of respondents reported
that their duties included collaborating with first-year experience programs
and departments that serve first-year and new students. Other common duties
included outreach, orientations, and event planning. Deeken et al. explored
student success practices and point to an expanding set of common practices
among student success librarians, including engagement with campus student
success infrastructure (e.g., student success programs and offices, first-year
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experience and/or composition programs, and student affairs departments),
experiential learning, high-impact practices, and designing creative learning
spaces and collaborations.” Simms and Paschke-Wood surveyed thirty-four
student success librarians; all but two reported having teaching responsibilities,
and more than 80 percent listed information literacy instruction as their primary
teaching priority.**

Professionalism

Academic librarianship is incorporating new knowledge, values, and work
organizations that communicate to stakeholders that academic librarians, and
student success librarians in particular, are the most qualified to serve the insti-
tution’s interest in retention and graduation (see table 2.5).

In the 2023 Environmental Scan, ACRLs Research Planning and Review
Committee state that university officials have driven assessment toward a
student-centered direction.” The assessment aimed at proving the worth and
influence of academic library services in higher education is not a recent devel-
opment; however, with the increase in worries about funding and the transition
of academic operations to a more business-centric model, the need to gather and
share significant indicators of impact, specifically related to graduation rates and
retention, has taken on a sense of urgency.* The 2023 Environmental Scan urges
academic librarians to update information literacy pedagogy, draw on institu-
tional data sources to assess library services, and identify the resources, services,
and programming support directed at student success initiatives developed by
their institutions.”

Some academic librarians are meeting these expectations by incorporating
new knowledge, values, and work organizations into academic librarianship. For
example, student success librarians are embracing and conceptualizing new values
such as fostering a sense of belonging and an academic self-concept in order to
take a more holistic approach to supporting students.?® At the same time, librar-
ians are also incorporating new knowledge and work routines by making use of
educational learning analytics. Learning analytics is defined as “the measurement,
collection, analysis, and reporting of data about learners and their contexts, for
purposes of understanding and optimizing learning and the environments in
which it occurs”® However, incorporating educational learning analytics into
academic librarianship is a topic fraught with controversy because some scholars
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believe that the enterprise of learning analytics runs counter to the guidance
given by ALAs Code of Ethics on topics ranging from intellectual freedom and
censorship to privacy and confidentiality.*® Therefore, few academic libraries fully
participate in educational learning analytics programs, although these programs
are still new enough that they can be influenced by academic librarians at the
institutional level —and some voices have proposed exactly that.* Student success
librarians are uniquely situated to initiate that dialogue. Even without sharing user
data regarding library services, student success librarians can make themselves
accessible to campus partners who use educational learning analytics platforms,
and they can use educational learning analytics to identify students who might
benefit from library interventions and to inform choices regarding the timing and
content of programming and communication campaigns.

Student success has been a priority for institutions of higher education since
the 1970s, and in recent years, academic librarianship has expanded its bound-
aries to incorporate new participants, practices, and professionalism to support
student success. The emergence of student success librarianship positions in
academic libraries is a relatively new phenomenon, and their roles are still being
defined and negotiated. The development of these roles presents unique chal-
lenges for practitioners, particularly given the expectation that they will also
execute traditional academic library tasks in addition to their new responsi-
bilities. At the same time, student success librarians are expanding their range
of practices to include new methods designed to support student success. As
the field of academic librarianship continues to evolve, it will be important to
continue exploring the development of student success librarianship as a form
of professional boundary work.

Conclusion

There is more to boundary work than professional groups developing ideologies
built around participants, practices, and professionalism. Gieryn integrated two
competing theoretical orientations in the sociology of ideologies, role strain and
self-interest, to explain the rhetorical style common to boundary work. This
integration of competing ideologies holds important lessons for student success
librarians who may be either struggling to define their work or caught between
serving institutional interests and the sometimes competing interests of students,
parents, colleagues, and faculty.
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The role strain theory assumes that social roles are essential to the proper
functioning of social systems and suggests that conflicting demands and compet-
ing expectations produce role strain, contradiction, and disequilibrium in profes-
sional groups.” Then, the members of the group develop ideologies to relieve the
role strain, contradiction, and disequilibrium. On the other hand, the self-in-
terest theory suggests that ideologies are used as weapons by particular social
groups to advance their political or economic interests.”* Gieryn argued that in
the context of boundary work, ideologies are capable of addressing both role
strain and self-interest. As a professional group acquires a range of practices and
stakeholders, it develops both role strain and a set of rhetorical moves to deploy
in a jurisdictional dispute with another group. When challenged, the professional
group tends to highlight particular attributes to differentiate itself from other
groups and win the approval of the public and political and legal authorities.
Self-interest guides the selection of which rhetorical move to invoke in order
to win support. The rhetorical style common to boundary work is borne out
of conflicting demands, competing expectations, role strain, and self-interest.

Academic librarians are entering a domain, student success, that was already
occupied by other university offices and programs, and academic librarians
(and student success librarians in particular) are facing conflicting demands
and competing expectations, resulting in a certain level of role strain. Let us
consider the following two examples. First, although institutions have defined
student success in the past, there are already calls for redefining student success
in ways that respect the students’ perspective.* In this situation, student success
librarians are likely to get caught between institutional definitions and student
needs. Second, student success librarians are likely to be the first librarians at
their institutions to encounter issues related to learning analytics. Once again,
in this situation, librarians are caught between competing priorities in such a
way that role strain becomes a likely outcome.

Student success librarians would be wise to follow the example set by the scien-
tists in Gieryn’s study and turn conflicting demands, competing expectations,
diverse practices, and alternative repertoires of role strain into a rhetorical style
that makes the capabilities of student success librarianship clear to each of its
constituencies, including students, parents, colleagues, and faculty. For students,
student success librarianship must articulate a vision of academic accomplish-
ment that accounts for a student-centered approach to defining success. To
parents, student success librarianship must articulate a vision of student success
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that foregrounds belonging and well-being. To colleagues, student success librar-
ianship must articulate a vision of foundational learning, information literacy,
and academic engagement. Finally, to the institution, student success librarian-
ship must articulate a vision of student success that values admission, campus
engagement, retention, and graduation. By embracing these sometimes varied
and competing priorities, librarians can turn the soft power of rhetoric into the
hard power of material resources, support, and authority. Documentation and
communication of the impact of student success librarian work is essential to
ensuring institutional awareness of otherwise invisible labor.

Student success librarianship cannot be a fixed concept because its boundaries
must be flexible enough to respond to the preferences and priorities of many
different stakeholders. Student success librarians who embrace the various and
sometimes conflicting dimensions of student success librarianship will be like
the scientists in Gieryn’s study who secured the resources necessary to ensure
their continued success.
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