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Background
History of the YALSA Research Agenda
The mission of the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA) is “to support library staff in alleviating 
the challenges teens face, and in putting all teens — especially those with the greatest needs — on the path to 
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All libraries and museums ð and the people they serve ð stand to beneýt from becoming more intentional 
and purposeful about accommodating the lifelong learning needs of people in the 21st century, and doing 
this work collaboratively in alignment with community needs.ò (Institute of Museum and Library Services, 
2009, p. 6)

Recently, IMLS turned its focus in part on better understanding how librarians can work to create 
participatory learning opportunities for their patrons. In their 2015 report, IMLS Focus: Learning in 
Libraries, the agency described how participatory learning can be a transformative experience when library 
staff embrace the elements of active learning and social learning when developing participatory learning 
programs for their patrons. Similarly, the 2016 Aspen Institute Report, Libraries in the Exponential Age 
notes, “As the role of the library evolves beyond access and lending to providing a platform for learning, 
innovation and creativity, libraries need to think in dramatically different ways and develop new approaches 
to their work in line with this changing role.ò (Garmer, p. 13)

The teens of today are part of an ever global and competitive society. They need skills sets that go beyond the 
traditional academic and into learning and innovation skills. Currently many teens lack these skills for job 
readiness and success for the future. There is opportunity for libraries to meet these needs in the physical 
and virtual spaces to provide connected learning opportunities with experts and community members 
(Braun et al., 2014, p. 3).

Research Questions
1. How does funding for teen services correlate to providing high impact informal and formal learning 

opportunities for teens?
2. What differences in college and career readiness do teens exhibit based on their participation in library-

related formal and informal learning opportunities?
3. How are young adult 21st century and emerging literacies skills supported and enhanced through the 

use of libraries?
4. What are the possible intersections between youth peer culture, interests, and academic subjects that 

library staff can use to build meaningful learning among youth that take advantage of both the library’s 
and the communityôs existing resources (virtual, human, community, etc.)?

5. How can library staff help teens develop emerging literacies, creating new ways of interaction and 
thinking?

6. How might library staff create opportunities for youth to connect their home, community and emerging 
literacies with traditional library programming?

7. How can the Connected Learning Framework be effectively employed in school and public libraries to 
develop meaningful and powerful literacies and 21st century skills instruction?

8. How does the integration of youth voice practices in teen library services have an impact on teen learning 
through libraries?

9. How can public libraries and schools work together to develop connected informal and formal learning 
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by Kyungwon Koh, and June Abbas, ñCompetencies Needed to Provide Teen Library Services of the Future: 
A Survey of Professionals in Learning Labs and Makerspacesò researchers found that ñThe most frequently 
reported competencies that participants said they did not learn from higher education fall into the areas 
of (1) contemporary technologies, (2) Makerspaces, (3) management, (4) community advocacy and 
partnerships, and (5) teaching and programming. These competencies are closely related to the tasks they 
did not feel prepared to do, such as (1) working with new technologies and Making tools, (2) advocacy, (3) 
obtaining funding, and (4) facilitating learning.ò (http://www.yalsa.ala.org/jrlya/2016/06/competencies 
-needed-to-provide-teen-library-services-of-the-future-a-survey-of-professionals-in-learning-labs-and 
-makerspaces/)

Institutions such as the University of Maryland iSchool are starting programs that will provide library 
staff with educational opportunities needed. The UMD iSchool program, titled Youth Experience YX, 
ñ...will prepare leaders, educators, and change agents who deeply understand the dynamic contexts 
of youth.ò Education is no longer conýned to the school building ï youth are learning across both 
formal and informal learning spaces, including libraries, museums, community centers, and online 
environments. Information professionals must be prepared to meet youth in their own spaces 
(online, in person, and in between), use technology to facilitate existing interests, and be in tune 
with what they ýnd relevant and motivating.ò (i School announcement http://ischool.umd.edu/news
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7. How can associations such as YALSA best work with library schools and professional learning networks 
to guarantee library staff have the skills needed to support teen needs and interests?

8. How do we ensure that library staff continue to be trained in new approaches to facilitating learning?

Priority Area 3
Equity of Access
There is growing gap between ñthe progressive use of digital media outside of the classroom, and the no-
frills offerings of most public schools that educate our most vulnerable populations. This gap contributes 
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Along with the Joan Ganz Cooney Centerôs work, the Pew Research Center has published a rich set of 
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build relationships and understanding of the needs of the community in which they work, and as noted in 
The Principles of Community Engagement 2nd edition ñAcknowledging diversity in background, experience, 
culture, income, and education and examining how society produces privilege, racism, and inequalities 
in power should be central to the process of community engagementò (Clinical and Translational Science 
Awards Consortium, 2011). 

In a 2014 report from the Building the Field of Community 
Engagement collaborative the value of community engagement is 
clearly stated. ñCommunity engagement creates more sustainable, 
long-term progress for communities because it is rooted in 
relationships. Many organizations driving a speciýc issue or 
campaign agenda build transactional relationships, which are 
less personal and built speciýcally to obtain a desired result. 
Authentic community engagement, on the other hand, depends 
on developing a relational connection to the community that 
is focused on achieving long-term results rather than short-
term gains. As one event attendee said, óIt canôt just be about a 
project, because projects end.ôò (Building the Field of Community 
Engagement, 2014, p. 5)

Another opportunity for community engagement and increased 
connections between libraries and the teens that they work with 
is through Research Practices Partnerships (RPP). As stated on 
the RP+P Collaboratory website, ñJointly-conducted research 
builds relationships that can lead to more relevant questions 
and more usable results. It can produce tools and ýndings that 

speak directly to the concerns of educators. This approach may also represent a more ethical approach to 
education research by giving equal voice to the insights, experiences, and complex working conditions of 
practitioners on the frontlines of advancing equity and excellenceé.ò (Why Research + Practice, 2016) In 
2013 the William T. Grant Foundation laid out a framework for research practice partnerships that can be 
integrated into teen library services research. The Foundation noted these ýve conditions for successful 
partnerships: 1. They are long-term, 2. Focus on problems of practice, 3. Are committed to mutualism, 
4. Use intentional strategies to foster partnership, and 5. Produce original analyses. (Research-Practice 
Partnerships, 2013, p. 2.)
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Research Questions
1. How can we leverage participatory design methods to support community engagement and teen library 

services?
2. What training do library staff need to effectively implement successful community engagement 

techniques?
3. 





Looking for more research-related resources? 
Check out YALSA's research journal, The Journal of Research 

on Libraries and Young Adults, at www.yalsa.ala.org/jrlya,  


