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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 
successful and fulýlling lives.ò In meeting the mission the association understands the value of providing 
library staff working with teens, and other stakeholders, with the research required to support ongoing 
service and development.

Since the time of the publication of the last YALSA Research Agenda, in 2011, funding from a 2012 grant 
awarded by the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), enabled YALSA to host the ñNational 
Forum on Teens and Libraries.ò This gave the association the chance to bring the library community and 
other youth development organizations together to engage in a conversation about how those working in 
and with libraries can better meet the needs of teens in a time of rapid demographic and technological 
change. An outcome of the Forum and the year-long work associated with that event, was the seminal 
report, ñThe Future of Library Services for and with Teens: A Call to Actionò (a.k.a. ñFutures Reportò). 

Additionally, between 2011 and the present, the landscape of teen services in libraries has changed 
quite dramatically, as the way teens use technology, learn, interact, and socialize continues to progress. 
Opportunities, issues, challenges, and best practices have evolved signiýcantly since the last YALSA 
Research Agenda was published. 

The ýve priority areas in the 2011 YALSA Research Agenda helped inform the framework and development 
of the ñNational Forum on Libraries and Teensò and the resulting ñThe Future of Library Services to teens: 
A Call to Actionò report. However, as indicated above, emerging issues in teen services and materials led the 
YALSA Research Committee to re-evaluate how the existing priority areas reþect these emerging trends and 
issues. To that end, the Committee has reframed the priority areas to ýt the current needs and landscape. 

Framing the 2017-2021 Research Agenda
This edition of the YALSA Research Agenda focuses squarely on incorporating the principles outlined in 
YALSAôs 2014 report on ñThe Future of Library Services for and with Teens: A Call to Action.ò This report 
challenges libraries to re-envision teen services in ways that recognize the resources available to libraries 
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Priority Area 1
The Impact of Libraries as Teen Formal and Informal 
Learning Environments
Understanding how informal and formal learning environments have an impact on adolescent development, 
college and career readiness, and acquisition of literacies is crucial in determining how library staff must 
serve teens in the 21st century. Informal environments include physical and virtual spaces in which teens 
take part in activities that inherently lead to learning, but do not have a strictly educational focus. Formal 
learning environments include physical and virtual spaces, such as school classrooms and online courses, 
where teens spend time speciýcally to learn content.

The importance of libraries to support þexible learning communities and connected learning opportunities 
for teens is essential. Connected learning is a framework that brings together three foundational principles 
of learning - learning that is powered by personal interests, learning that is peer supported, and learning 
that brings together interest with academic subjects and potential college and career pathways. Underlying 
these three principles, connected learning requires learning experiences that are designed to enable teen 
produced content; learning is openly networked allowing for connections between teens themselves and 
adults who can act as role models, mentors, and coaches; learning that has a shared purpose with others; 
and learning that brings learners together to reach a common goal. 

The connected learning framework highlights the type of learning 
environment that Lee Rainie pointed to as lacking in many libraries 
that focus on school research and homework. In his presentation 
at the 2011 YALSA Forum, Rainie noted that because teens use 
social networks and the internet they live in a different learning 
and living ecosystem than previous generations of adolescents. 
(Braun et al., 2014, p.5). 

The MacArthur Foundationôs 10-year Digital Media and Learning 
project, launched in 2006, funded and guided explorations of 
formal and informal learning environments and “how digital media 
are changing the way young people learn, socialize, communicate, 
and playò (MacArthur Foundation, 2011, p. 1). The YOUmedia 
project at the Chicago Public Library is an example of research that 
is leading to an understanding of the place that media, technology, 
and learning environments play in teen acquisition of knowledge 
and 21st century skills. In early 2016 the Whitney Museum of 
American Art released the report ñRoom to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen Programs in Art 
Museums.ò The report highlights the value that informal learning environments (in this case museums) 
have for teens and which research is beginning to show is true through libraries as well. ñRoom to Riseò 
notes, ñOur ýndings revealed ýve signiýcant areas of long-term inþuence: a growth in conýdence and the 
emergence of personal identity and self-knowledge; deep, lifelong relationships to museums and culture; a 
self-assured, intellectually curious pursuit of expanded career horizons and life skills; a lasting worldMb ᴺ
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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. 
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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 
to widespread alienation from educational institutions, particularly for non-dominant youthò (Braun et al., 
2014, p. 9). 

How teens gain access to and use technologies is another crucial 
research topic. The digital divide used to mean the gulf between 
those who had ready access to technology and those who did 
not. Mobile devices (such as smartphones and tablets) may have 
narrowed that gap to some extent, perhaps only for the more 
repetitive communication tasks. Nonetheless, in 2015 the digital 
divide is a divide not of access to technology but a divide in access to 
speciýc resources (such as databases) as well as an understanding 
of how to use those resources successfully. In her article ñMany low-
income students use only their phone to get onlineò Crystle Martin 
notes, ñThis can be a barrier to learning for young people. It can 
limit their access to resources to complete their homework, as well 
as create barriers for other learning. Thirty-ýve percent of youth 
who have mobile-only access look online for information about 
things they are interested in. But this goes up to 52 percent when 
young people have access to an Internet-connected computer.ò 
(

https://theconversation.com/many-low-income-students-use-only-their-phone-to-get-online-what-are-the
https://theconversation.com/many-low-income-students-use-only-their-phone-to-get-online-what-are-the
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Along with the Joan Ganz Cooney Centerôs work, the Pew Research Center has published a rich set of 
research ýndings related to teens, media, technology, and learning environments includes a fundamental 
ongoing inventory of the technologies with which youth are engaged and to what extent and whether/how 
this differs with income, gender, and ethnicity (Lenhart, 2015). The Centerôs most recent report on teens 
and technology, published in April of 2015, highlights the ways in which different gender and ethnic and 
cultural groups use technology in formal and informal settings. The research within this report helps library 
researchers as they further their work to better understand how different teen populations access and use 
technology and what are some of the barriers faced by various demographic groups.

Research Questions
1. How can librarians and library staff best ensure access to a variety of materials for teens in the face of 

challenges, including intellectual freedom?
2. How can librarians and library staff guarantee digital equity in their collections and programmatic 

activities including access and content variety?
3. What are the effective library practices for embedding access to technology, resources, and learning 

within families and communities? 
4. How do teens themselves enact, create, and develop information practices and its associated literacies 

as they move between segments of their everyday life: school, after-school, leisure, health, social, etc.?
5. How does a lack of access to technologies in schools and libraries limit digital equity for teens?
6. What barriers exist in the information practices of todayôs teens and how might libraries address them?
7. What role have libraries played in reinforcing these barriers and preventing or limiting the information 

practices of teens?
8. 
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diverse backgrounds to see how they might reinforce stereotypes or conversely provide opportunity for 
cross-cultural learning? These are just some of the questions that can serve as point of entry for research 
and action in the area of cultural competence. Scholars interested in learning more about this topic might 
look to YALSA’s wiki resource on cultural competence (YALSA, nd, http://wikis.ala.org/yalsa/index.php/
Cultural_Competence). 

Among the scholarly resources featured on this wiki is that of LIS scholar Patricia Montiel. Overall, who 
articulates a deýnition for cultural competence related to the ýeld of library and information science, which 
she described as: ña highly developed ability to recognize the signiýcance of culture in oneôs own life and in 
the lives of others; and to come to know and appreciate diverse cultural backgrounds and characteristics 
through interaction with individuals from diverse linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic groups; and to 
fully integrate the culture of diverse groups into services, work, and institutions in order to enhance the lives 
of both those being served by the library profession and those engaged in service,ò (p. 1).

The work of Paul C. Gorski (2014) is also worth exploring within 
the teen library services context as it can help staff to understand 
exactly whatôs required to develop equitable learning spaces. 
Gorski states ñ... if we are committed to creating equitable, bias-
free learning spaces, cultural proýciency describes only part of the 
skill set we need. In fact, when it comes to equitable education, 
cultural proýciency has a few limitations. For example, like many 
of the recent models for teaching with diversity in mind — culturally 
relevant teaching, cultural competence and intercultural 
communications ð cultural proýciency focuses primarily on 
culture and cross-cultural knowledge. However, I wonder whether 
we have become so focused on culture in education that we have 
failed to address inequities like heterosexism, ableism or racism 
sufýciently.ò 

Research Questions
1. What are the techniques library staff are using to successfully engage with teens to build reþective and 

responsive collections?
2. To what extent does the current body of young adult resources adequately meet the needs of todayôs 

diverse teens?
3. How can the emerging literacies skills of low literacy teens, English language learners, and reluctant 

readers be enhanced through the services that libraries provide?
4. How do factors such as race, ethnicity, culture, class, sexual orientation, gender, socioeconomic status, 

language spoken and read, and geographic location (i.e. rural vs. suburban vs. urban) shape need for 
and use of library services and resources?

5. How do youth of color perceive libraries and library staff in their schools and communities?
6. To what extent do library staff understand their own cultural biases and blind spots with respect to 

supporting the needs of youth of color?
7. What are the models or conceptual frameworks that might drive the development of library programs 

http://wikis.ala.org/yalsa/index.php/Cultural_Competence
http://wikis.ala.org/yalsa/index.php/Cultural_Competence
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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 
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Research Questions
1. 
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