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Abstract 
 

Imagine building a great online module or LibGuide only to have the collaborating faculty 
vanish after it is finished. Or designing an awesome student or faculty workshop as part of a 
campus-wide series only to have an empty classroom. Faculty who are gone with the wind after 
the tutorial is created make assessment and feedback nearly impossible. Furthermore, how can 
meaningful data be gathered from a workshop with just one participant?  
 
Libraries need to have supportive cultures and assessment plans in place for the times when 
labor-intensive projects fail due to outside variables. Designing thoughtful and engaging 
curriculum should not be dismissed merely because students did not show up. Unsuccessful 
instruction attempts, whether current experiences or attempts by predecessors, should not keep 
librarians from seeking best practices, implementing an action plan, and continuing to provide 
quality library interactions with faculty and students on campus.  
 
Since the original 2017 Brick & Click presentation on the hard lessons learned after being 
ghosted, the presenting librarians have implemented new workflow policies, procedures and 
assessment methods to protect their limited time and resources while ensuring they remain 
student-focused organizations. They will pass on the smart steps taken to keep relationships 
strong in the library and across campus. 
  



 Brick & Click Libraries Conference Proceedings 121 
 November 6, 2020 

Spectral Tales: Lessons Learned from Being Ghosted by Faculty 
 

For three librarians at the University of Nebraska Omaha, the 2016-17 academic year was full of 
exciting projects and interesting collaborations. They developed online teaching modules, 
LibGuides, and two different workshop series. They entered into collaborations with other 
faculty members across the university, but after the projects were complete and ready to roll out, 
the librarians were ghosted. That is, librarians held up their end of the collaboration and created 
compelling content that helped fulfill student learning outcomes, but the faculty and students 
never showed.  

Literature Review 
 

Working with other faculty members in the university, especially without developing 
relationships outside the classroom environment first, can be difficult. Trust is paramount, and 
trust is something that can only be developed over time. For collaborations to be effective and 
sustainable, writes Saunders and Corning (2020), partners “must be willing to overcome any 
sense of competition and build trust;” each collaborator “need[s]…to be accountable to one 
another” so “those entering into a collaborative project want to know that they will not be 
wasting their resources and that they will be appropriately supported by their partners.” In the 
examples below, each partnership was more successful once personal relationships were 
established. 
 
In the ghost stories below, a theme emerges. Librarians, while fully cognizant of their own skills 
and value to courses and students, were not viewed as full partners in each collaboration. Instead, 
they were content providers. Michelle Reale explains this as “… a subtle negation of librarians as 
educators in the real and true sense, which may be based in the not-too-distant past when 
librarians were seen solely as teachers of “skills” that were considered necessary for research” 
(2018). To challenge this view, Reale (2018) writes, we should “… have intentionality when we 
talk about our contributions to the profession: we have our own theories, our own best practices, 
our own standards, and our own guidelines.” After being ghosted, the authors developed and 
explained to their collaborators best practices, standards, and guidelines in our field, which 
resulted in more successful iterations of each project in subsequent years. 
 

Being Ghosted by Faculty: A Review 
 

At Brick & Click 2017, the authors shared their scary stories about being ghosted by faculty and 
students, a spooky occurrence that happened to each of them during the same academic year. 
These are their stories of those hauntings. 
 
Disappearing Faculty: The Online Module That Wasn’t Assigned 

 
At the University of Nebraska Omaha College of Business Administration, standardized 
curriculum for Business Communications (course number MKT 3200) was developed in 2015, 
through which students will develop and demonstrate communication skills for reaching the 
intended business audience through a formal report, which accounts for 30% of the student’s 
final grade. Each semester, approximately eleven face-to-face sections of the course are offered, 
with four additional sections offered completely online, each with a limit of 25 students. Most 
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importantly, the course provides an opportunity to introduce students to the library resources that 
are available to them for use in all their current and future business courses. The business 
librarian provides a 75-minute instruction session comprised of demonstration and active 
learning components to every face-to-face section.  
 
To meet the anticipated needs of the online sections, the business librarian created a module in 
Blackboard during the summer term that featured a series of short videos and a worksheet that 
was built in Qualtrics to capture student work that was worth ten points. At the start of the fall 
2016 term, it was provided to faculty as an alternative to face-to-face instruction, but faculty 
were suddenly apathetic or absent to the conversation. Despite repeated attempts to contact 
faculty to inquire about its use in their classrooms over the semester it was not until spring 2017 
when a student completed the module. The faculty member did not realize placing the module 
into his online course automatically attached the assignment to his gradebook (as he did not 
officially assign it nor, seemingly, look through what content he was adding to his own course). 
One student had dutifully completed it at her own discretion, causing the gradebook to 
automatically provide her points and the faculty member to become annoyed.  
This created an opportunity for more communication about the module and its purpose, but 
faculty continued to see the tool as a make-up assignment for students who missed the face-to-
face session or a completely optional resource. Assessing if the module was being used, was 
meeting student learning outcomes, or even being seen by students as part of the standardized 
curriculum was impossible. The module was left in Blackboard until the university system was 
migrated to Canvas and it was migrated to a new sandbox course for future access.  
 
Psyched Out: The LibGuides Partnership That Never Was 

 
In fall 2016, a member of the Psychology Department contacted the psychology librarian about 
creating a course-level guide for the spring 2017 semester. The course was a graduate-level 
offering which required many business and health resources outside of those normally provided 
on the psychology subject guide. A plan was developed in August to create the guide with 
sections for books, websites, videos, and instructional information on searching Google Scholar 
and the library databases. The draft was to be completed in October with the faculty member 
providing the librarian with lists of the different resources, and the librarian organizing those 
resources within the guide. 
 
The psychology librarian developed the shell for the guide and added the necessary instructional 
information and then waited to hear from the psychology faculty member. The agreed upon 
deadline passed in October, and the librarian did not hear from the faculty member until 
November after three email prompts. The faculty member noted they were too busy with current 
courses to send the information but would have it to the librarian after Thanksgiving break. 
Again, the faculty member missed the December deadline.  
 
Five days before the start of spring semester, the librarian received a list of books and websites to 
be added to the guide. Once the lists were added, the faculty member signed off on the guide 
being published because the content was needed “right away”. However, immediately after 
publishing, the faculty member began emailing with edits, questions, and a concern that the 
guide had been published without permission. The faculty member also wanted to know why 
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they were not listed as a guide author. Course guides are normally titled by course number and 
not instructor name, so it was unusual for the instructor to request this recognition. A short 
introductory paragraph was added to the guide noting the faculty member’s role in curating the 
guide’s resources, and there were no further comments for several weeks. 
 
In late February, an unorganized list of video links was sent by the psychology faculty member 
to the librarian. This was a low-priority task for the librarian as other obligations were already 
scheduled, so they did not begin adding links to the guide right away. The faculty member 
emailed again three days later to ask why the links were not yet on the guide. 
 
The psychology librarian responded to this email after consulting with the department head. 
Based on the resources listed on the guide, many of which were not library affiliated, the 
librarian and their supervisor felt the faculty member would need to add the information from the 
guide to the course through the university’s learning management system in future semesters as 
the work of compiling and organizing these resources should fall to a graduate assistant and not a 
faculty librarian. After this email, the librarian did not hear back from the faculty member 
concerning the guide for the remainder of the semester.  
 
Ghostly Students: The Loneliest Library Workshops 

 
During the 2016-17 academic year, UNO Libraries hosted 23 workshops for undergraduate and 
graduate students. These workshops were specifically created to fulfill the anticipated needs of 
two learning community partners at the university, although the subject matter was appropriate 
for, and marketed to, all students. Throughout the academic year, attendance at the workshops 
was sporadic and difficult to predict. Student feedback indicated attendance at these workshops 
was externally motivated, although students who did attend generally found the information 
helpful.  
 
Five undergraduate library workshops were listed in the learning community’s fall planners and 
marketed to students and professors in a daily and weekly university-wide email blast. Learning 
community students received credit for attending the workshops. The three most popular 
workshops were repeated in the spring. These were also marketed to students and professors in a 
daily and weekly university-wide email blast, but learning community students no longer 
received credit for attending the workshops. At this time, subject librarians were encouraged to 
share the undergraduate workshop list with their departmental faculty.  
 
In the fall, attendance was perfunctory, and the numbers fluctuated wildly. Workshops attracted 
as few as five and as many as 35 students. Some students did not appear interested in the subject 
matter and often showed up late to or left early from the 30-minute workshops. During the 
following spring, fewer learning community students attended while more students attending for 
extra credit appeared. Most frustrating to the coordinators was the fact that popular workshops in 
the fall were ghost towns in the spring, and vice versa. The question that remained at year-end 
was how could workshop coordinators ensure students were motivated by need and desire, rather 
than class points – and does it matter the student motivation if they are there to hear the 
message? 
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Library workshops were a critical part of the Graduate Student Workshops series, which offered 
educational opportunities from Graduate Studies, the UNO Writing Center, and UNO Libraries 
throughout the year. In the fall, faculty from the library offered four workshops, all of which 
were offered twice on the same day and time so students on both sides of campus could easily 
attend. In the spring, the same workshops were offered on different days of the week, including 
Saturdays. Workshop fliers were mailed and emailed to all graduate students, advisors, and 
faculty as well as marketed in daily and weekly all-university emails. 
 
Graduate workshop attendance ranged from two to six students, with the exception of one 
literature review session – each semester attracting 12 to 16 students – or just 0.07 percent to 0.5 
percent of the graduate student body. Attendees were enthusiastic but often compelled to attend 
and overwhelmed by the presentations. Students wanted to know how to integrate the 
information into their own work. By the end of the academic year librarians were burned out 
prepping workshops for a small number of attendees who may have been better served by 
individual consultations with a librarian. Library faculty knew they needed a plan to manage 
their time wisely, serve students more effectively, and still maintain good relations with this 
valuable campus partner.  
 

An Update: How Those Ghosts Were Busted 
 

Three years ago, the authors knew that in order to meet personal, library, and university goals 
they needed to change the way they approached these projects. Because the culture of UNO 
Libraries focuses on embracing change and failure as a natural part of creativity and growth, the 
authors were able to quickly move past the frustration of getting ghosted and on to establishing 
better practices for the greater good of their students. The authors have continued to offer online 
instruction, LibGuides, and workshops in the years since the Brick & Click 2017 presentation. 
Each librarian used lessons learned from the Great Ghosting of 2016-17 to establish new 
workflow policies, procedures, and assessment methods to protect their limited time and 
resources while still promoting student excellence. 
 
Protecting Precious Time by Altering Processes  

 
As of spring 2020, the business librarian has worked with faculty to create and implement four 
individual course modules, including the course that originally ghosted the project. Additionally, 
an orientation presentation for the Executive MBA program was moved online for fall 2020 and 
the creation of this module is currently in progress. Due to COVID-19, the rapid expansion of 
online programs and courses resulted in immediate conversations about migrating more face-to-
face library presentations. One of the most precious commodities spent on creating quality online 
instruction is time and this resource is often spread thin by many competing priorities, especially 
for solo librarians or small institutions. Librarians simply cannot get it back once it is spent so 
they must create processes and policies that protect the time invested in creating online modules. 
They should set boundaries for time spent on the module versus the production quality expected 
in the final product by students, faculty, and themselves. A simple, fairly-unscripted video can be 
manufactured to quickly respond to an information need for a class within a day but a module 
designed to meet multiple student learning outcomes in a learning management system may take 
weeks and the business librarian learned to articulate what could be provided at that point in 
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time. Faculty should be onboard before the project begins, be willing to explain how the module 
will be used, and to provide initial and end-of-semester feedback. Expectations about the 
delivery timeline for the finished product should be understood by all parties and requests should 
take into consideration the time of semester and level of sophistication for the module.  
 
Work process procedures can also protect time for both production and assessment components. 
Modules that are created in the university’s learning management system (LMS) like Canvas or 
Blackboard are much easier to embed into courses for faculty. Generic and reusable content 
reduces the number of videos needing to be recorded throughout the year. For example, the 
business librarian combines short, generic database videos with one or two new personalized 
introduction videos to complete course-specific modules. This mix-and-match method has 
allowed for the faster production of tailored modules as more programs move towards online-
only courses. Ideally, all video content should be housed on a platform sponsored by the 
university (such a VidGrid) or one that is at least accessible to multiple staff (such as YouTube) 
so content is not lost if a staff member leaves the institution. This also makes tracking views 
much easier for supplementary evidence (but these should not be used as a primary learning 
assessment method). Likewise, using survey or questionnaire software such as Qualtrics for 
student responses can provide collect data so librarians do not have to have access to the course 
for assessment purposes and can see the data right away.  
 
Shared Expectations Make for Better Partnerships 

 
In May 2019, the psychology librarian took a new position as the Instructional Technology 
Librarian at Montana State University. The first task the librarian tackled was an extensive 
LibGuides review and weeding project. The end goal of the project was, and remains, to 
standardize all LibGuides based on best practices and accessibility guidelines. The librarian 
reviewed several best practices and style guides from other colleges and universities in order to 
create a Style & Best Practices Guide for MSU LibGuides that incorporated best practices for 
writing on the web, creating lists of assets, creating content in LibGuides, accessibility standards, 
responsive design practices, and maintenance guidelines. This was put into a guide and made 
available for MSU library staff to utilize when creating or editing guides.  
 
A template was also created that can be used when creating new guides. This guide can be edited 
to fit any LibGuide content in order to keep a standardized look, feel, and language so users have 
a consistent experience when moving through library content within the guides. It also reminds 
guide authors of best practices and includes many pre-designed style standards. 
 
A policies and procedures document was also drafted, and is still in progress, to help guide 
authors understand their responsibilities for creating, maintaining, and removing guides. This 
document also includes directions on when a course guide should be made, what should be 
included, and how that guide will be maintained in the future. It encourages librarians to look for 
alternate ways of accommodating the instructor’s request for a course-level guide such as 
including a reading list in the learning management system course shell. Librarians are as given 
guidelines on what information should be included in the LibGuides system, on the library 
website, and in the learning management system to help them say no to requests that do not fit 
into best practices. The creation of this document, the best practices style guide, and the 



126 Brick & Click Libraries Conference Proceedings 
 November 6, 2020 

LibGuides template are a direct result of the 2017 psyched out incident as the librarian wanted to 
empower others at her new institution to say no and see themselves as equal partners in any 
faculty interactions. 
 
Creating Community Through Real Connection 

 
For the 2017-18 workshop series, coordinators and librarians continued to be team-focused in 
delivery but were more focused on what content pulled attendees and why. Some less effective 
workshops were canceled in order to present workshops with more appropriate student learning 
outcomes. These learning outcomes and the presentations themselves were adjusted after each 
session, so students who attended the same presentation each semester experienced new content. 
The undergraduate workshops showed a massive uptick in participation for 2017-18, then began 
trending downward again. Everyone involved with library workshops quickly realized that 
personal relationships with instructors was the key to high workshop attendance. It was 
imperative that faculty were asked to assign the workshops as extra credit. Regardless of whether 
or not students had a research project that semester, they often has a positive outcome. For 
instance, English language learners attended for listening credit, fine arts students learned new 
things about the library when many of them did not see the library as relevant to their work, and 
social science students learned new tips and tricks. Lack of marketing and personal invitations in 
subsequent years influenced a downward attendance trend. 
 
After sharing the 2016-17 attendance numbers with Graduate School leadership, library faculty 
agreed to continue some graduate workshops for one more year and revisit the series again in the 
spring. Workshops were laser-focused and titles were adjusted so students could understand 
exactly what they would learn in each session. For instance, workshop titles such as “Digging 
Deeper Into Library Databases” became “Advanced Library Research Techniques.” In the 
spring, several workshops were cancelled in favor of topics more aligned with student needs at 
that moment: doing literature reviews, designing surveys, and working with data. Still, 
attendance numbers were abysmal, with most workshops having fewer than six attendees.  
 
In meetings with Graduate School and Writing Center leadership, all partners agreed that one-on-
one consultations initiated by the student with the counsel of their mentors and advisors would 
be much more advantageous for the student. Library workshops, then, were dropped. Since then, 
Graduate Studies leadership has invited all librarians to their welcome celebration, typically 
attended by 300 to 400 graduate students each year. In addition, the liaison to the Graduate 
Studies program is one of just three invited speakers at the welcome celebration. The liaison 
librarian also spoke to the university’s Graduate Council about the importance of recommending 
library consultations and library services to their graduate students. These outreach efforts 
resulted in a dramatic upswing in graduate consultations and requests for orientation and 
instruction sessions. 
 

Phrases to Remember When Ghosts Come Calling 
 

It can be difficult to react well when ghosts come calling. The authors did have a short period of 
low morale and embarrassment when their efforts were rewarded with … nothing. But, they have 
found it helpful to remember how their successes were developed as a result of ghosting. They 
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remind each other of these lessons by using many variations on these phrases with their 
colleagues:  
 
Perfection is the opposite of finished. Give it three takes, edit it, and get it out to students.  
Don’t be afraid to say no or make suggestions on how something can work best for students. 
Don’t guess; create solid policies and procedures instead. 
Build relationships before content. Sometimes not doing something is the best thing. But when 
you do the thing, talk about it – a lot. 
 

References 
 

Reale, M. (2018). The indispensable academic librarian: Teaching and collaborating for 
change. American Library Association. 

 
Saunders, L. & Corning, S. (2020). From cooperation to collaboration: Toward a framework for  

deepening library partnerships. Journal of Library Administration, (60)5, 453-469. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2020.1729623  

 
  

https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2020.1729623

