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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores technologically driven changes to distance education librarianship and their 
impact on the job responsibilities of librarians. It examines the necessary skills in the areas of technol-
ogy, communication, networking, and roles that have emerged in distance education librarianship both 
globally and at Appalachian State University (ASU). These include: virtual reference librarian, Web 
librarian, course-integrated and/or instructional librarian, avatar librarian, and marketing librarian. 
Also discussed are collaboration and leadership opportunities for distance education librarians within 
the library and campus-wide, as a result of knowledge and expertise gained from providing library sup-
port to distance education students. This chapter will be relevant to administrators and practitioners 
as they make choices concerning library science curricula, hiring, and continuing education decisions.

Lisa Abbott
Appalachian State University, USA

Martha Kreszock
Appalachian State University, USA

Louise Ochoa
Columbia College, USA

Geraldine Purpur
Appalachian State University, USA



198

Evolving Technology, Evolving Roles for Distance Education Librarians

INTRODUCTION

In the past 10 years, educational, instructional, 
and information technology tools have evolved 
rapidly and institutions of higher education have 
incorporated these new tools into the distance 
education environment. Within the library set-
ting, distance education librarians have been early 
adopters of skill sets needed to integrate emerg-
ing technologies into library support for distance 
learners. This chapter explores the impact that 
these technological changes have had on distance 
education librarianship. Topics covered include 
new technologies, evolving roles, and opportuni-
ties for collaboration and leadership. We draw on 
our experiences at Appalachian State University 
(ASU) and those of others as reported in the dis-
tance education literature.

History of Distance Education

Distance education has existed for hundreds of 
years. An early example occurred between the 
late 12th - early 13th Centuries, when Genghis 
Kahn established a “national mobile learning 
system whereby information was carried by 
speedy horsemen (arrow riders) for face-to-face 
delivery” (Baggaley, 2008, p. 42). Correspondence 
instruction was established in 1840s Germany by 
Charles Toussaint and Gustav Langenscheidt, who 
taught foreign languages in Berlin. In the 1880s, 
correspondence courses in the United States in-
cluded those offered by the Boston-based Society 
to Encourage Studies at Home, the Chautauqua 
movement, and Thomas J. Foster’s commercially 
successful course in mining and the prevention 
of mine accidents. Short courses and farmers’ 
institutes developed in 1885 formed the founda-
tion for the university extension at the University 
of Wisconsin (Simonson, Smaldina, Albright, & 
Zvacek, 2009). In 1892, the University of Chicago 
achieved recognition for creating the first college-
level distance learning program (Casey, 2008).

The next generation of distance education de-
livery methods included radio in the early 1920s, 
and television in the 1930s at the University of 
Iowa. By the 1950s, college level courses were 
being offered via broadcast television. Two-way, 
live audio and video systems were enabled by 
fiber-optic communication in the 1980s and 1990s 
(Simonson et al., 2009). Casey (2008) states, “the 
computer was the missing piece of the educational 
puzzle that would facilitate the free flow of in-
formation between teacher and learner as well 
as introduce the previously absent interpersonal 
aspects of communication” (p. 47). In the last 
twenty years, the Internet has become the primary 
delivery vehicle for distance education. Allen and 
Seaman (2010) state:

the growth from 1.6 million students taking at 
least one online course in fall 2002 to the 5.6 
million for fall 2009 translates into a compound 
annual growth rate of nineteen percent for this 
time period. For comparison, the overall higher 
education student body has grown at an annual 
rate of less than two percent during this same 
period – from 16.6 million in fall 2002 to 19.0 
million for fall 2009. (p. 8) 

The 2011 Horizon Report highlights the in-
creasing functionality and availability of mobile 
devices, the seemingly unlimited array of elec-
tronically available information, and the fact that 
“people expect to be able to work, learn, and study 
whenever and wherever they want” as prominent 
trends impacting the future of higher education 
(Johnson, 2011, p. 3). Continuing technological 
advances and patron expectations offer distance 
education librarians opportunities to extend and 
enhance resources and services to the distance 
and online student population.
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