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This article explores the topics and issues that have been trending in academic librar-
ies over the past two years. It draws on research and initiatives from librarians across 

the profession, highlighting the constant change libraries face. The launch of ChatGPT 
sparked discussions about the potential impact of artificial intelligence, open access and 
open science initiatives continued to gain momentum, and the lingering effects of CO-
VID-19 on library workspaces and student well-being remained significant. Rich citations 
to the literature provide opportunities for further exploration.

AI and AI Literacy
Artificial intelligence (AI) has been a trend in academic libraries for several years, but the 
release of ChatGPT and other generative AI tools has sparked renewed interest in the topic. 
This could have profound implications for academic libraries in the future. As Andrew M. 
Cox and Suvodeep Mazumdar note, “There is immense potential for it to increase access to 
knowledge in fundamental ways, for example through improved search and recommenda-
tion, through description of digital materials at scale, through transcription, and through 
automated translation.”1 AI also raises a host of ethical and legal issues, ranging from con-
cerns about bias, privacy, non-representative training data, and misinformation to issues 
around copyright, plagiarism, and exploitation.2

Due to their ease of use, generative AI tools like ChatGPT have become extremely popular. 
These tools leverage large language models (LLMs) trained on massive datasets of text or im-
ages. LLMs use neural networks and natural language processing to analyze input prompts 
and generate responses based on the statistical patterns learned from the training data. Be-
yond ChatGPT, AI is also being incorporated into literature searching, summarization, and 
programming tools such as Elicit, Semantic Scholar, scite, and Copilot for GitHub.3 With 
the growing popularity of these tools among students, faculty are increasingly turning to 
librarians to help cultivate AI literacy, discussing AI and its impact on literature searching 
and citations with their classes.4

Duri Long and Brian Magerko define AI literacy “as a set of competencies that enables 
individuals to critically evaluate AI technologies; communicate and collaborate effectively 
with AI; and use AI as a tool online, at home, and in the workplace.”5 Leo S. Lo outlines a 

Members of the ACRL Research Planning and Review Committee: Brian D. Quigley (chair) is head of the sciences division at the University of California, 
Berkeley Library, email: bquigley@berkeley.edu. Thomas R. Caswell (vice-chair) is associate dean for academic engagement at the University of Central 
Florida Libraries, email: thomas.caswell@ucf.edu. Jennie M. Burroughs is senior program advisor and researcher at the University of Minnesota Libraries, 
email: jburroug@umn.edu. Laura Costello is director of access and information services at the University of Minnesota Libraries, email: cost0116@umn.edu. 
cristalan ‘tal’ ness is linguistics librarian and social sciences resident librarian at the University of Michigan, email: cness@umich.edu. Kristin Van Diest is digital 
publishing librarian at Texas State University, email: kvandiest@txstate.edu. Minglu Wang is research data management librarian at York University, email: 
mingluwa@yorku.ca. Anna Yang is science librarian at Santa Clara University, email: ayang3@scu.edu. 

ACRL Research Planning and Review Committee

2024 Top Trends in Academic Libraries
A Review of the Trends and Issues

mailto:bquigley@berkeley.edu
mailto:thomas.caswell@ucf.edu
mailto:jburroug@umn.edu
mailto:cost0116@umn.edu
mailto:cness@umich.edu
mailto:kvandiest@txstate.edu
mailto:mingluwa@yorku.ca
mailto:ayang3@scu.edu


June 2024 232C&RL News 

framework to assist librarians and students in developing more effective prompts for generative 
AI, a process called prompt engineering. As he states, using his framework, “librarians can 
help students develop critical thinking skills, improve their comprehension of AI-generated 
content, and optimize AI-based research processes.”6 It is also important to raise awareness 
among students of the potential problems associated with AI including accuracy, hallucina-
tions, bias, ethical issues, and environmental impact. Some institutions have begun developing 
workshop series to discuss and facilitate conversations with students about these issues,7 and 
the University of Florida has started an AI Across the Curriculum initiative to introduce all 
undergraduate students to AI and better prepare them for the future workforce.8

Academic libraries have also been pursuing possible roles for AI within the library itself. 
This has included setting up AI research spaces, exploring robotics, investigating ethical 
issues and implicit bias in machine learning, and experimenting with using AI to classify 
images, refine metadata, and improve discovery.9 Many also see a broader role for libraries 
within the AI landscape. Fiona Bradley calls for libraries to be involved in AI discussions 
at the national level and notes that “the sector is already participating in consultations and 
processes to ensure that the future of AI is rights-based, ethical, and transparent.”10 

Open Pedagogy and Instructional Design
Although open educational resource (OER) initiatives are not new, libraries have recently 
begun expanding their impact by investigating the potential to enrich student learning 
through open pedagogy. In their timely book, Mary Ann Cullen and Elizabeth Dill explore 
the foundation, approaches, and implementation of open pedagogy as a strategy for infor-
mation literacy in higher education.11 Open pedagogy requires students to be actively in-
volved in the design, creation, and curation of OER learning materials through renewable 
assignments. These assignments invite students to contribute to the production and dis-
semination of knowledge, pushing them past more traditional library projects. Wikipedia 
assignments are among the most popular forms of renewable assignments, encouraging stu-
dents to find, evaluate, and improve upon the information on its pages.12 Other examples 
of renewable assignments include creating research toolkits, online courses, ebooks, and 
living websites.13 Each of these renewable assignments allows students to see themselves as 
active creators of information rather than passive consumers.

According to Eric Werth and Katherine Williams, to increase student motivation, “OER-
enabled pedagogy must be structured in a way that allows autonomy, competence, and re-
latedness.”14 Aligning OER projects with practical and real-world knowledge can positively 
impact student engagement.15 At the heart of this engagement is inclusive practice. By creating 
a supportive environment where all students have access to the same materials, instructors 
foster inclusivity in their courses.16 Instructors can also motivate students to see the value 
of open pedagogy by helping them find their own interests and passion within these assign-
ments,17 showing students that they have control over their content,18 and demonstrating 
that their work can have a global impact.19 

Concerns have been raised about the high workload and long-term sustainability of open 
pedagogy. Kate McNally Carter and Ariana Santiago find that “workload was often mini-
mized or entirely overlooked as a factor in many studies in favor of highlighting student 
success outcomes” and advise working toward sustainability by creating adaptable renewable 
assignments that can fit into many contexts and subject areas.20 Bryan McGeary, Christopher 
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Guder, and Ashwini Ganeshan further suggest that broad groups of staff should contribute 
to this important work for OER-enabled pedagogy to be sustainable.21

Open Science and Reproducibility
As early advocates for open access and research data management, libraries are now assess-
ing their potential roles in the burgeoning open science movement, which increasingly 
emphasizes equity, collaboration, reproducibility, security, and privacy in supporting the 
whole research ecosystem.22 Much of this recent interest in open science has been spurred 
by the federal government, with US agencies collaborating on the Year of Open Science 
campaign, and NASA launching its Transform to Open Science (TOPS) initiative and 
Open Science 101 virtual training.23 At the institutional level, many universities and librar-
ies have joined the Higher Education Leadership Initiative for Open Scholarship (HELIOS 
Open), which aims to collaborate on “a more transparent, inclusive, and trustworthy re-
search ecosystem” through presidential commitment, campus engagement, and communi-
ties of practice.24

As open scholarship gains momentum, libraries face growing calls to expand their roles 
beyond technical support. Authors from UNESCO emphasize the need for libraries to 
be “a bridge between local contexts and the global scholarly community,”25 while LIBER 
(Association of European Research Libraries) identifies “advancing open science” as a core 
component of its strategy, aiming for libraries to “stimulate, facilitate, co-develop and manage 
infrastructures and practices designed to take Open Science to the next level.”26 Reflecting 
these calls, a recent book from ACRL positions open science as “an emerging synthesis of 
the various streams of open.”27 It recommends changes to incentive structures and urges 
consolidation of siloed services to create an open infrastructure aligned with open research 
values and available equally to all researchers. By promoting open practices and facilitating 
infrastructure development, libraries can solidify their place as leaders in the evolving open 
scholarship landscape.

As advocates for open science, libraries also contribute to one of its key outcomes: re-
producibility.28 This new area of service requires librarians to become deeply integrated in 
research communities, understanding researchers’ needs and tools while simultaneously 
leveraging their unique position as institutional hubs to connect stakeholders and research 
services partners.29 Thanks to stricter National Institutes of Health demands for research 
rigor and reproducibility, health science librarians have emerged as key players in educating 
researchers on these topics. Their success stories showcase libraries’ potential to deliver valu-
able instruction in this crucial area, while also underlining the critical need for collaborative 
partnerships to further enhance research reproducibility services.30 

Open Access and Equitable Publishing
In the wake of recent calls for more open research publication practices, researchers have 
been exploring the impact of article processing charges, transformative agreements, open 
access models, and new policy development on equity and access in publishing practices.
Findings show that faculty perceptions of open access publishing have remained virtually 
the same over the past twenty years, citing commonplace challenges that have yet to be re-
solved: uncertainty around the prestige of open access journals, confusion around types of 
open access, and lack of clarity and acceptance of open access in the promotion and tenure 
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process.31 On the other hand, students increasingly rely on open access articles in their 
assignments. A study of community college students found that 56.8% of their citations 
were open access articles, with one key benefit being that they “will still have access to open 
access search tools after they are no longer in college.”32

Within that context, many researchers feel that the open access movement has been co-
opted by commercial publishers and are advocating for a return to scholar-led publishing 
communities. Discussing the global limitations of corporate publishing, several authors 
urge libraries and consortia to support their research communities by avoiding bundled 
publishing service agreements, contributing to scholar-led initiatives, and redistributing 
funds to support the Global South.33 In addition, there is growing understanding that open 
access does not necessarily mean universal accessibility. Multiple authors have shed light 
on the inequities within open access publishing, including design practices and publishing 
cost structures that are exclusionary; researchers recommend libraries focus on integrating 
accessibility practices into design34 and support bibliodiversity to emphasize “the critical 
diversity of authors and scholarly works representing cultures, languages, genres and all 
kinds of scholarly and scientific endeavours.”35

A series of new tools and proposals have recently been released to guide libraries and 
scholars as they work to support a values-driven publishing ecosystem. These guidelines call 
for systems that enable scholars to choose when their research is made public and decenter 
the journal article as the sole object of importance in the research lifecycle,36 encourage 
libraries to align their publishing infrastructure and practices with key values and ethical 
frameworks,37 and propose helping “new and established open access journals in navigating 
the rapidly changing landscape of open access publishing.”38 

Disrupting and Reconceiving Collection Practices
While there had been actions and initiatives relating to diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) in libraries before 2020, much of that effort consisted of broad advocacy and raising 
awareness.39 Libraries are increasingly recognizing that making good on public statements 
will require firm resource commitments, disruption of existing systems, and sustained ac-
tion in multiple arenas.40 This work requires deep reflection and disruption: deconstructing 
systems for collecting and describing materials, deconstructing myths of librarian author-
ity, and deconstructing student assumptions about information.

In recent years, libraries have begun putting more attention and action into re-evaluating 
library collections and collection management practices. Auditing collections through a 
social justice lens or to address colonialist and Euro-centric practices involves re-examining 
values, defining what “diversity” means in the context of collections, and setting tangible 
markers for progress.41 In setting these parameters, it’s important to “embrace imperfec-
tion,”42 which might include defining a more targeted goal or an initial starting point.43 In 
each case, these efforts are leading to a re-examination of acquisition practices and systems, 
including approval plans and demand-driven acquisition programs, which may “amplify 
biases already present in the higher education and publishing industries.”44 

In addition to reallocating collection funds, libraries acting to make their collections more 
diverse and inclusive are reconsidering personnel commitments and involving more people 
in collection activities. Reversing earlier trends, some libraries are increasing staff time on 
collection development and cataloging, and they are partnering with underrepresented 
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communities to select and describe materials.45 This involves multiple points of outreach 
and consultation over the course of a project, and it requires libraries to embrace the com-
plexities that their partners share about working with multiple communities.46 Regardless 
of approach, libraries will need to consider how to sustain these improvements in collection 
building and management practices throughout changes in budgets, leadership, and staffing 
levels.47 

Politicization of Academic Libraries
The landscape of academic libraries continues to be significantly impacted and shaped by 
a highly political and polarizing climate. As academic libraries navigate this landscape, it 
becomes crucial for them to strike a balance between neutrality and civic engagement, ac-
knowledging the inherent political dimensions of their collections, programs, and spaces. 
They must continue to maintain an active role in the enactment of democracy, despite 
ongoing and future threats.

Renowned scholar John Buschmann contends in several scholarly publications that librar-
ies historically play an important role in the democratic fabric of society and navigate crises 
while persisting through terrorist acts,48 politically charged environments,49 and pandemics.50 
Even during extreme geopolitical crises like wars and international sanctions, libraries are 
implicated as active participants in affecting and responding to the complex sociopolitical 
environment they inhabit.51 In trying to counter fake news rhetoric, libraries can uninten-
tionally be drawn into political processes by simply providing research services and fighting 
misinformation and disinformation.52 In one study, several land-grant university library 
websites were analyzed and found to indeed be “serving as significant providers of political 
information during politically turbulent times.”53

Although censorship of library collections using “book bans” has primarily affected public 
libraries, academic libraries now find they too are being drawn into this heated dialogue, 
especially surrounding social justice, DEI, and antiracism initiatives. Zoë Abbie Teel contends 
that anti-DEI legislation may extend its impact to potentially influence library policies and 
acquisitions, including “the availability of certain materials’’ that may be seen as promoting 
DEI.54 The question of whether libraries can remain “neutral” in the face of social injustice 
has created debate among library practitioners.55 Steve Rosato discusses the role of academic 
librarians and publishers as “vanguards” of critical DEI content,56 and Annis Lee Adams 
presents an array of antiracism resources to support library staff, emphasizing the active role 
libraries play in addressing racial issues.57 Libraries can also amplify their antiracism resources 
by partnering with other campus stakeholders.58 Two articles highlight the need for librar-
ies to actively support inclusivity, with Qing H. Stellwagen and Steven Bingo emphasizing 
cultural celebrations as a means of creating a sense of community on campus59 and Silvia 
Vong discussing the impact of racial capitalism on academic librarians and libraries, specifi-
cally focusing on issues of representation and equity within library staff.60  

Anti-DEI Legislation, Academic Freedom, and Unionization
In recent years, academic librarians and library staff have experienced the growing challenge 
of low morale and burnout.61 Compounding this for many staff, a recent wave of anti-DEI 
legislation has been introduced and passed in many states. These laws impose restrictions 
on DEI offices, staff training, diversity statements, and “identity-based preferences for 
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hiring and admissions,” with one state’s legislation compelling public colleges to designate 
“agents” to oversee “prohibitions on DEI spending.”62 Some states have also severed ties 
with the American Library Association (ALA)63 amid allegations that the association is 
constrained by its perspectives on gender ideology and a left-leaning bias.64

The contentious atmosphere surrounding library associations and the uptick in book 
challenges, particularly against titles by or about LGBTQIA+ people and people of color or 
relating to DEI content,65 have implications for academic libraries and academic freedom 
in particular. The Association of American University Professors emphasizes the significance 
of “academic freedom, tenure, and shared governance” in providing a foundation for faculty 
members.66 Tenure is seen as a crucial safeguard against the censorship and book banning 
observed in school libraries, ensuring impartiality and protecting academic libraries.67

Unions may also play a role in protecting academic freedom. Higher education has wit-
nessed an increase in union activities, strikes, and labor activism recently.68 The pandemic 
has played a role in sparking these efforts, with one author suggesting it “exacerbated exist-
ing issues and brought up new ones,”69 and 2023–24 ALA President Emily Drabinski has 
recognized the role of unions in protecting library workers from extremist groups, censor-
ship, and unsafe conditions.70 Library unions provide guarantees for fair wages,71 improved 
working conditions,72 the preservation of academic freedom,73 and protection against unilat-
eral decision-making, such as institutional reorganization and reimagining library workers’ 
research and roles.74 The recent increase in union activities reflects a growing recognition of 
the power of collective bargaining to address the multifaceted challenges facing academic 
libraries in the current sociopolitical climate. 

Post-pandemic Workplace and Hybrid Work Environments
The pandemic triggered widespread soul-searching, leading librarians to re-evaluate their 
priorities and seek workplaces aligned with their values. Not immune from “The Great Re-
shuffle,” many library staff have considered leaving their positions due to pandemic stress 
and lack of intrinsic motivators like work-life balance and growth. In a recent survey of 
academic librarians, nearly half said they were thinking of leaving their job “about half the 
time or more.”75 When they remain, they want to have a role in defining the future. In one 
study, librarians “repeatedly emphasized the need for working conditions going forward 
to be governed through collegiality and conversation, rather than defaulting to the pre-
pandemic organizational norms.”76 Andrea Falcone and Lyda Fontes McCartin suggest that 
libraries must adapt to this shift by prioritizing talent retention through improved com-
pensation, workload management, and flexible work options.77 At the same time, perceived 
inequities within libraries and universities can fuel dissatisfaction and burnout.78 Academic 
librarians may also risk burnout due to the emotional labor inherent in their work: “Meet-
ing the societal and user expectations of being a librarian requires simultaneously regulat-
ing or performing one’s own emotions and interpreting, managing, and responding to 
the emotions of users.”79 Effective prevention requires emotional literacy and supportive 
leadership that acknowledges the emotional toll and promotes decompression strategies, 
especially for librarians of color who often bear the brunt of this burden.80

In this new workplace environment, many libraries are embracing flexible work arrange-
ments as one strategy for addressing dissatisfaction and burnout. “Many workers now perceive 
pre-pandemic work modalities and workplace expectations as unnecessary, unrealistic, and 
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undesirable, and employers have taken notice of the shift in employee attitudes.”81 In fact, 
recent surveys have shown that three-quarters of academic libraries now offer hybrid work 
environments with flexible work arrangements. These same studies note that remote work 
offers benefits like greater productivity and reduced stress while onsite work fosters better 
onboarding, engagement, and team building. As a result, even when flexible work arrange-
ments are available, usage by staff varies widely, suggesting a diverse workforce with a range 
of preferences.82 To foster trust, knowledge, empathy, and community in such a hybrid en-
vironment, institutions must acknowledge its complexities and invest in intentional efforts 
to rebuild a strong academic workplace culture.83 This new hybrid environment may also 
require redesigning staff spaces and setting new priorities for onsite work. The physical office 
is predicted to transform into a space for building social connections, fostering learning, 
and sparking innovation, which will necessitate intentional leadership that prioritizes face-
to-face interaction and facilitates collaboration within a redesigned office environment.84

Makerspaces and Tech Spaces
Designed for innovative and creative experimentation, makerspaces are defined as “low- and 
high-tech communal learning environments where people can create, build, and invent with 
digital and fabrication tools.”85 While makerspaces started mostly in engineering depart-
ments, libraries quickly adopted the idea to become leaders in innovation through tech-
nology. In fact, the library is now the most common place for a makerspace to live on an 
academic campus.86 Makerspaces found in academic libraries tend to “focus on digital fabri-
cation, using computerized software-driven equipment,” with 3D printers and laser cutters 
being “the most commonly described equipment in Makerspaces in the research literature.”87 

As libraries continue to assess their user needs, support for these spaces is increasingly 
important. However, maintaining a thriving makerspace does not come without challenges, 
which include proper staffing and financial support for costly technology.88 Despite these 
challenges, librarians are collaborating more through their makerspaces to amplify student 
engagement in the library. While not every endeavor has been successful, initiatives like the 
3D Selfie Booth89 and Game Jam90 showcase library staff’s creativity and highlight positive 
interactions with makerspace technology, leading authors to express interest in deeper col-
laboration.

By analyzing student learning styles against major typologies of learning, the effectiveness 
of the makerspace on student engagement becomes clear. Students using these spaces learn 
through creation and interaction—with a community, experts, and a real-world environ-
ment. In makerspaces, “students are engaging in both content and culture knowledge and 
skills along with communication, management, ingenuity, and self-awareness.”91 Students 
who visit makerspaces on a regular basis are more inclined to continue their use over time, 
indicating that ongoing engagement is crucial for students to perceive the usefulness of the 
space.92 

Makerspaces enable students to build self-efficacy, explore their entrepreneurial spirit,93 
and learn skills that will last them long past their academic career. Evolving alongside patron 
needs, academic libraries are integrating makerspaces into their future vision, offering ac-
cess to new technologies, collaborative opportunities, and platforms for exploring personal 
interests.94 
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Supporting Student Well-being Post-pandemic
The changes to learning environments and increased social isolation during the COVID-19 
pandemic had a mental health impact on current and incoming college students including 
increased rates of depression and anxiety.95 Academic libraries are adopting new strategies 
to address student mental health and well-being that go beyond scholarship to support 
for the whole student.96 The “whole-university” approach is in use in some institutions 
with libraries serving as a vital part of an interconnected team of university offices work-
ing together to support student mental health.97 These efforts align with trends focused 
on offering more personalized, socially centered service in libraries,98 and they also relate 
to initiatives to support the evolving usage of library space. Students value the library as a 
social space and visit libraries as a way to overcome social isolation and find community.99 
For example, students in a recent focus group study noted using physical library spaces to 
socialize and de-stress100 while librarians at Virginia Commonwealth University created 
a guide with audio and visual resources to help students re-create the library mood from 
home during the pandemic.101 As another way to prioritize student wellness, libraries are 
adding leisure reading collections to support mindfulness,102 and they are weaving mindful-
ness practices into information literacy instruction.103 Academic librarians have also been 
looking inward, acknowledging the emotional work involved in supporting students and 
managing change through the pandemic.104

Final Note
The future holds many hurdles for academic librarians, such as the possible impacts of AI 
on higher education and the uncertainty of recurring operating and materials budgets. We 
are simultaneously thrilled by the new possibilities for hybrid teamwork and workspaces, 
the growing demand for diverse viewpoints, and the integration of innovative methods to 
provide access to our common resources. These challenges will require new policies and 
practices, but they will also enable us to innovate, adapt, and respond to complex and 
evolving phenomena in our common pursuit of supporting student achievement and en-
hancing teaching, learning, and academic research. 
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