The Performance of Academic Instruction: An Ethnographic Diary Study of Instructional

Librarians at the University of Toronto

Aleksandar Golijanin
Faculty of Information, University of Toronto
Thesis Proposal

Supervisor: Jenna Hartel



Statement of the Problem

Academic librarians occupy a unique niche within the postsecondary ecosystem. Some
benefit from faculty status, and others work exclusively as university staff members. While they
are often recognized as experts in information retrieval and research support, many of them also
undertake instructional responsibilities, delivering sessions on topics such as information and
digital literacy. These instructional sessions, colloquially referred to as “one-shots” (Reitz, 2013),
are typically brief and delivered at the request of disciplinary faculty members. As a result,
instructional librarians must balance multiple audience expectations and institutional norms,
despite the lack of teaching time, instructional autonomy and pedagogical training they often
receive. This research project seeks to better understand how academic librarians “perform” the
role of instructor, using Erving Goffman’s theory of dramaturgy as a theoretical framework.

Introduced by Goffman in 1956, dramaturgy conceives of people as actors constantly
engaging in performances, managing impressions through various means including physical
appearance, behaviour, and settings. This impression management, referred to as “fronting” by
Goffman, aims to align the person’s performance with their audience’s expectations. While
theatrical metaphors have previously been applied to academic librarianship (Furay, 2014;
Polger, 2024; Quinn, 2005), dramaturgy has largely been discussed as a theoretical or conceptual
footnote in investigations of librarian instruction and teacher identity. In response, this study sets
itself apart by using dramaturgy as a guiding theoretical framework, rather than simply a
metaphor, to understand the instructional lives of academic librarians more deeply.

To conduct this investigation, this study adopts a short-term ethnographic approach, a
form of sociological microethnography that focuses on practical, situated activities (Pink &

Morgan, 2013). Ontologically, the study is grounded in a postmodern approach, elucidating how



reality is socially constructed (Griffin, 2017). Methodologically, it draws on the ethnographic
cycle and semistructured interview techniques outlined by Spradley (1979), incorporating
grand-tour, mini-tour, and information-related questions (Bernard, 2002). Data collection
includes unobtrusive in-person observations of instructional sessions, a photographic inventory
used later for photographic elicitation (Prosser & Loxley, 2008), and semistructured
ethnographic diaries that encourage participants to reflect on their teaching experiences before,
during, and after instruction. These methods are intended to deconstruct representations of
reality, as well as bring research informants into the analytical fold. Taking inspiration from the
analytical model proposed by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011), this research will involve taking
stepwise fieldnotes, thematic coding, and developing a thematic narrative. Unlike a traditional
academic text, a thematic narrative tells an “ethnographic story” through an “ordered progression
of fieldnote excerpts” (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 203). Hartel (2020) builds upon this concept with
the “excerpt-commentary unit” (p. 2), and the Findings section will consist of said units.
Research Questions

Through this analytical process, the following research questions will be addressed:

1. How do academic librarians perform the role of instructor?

2. How do instructional librarians engage in fronting (appearance, demeanour, or physical
setting)?

3. Which performances take place on stage (or backstage) and why?

4. Which aspects of the performance are idealized (or concealed) and why?

5. What do these performances tell us about teacher identity, instructional success, and job

satisfaction?



By prioritizing dramaturgy and performance from both a theoretical and methodological
perspective, this research breaks new ground in the literature on academic librarianship. The goal
of this study is not only to deepen our understanding of how librarians approach their
instructional roles, but also has broader implications for the performative nature of teaching in

higher education and librarians’ academic legitimacy in universities.

Grounding and Rationale

The metaphor of life as performance dates back to Plato and Shakespeare (Quinn, 2005),
and this metaphor has served as a point of interest for sociologists and educators alike. In 1956,
Erving Goffman first articulated his theory of dramaturgy in his seminal text The Presentation of
Self'in Everyday Life. This theory uses theatrical metaphors to make sense of how people manage
impressions in social interactions. Inspired by symbolic interactionists, Goffman (1956) views
people as actors who perform roles for audiences, oscillating between “front regions” where
idealized performances take place, and “back regions” where actors critique or prepare for their
on-stage appearances. Actors engage in “fronting” while performing, which describes how actors
control their environment, appearance or demeanour to sustain their performances. To avoid
performance disintegration, actors must be adept at maintaining “poise” and managing “face”
(Goffman, 1967) by employing impression management strategies (Jones & Pittman, 1982;
Schlenker, 1980). As a theory, dramaturgy has been criticized for framing all interactions as
inauthentic (Cuzzort, 1969), but postmodern thinkers believe authenticity to be a performance
based on certain social expectations and cultural ideals (Tse€lon, 1992; Williams, 2013).
Dramaturgy in Education

In the field of education, dramaturgy has been explored extensively, particularly by

researchers interested in investigating the performative aspects of teaching. In McLaren’s (1993)



investigation of a Catholic school in Toronto, schooling is framed as a ritual performance, with
students and teachers adopting archetypes like the “student-state” or “teacher-as-entertainer”
respectively, and these archetypes are upheld by repeated performances. In some cases, students
and teachers may feel at odds internally with the societal expectations of their roles, resulting in
what Stebbins (2013) describes as “role-distance” (p. 124). In terms of postsecondary education,
Parini (2005) and Preves and Stephenson (2009) have investigated how university instructors
struggle to balance the pressures of authenticity and performance. Parini compares university
instruction to wearing masks, encouraging instructors to try on different masks in hopes of
finding their unique pedagogical persona. In their investigation of co-teaching performances,
Preves and Stephenson found that front and back regions tend to blur, which may lead to
performance disintegration. While teaching cannot be reduced to a simple performance, these
studies frame performance as a complex act, consisting of an interplay between the educator’s
personal identity, the norms of their institution, and their audience’s expectations.
Dramaturgy in Academic Libraries

Within the context of academic libraries, dramaturgy has been used to understand the
professional lives of librarians. Despite their historical roles as facilitators of research, academic
librarians are increasingly taking on instructional responsibilities, having received limited or no
pedagogical training (Hays & Studebaker, 2019; Wheeler & McKinney, 2015). As a result,
librarian identity has shifted, and dramaturgy can help us make sense of this shift. Quinn’s
(2005) theoretical application of dramaturgical principles to academic libraries frames librarians
as actors who manage different performances for students, faculty, administrators and their
colleagues. Instructional librarians expend lots of time and energy preparing for instructional

sessions in order to deliver high-quality performances while teaching (Azadbakht, 2021; Furay,



2014). Goftman (1956) would describe this preparation process as “dramaturgical
circumspection”, which often results in actors who demonstrate “discipline”. Both internal and
external factors shape these performances, including a librarian’s teaching identity and their fears
around being perceived as competent respectively (Julien & Pecoskie, 2009; Polger, 2024).

Looking more closely at these dramaturgical studies, they often treat dramaturgy as a
piece of peripheral analysis rather than a guiding theoretical framework. Furthermore, many of
the studies rely exclusively on interviews or surveys, neglecting to observe librarians in their
classrooms where they embody their instructional practice. To address these gaps, this study
places dramaturgy at the core of its theoretical framework and aims to unearth in situ knowledge.
As a methodology, ethnography is predicated on naturalism, and employing participant
observation as a research tool will enable this study to document and analyze librarians’
instructional performances in their natural habitats. More specifically, this study takes an
inductive and process-driven approach to ethnography (Jerolmack & Khan, 2017), seeking to
document the micro-level experiences of academic librarian instruction.
Ethnography in Libraries

Historically, ethnographic research in academic libraries has centred around patrons, with
a particular interest in understanding how they navigate and use library spaces (Ramsden, 2016).
In contrast, this thesis project positions librarians as research informants. Other ethnographic
precedents spearheaded by academic librarians are varied in scope, including investigations of
faculty members’ research practices (Pukkila & Freeman, 2012; Zoellner et al., 2015) and faculty
attitudes towards collaboration with the library (Manuel et al., 2005). Within the field of LIS
more broadly, diary studies have been employed to better understand the information seeking and

information creation habits of diverse audiences (Colosimo & Badia, 2021; Hektor, 2001; Lee &



Ocepek, 2022). Ethnography is generally rare in postsecondary settings, usually used to
investigate students, and when instructors are investigated, researchers favour interviews and
surveys because their proximity to the research subjects may negate the naturalism of
observations (Lucas, 2012; Pabian, 2014; Forsey, 2020). Some studies conducted in the 1980s
and 90s framed university instructors as research subjects in hopes of shedding light on the
instructional experience and student-instructor dynamics (Cooper, 1981; Cooper et al., 1983;
Campbell, 1992). Despite the varied nature of these studies, they all serve as sources of
inspiration because of their discoveries related to academic life and work. However, none of the
aforementioned studies replicate the planned methodological toolkit of the proposed thesis.

Through the use of research tools like in-class observations, ethnographic diaries, and
semistructured interviews, this study will culminate in a dense ethnographic record of academic
librarians’ instructional lives. As an outsider to the academic librarian community at the
University of Toronto, I will circumvent some of the naturalism-related concerns espoused by
other ethnographic researchers. The diversity of data gathering methods employed in this study
will contribute novel methodological and theoretical perspectives to academic librarianship.

Research Plan

This thesis project will span over twelve months, between August 2025 and August 2026.
I have divided the work into nine functional phases, including a description of my previous
research experience. By the end of the data gathering process, I will have a multimodal
ethnographic record that will serve as the basis for the final thesis. I plan to make use of multiple
ethnographic methods, including unobtrusive observations, photographs, diaries, and
semistructured interviews, which I have carefully selected to address each research question.

Research Experience (before the thesis)



During my Master of Information studies, I completed an Information Horizons Interview

study, which I would go on to publish in the Faculty of Information’s iJournal. Most recently, I

completed a short-term ethnography of the information behaviours of academic librarians during
the instructional preparation process, and this study is pending submission to the upcoming
Information Seeking in Context (ISIC) conference. In sharing this context, I hope to convey the
concatenated path of my research which has led me to the present thesis project.

Phase One: Ethical Protocol (August—September 2025)

In collaboration with my thesis supervisor and the Faculty of Information’s Research
Funding, Awards and Honours Officer, I will prepare a human participant ethics protocol in
accordance with the expectations outlined by U of T’s Research Ethics Boards. With the core
principles of Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare, and Justice in mind, the only anticipated
hurdles entail maintaining participant privacy and avoiding documentation of any
non-participants during in-class observations. I aim for an internal review in August, submission
to the REB in early September, and approval by mid-September so that fieldwork may begin.
Phase Two: Recruitment and Screening Interviews (September 2025)

I will recruit participants exclusively from University of Toronto Libraries to ensure the
feasibility of the project, rather than seeking additional ethics approvals from other
postsecondary institutions in the Toronto area. To be eligible for the project, participants must be
instructional librarians who regularly facilitate information or digital literacy instruction. As a
cutting point, this study excludes both virtual instruction and instructional interactions that take
place at a library reference desk. Furthermore, this study does not account for performances
involved in other librarian tasks (i.e. administrative communications, management, etc.). Using

convenience and purposive sampling, I will reach out to participants primarily through email,
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either privately or through institutional listservs. To ensure the participants are aware of the
project timeline, expectations and tokens of appreciation, I will conduct screening interviews
over email, phone, or video-conferencing calls. From these interviews, I will select a total of
5-10 participants, prioritizing a rich ethnographic record over quantity.

Phase Three: In-Person Observations and Photographic Inventory (September 2025)

I plan on observing each participant at least once during their in-person instructional
sessions, ranging between thirty and sixty minutes of instructional time. These unobtrusive
observations are intended to capture how my participants perform the role of instructor in real
time, and will exclude any observation of the students or other faculty members in attendance
during the session. To address the first research question (RQ1), I will use fieldnotes to
document the verbal and non-verbal behaviours, instructional strategies, and interpersonal
dynamics that I observe. During these observations, I will also take photographs to document the
physical setting, attire, and body language of the participant. The visual information provided by
these photos will enable me to analyze fronting behaviours (i.e. appearance, demeanour, and
setting), which is directly tied to RQ2.

Phase Four: Semistructured Ethnographic Diaries (October—December 2025)

In this phase, I expect participants to complete at least three diary entries over the fall
semester, aiming for one entry in October, one entry in November and one entry in December.
Guided by a draw-and-write template, these diary entries will prompt reflection on their
experiences before, during, and after teaching. The diaries are intended to provide insight into
the frontstage and backstage dimensions of instructional performance, including emotional
states, preparation behaviours, and post-teaching rituals. Addressing RQ3 and RQ4, the diaries

will shed light on which performances occur on stage or backstage, as well as which aspects of
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the performance are idealized or concealed. Furthermore, the diaries may also expose how
librarians feel about their own teaching identities and experiences, which speaks to RQS5 and the
goal of understanding instructional identity, success, and job satisfaction. After successfully
completing three diary entries, each participant will receive a small token of appreciation (i.e.
gift card for a relevant and local establishment).

Phase Five: Semistructured Interviews (December 2025)

After receiving at least three diaries from each participant, I will conduct semistructured
interviews either in person or over video-conferencing calls. During these interviews, [ will ask
general questions, before narrowing my focus to more specific questions that are tailored to each
participant’s fieldnotes and diary entries. I will dedicate at least one question of the interview to
photographic elicitation, inviting participants to reflect on certain images I took during their
instructional sessions. Complementing the knowledge I have acquired from the previous research
tools, these interviews will substantiate and deepen my answers to RQ 1-5. I will record and
transcribe the interviews, after which I intend on anonymizing the transcripts and deleting the
recordings to protect participant confidentiality.

Phase Six: Thematic Memos and Coding (January—February 2026)

Having compiled the complete ethnographic record, I will analyze the fieldnotes,
photographs, diary entries, and interview transcripts through inductive coding. Inspired by the
work of Emerson, Fretz and Shaw’s (2011), I will manually code for themes and prepare a series
of thematic memos. I will write these memos throughout this phase, so that I can identify and
make sense of thematic patterns, theoretical insights, and methodological reflections. By

preparing these memos, I will more effectively synthesize my findings from the entire
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ethnographic record, which will lead to more thorough answers to my research questions. I plan
on including an index of these memos as an appendix item in the final version of the thesis.
Phase Seven: Writing Up (March—June 2026)

Excluding the bibliography, figures, tables and appendices, I will aim to write roughly
90-100 pages of content for the thesis. The thesis will be structured as follows: Introduction (~5
pages), Literature Review (5 pages), Methodology (5 pages), Findings (3 x 20-page chapters =
60 pages), Original Theorizing (10 pages), and Conclusion (5 pages). To bring the participants’
voices to the fore, the Analysis section will consist of a series of excerpt-commentary units, as
described by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011).

Phase Eight: Revisions and Defense (June—August 2026)

In the final phase, I will submit a draft of the thesis to my supervisor and second reader
for feedback. I will incorporate their revisions and suggestions throughout the summer months,
leading up to the thesis defense scheduled for August 2026.

Phase Nine: Knowledge Mobilization (September 2026—-Onward)

After successfully defending the thesis and sharing it to various databases (i.e. TSpace,
ProQuest, etc.), I intend on disseminating the three Findings chapters in various forms. For
instance, I imagine one of the chapters could be re-formatted as an original research paper for a
journal like the Canadian Journal of Academic Librarianship. Another chapter could be
prepared and submitted for presentation at a conference like the International Conference on
Conceptions of Library and Information Science (CoLIS). Lastly, I anticipate preparing a
methodological reflection for a journal like Library & Information Science Research, which

delves deeper into my experience using ethnography and the thematic narrative in LIS research.
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