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Abstract 

This paper’s focus is reviewing the literature surrounding the problem of isolation felt by teacher 

librarians and the solution presented by Personal Learning Networks. Because schools typically 

employ a single librarian professional isolation is common. Solo librarians may also encounter 

gaps in their professional knowledge that can hinder them in the execution of their duties. One 

proposed solution is to develop a Personal Learning Network. A Personal Learning Network is a 

way for librarians to stay connected to each other and engage in professional learning. Personal 

Learning Networks, therefore, serve both an emotional and practical function. The emotional 

function of a Personal Learning Network is as a way to connect with like-minded peers and 

developing a sense of community that wards off isolation. The practical function of a Personal 

Learning Network is as a relevant, customized, on-demand tool for professional learning. The 

review concludes with a brief look at the stages of involvement in a Personal Learning Network 

and a discussion of potential barriers one might face in the development of a Personal Learning 

Network.  
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Professional Learning for Teacher Librarians: Utilizing the Resources Available to Create a 

Personal Learning Network 

Introduction 

School librarians are an essential part of the education system. They provide resources and 

services both to students and teachers. School librarians are also referred to as teacher librarians, 

which is a more accurate description of their role. One struggle that teacher librarians face is 

isolation from their colleagues. In most cases there is only one librarian on a campus. School 

districts vary in the type and amount of professional development and community that they 

provide for their librarians and it is easy for teacher librarians to go long stretches of time 

without any contact with their peers. While classroom teachers have a team with whom they can 

collaborate and plan, and often even have a time of day set aside to work together, the librarian 

has no such community. This leaves the librarian in the position of needing to make the extra 

effort to seek out a community. Without community and continued professional learning 

stagnation is inevitable. In this day of modern technology there are growing options for librarians 

to seek community through online sources.  

Literature Review 

The Problem of Isolation 

While the school library may be an educational hub bustling with activity, the position of 

school librarian can be very lonely. Schools frequently have a single teacher librarian running the 

program. The teacher librarian can be counted lucky if there is also a library aide to help with the 

routine maintenance tasks of checking out and shelving books. Being the only librarian on 

campus can lead to feelings of professional isolation. Professional isolation can be described as 

the disagreeable experience that results from a lack of sufficient social relationships in the 
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workplace (Dussault, Deaudelin, Royer, & Loiselle, 1999). 

Lilly (2016) interviewed 5 solo middle school librarians and found that all of them 

experienced professional isolation. Without fellow librarians to collaborate with the participants 

felt that their programs suffered. It was commonly considered that they were unable to do all the 

things they would like to do and keep programs running at a high level of quality because they 

were too exhausted bearing the weight alone (p. 110). Even when opportunities to engage with 

fellow librarians at district meetings arose, the lack of any support staff meant that it was a 

choice of closing the library, making it unavailable to students and teachers, or missing the 

opportunity to engage with their peers. 

This type of librarian isolation hurts students, teachers, and all other stakeholders. An 

isolated librarian lacks the support to provide high quality library services. Professional isolation 

doesn’t merely lead to diminished services, however, it has a negative impact on the librarian’s 

quality of life. Dussault et al. (1999) found that experiencing higher levels of professional 

isolation leads to higher levels of occupational stress.  

For librarians to provide quality service and also maintain positive feelings towards the 

profession it is necessary to find ways to reduce feelings of isolation. 

Impact of Professional Involvement 

The opposite of isolation is community. Becoming involved in a community of peers can 

not only stave off feelings of isolation, but can result in improved practice. Educators involved in 

professional organizations area able to participate in a community, build a support network, 

engage in professional learning, and seek out mentors (Johnston, 2013).  

Membership in a professional organization comes at a price though. While members may 

enjoy many free professional activities such as webinars, chat groups, and local meetups, they 



PROFESSIONAL LEARNING FOR TEACHER LIBRARIANS 5 

 

must pay annual dues. Attending conferences can be incredibly expensive. The cost of 

admission, travel, lodging, etc. adds up fast. Many professionals are unable to engage in these 

events due to lack of funds. 

Fortunately professional organizations are not the only option for professional learning and 

community. LaGarde and Whitehead (2012) define a Personal Learning Network (PLN) as “a 

group of people who are connected by shared passions or common interests, and who benefit 

from shared learning” (p. 9). Librarians can develop a PLN by connecting with like-minded 

colleagues through Twitter, blogs, Nings, webinars, and more.  

Personal Learning Networks align to the principles of connected learning established by Ito 

et al. (2013), as they are peer supported, interest driven, academically oriented, production 

centered, based on a shared purpose, and openly networked (as cited in Harlan, 2016). Harlan 

conducted a study of 11 teens’ involvement in online communities and how it impacted their 

creative endeavors. Harlan found that as the teens interacted with other creators they were able to 

learn new skills from more experienced artists, give and receive constructive feedback to 

improve future works, and engage in collaborative projects. A PLN is to a teacher librarian as 

online creative communities are to the teens studied.  

The impact of a good PLN is both emotional and practical and we shall look at each aspect 

in turn.  

Emotional impact 

Multiple studies have found that PLNs provide participants with a sense of community, 

making them feel less isolated (Carpenter & Krutka, 2014; Dalton, 2013; Moreillon, 2015). 

PLNs were an avenue for librarians to form connections with like-minded peers who served as 

an emotional support system. 
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Twitter is one of the most popular, or at least the most researched, platforms for building 

PLNs. In a study of the attitudes of new library professionals towards Twitter Dalton (2013) 

found that the participants who used Twitter regularly “highlighted its value as a networking tool 

in building relationships and facilitating conversation and discussion” (p. 107). Carpenter and 

Krutka (2014) surveyed 755 educators regarding their Twitter habits and discovered that 79% of 

respondents use twitter as a networking tool. Another 25% specifically cited emotional support 

as one of their purposes for using Twitter. The feeling of belonging to a community and being 

connected with others was also frequently noted. Moreillon (2015) surveyed participants in the 

Twitter chat group #txlchat and found that 28% used words related to connection to describe 

their motivation to engage in the group. 

Being connected to other educators and librarians is one way to reduce feelings of isolation. 

Educators surveyed by Carpenter and Krutka (2014) considered their Twitter connections to be a 

kind of “antidote to isolation” (p. 426). It was not merely geographical isolation that was being 

considered. Isolation born of philosophical differences was also eased by being able to connect 

with like-minded educators through Twitter, a position echoed by Visser, Evering, and Barrett 

(2014). Dalton (2013) also points out that being a new professional in a solo or unfamiliar 

situation can be very lonely and being able to communicate with more experienced librarians can 

lighten the burden. 

Practical impact 

Two aspects of the practical impact of developing a Personal Learning Network can be 

found in the name itself. A PLN is personalized to the individual and it is a source of learning. 

Every PLN is unique to the user. Each individual decides who to follow, what topics they 

are interested in, and how much time they devote to their PLN. As the user grows professionally 
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and finds new areas of interest the PLN can change to suit. Unfollowing accounts or blogs that 

no longer meet the individual’s needs and seeking out new connections can happen at any time. 

In Carpenter and Krutka (2014) respondents described their Twitter PLNs as “differentiated,” 

“personalized,” and “on my terms” (p. 426). It was widely considered to be superior to district 

provided professional development for these reasons. 

Many studies have shown that those who have developed a PLN have learned new skills or 

discovered new technologies as a result (Carpenter & Krutka, 2014; Deissler, Ding, Neumann, & 

Kopcha, 2015; Eller, 2012; Harlan, 2016; Moreillon, 2015; Visser et al. 2014). 

Due to the fast paced, ever changing nature of education and librarianship there is always 

something new to learn. It can be difficult, especially for those new to the field or working in 

solo positions, to keep up with the requirements of the job. In a survey of 47 teacher librarians 

more than half of them reported having to learn new technology skills on the job (Deissler et al., 

2015). These skills are not negotiable “extras,” but necessary to the fulfillment of the librarian’s 

duties, such as navigating district software programs, troubleshooting network issues, and 

repairing devices.  

For a library to offer quality programs and services that are relevant to the modern user it is 

not enough to merely keep up with the operational changes. Teacher librarians are responsible for 

developing 21st century skills in students and for keeping teachers up to date with technology 

trends. The on-demand nature of Twitter and other PLN platforms allows teacher librarians to 

learn about new technology and teaching practices as they appear. After surveying 542 educators 

Visser et el. (2014) found the following: 

The various types of professional development received via Twitter have direct benefits on 

teachers’ professional knowledge and stature. As a result of Twitter, respondents reported 
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learning about the latest research, pedagogical strategies, and best practices; discovered 

Web-based resource, lesson plans, and innovative ideas about literacy instruction . . . 

Participants indicated that this PD was transformative in nature, resulting in improved 

classroom practice (p. 407) 

In the previous section of this paper the emotional impact of developing connections with 

other educators through a PLN was discussed. These connections do not merely serve the 

emotional needs of the individuals, they also allow for the practical benefit of collaboration. Eller 

(2012) surveyed members of the Apple Distinguished Educators community and found that 64% 

of respondents had engaged in collaborative projects with fellow members. Eighty-six percent of 

those surveyed by Carpenter and Krutka (2014) reported using Twitter as a way to collaborate 

with other educators.  

Creating a Personal Learning Network 

LaGarde and Whitehead (2012) describe four common stages that educators go through as 

they create their PLN. The first stage is consumption. During this stage the person creating their 

PLN (the user) is merely an observer, reading other people’s tweets or blogs and finding ideas. 

The second stage is connection. At this point the user will begin to interact with other users 

(responding to tweets or leaving comments on blogs) and develop relationships. Stage three is 

creation. At this stage the user starts taking things they have learning through their PLN and 

employing in their own way. At stage four, contribution, the user, who was once a passive 

observer, begins sharing their own, unique ideas and content.  

While not every person will follow these four stages exactly or in order, they can serve as a 

guide to encourage librarians to continue increasing their involvement by moving to the next 

step. 
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There are many articles that give guidance to those seeking to create a PLN. Foote (2013) 

advocates for the use of Twitter as the “quickest gateway to online professional learning” (p. 34). 

She also recommends webinars, livestreams, and podcasts. In her article she provides links to 

several websites that offer online learning opportunities that a newcomer can use as they develop 

their PLN. LaGarde and Whitehead (2012) add blogs and Nings to the list of tools for creating a 

PLN.  

Tools such as Feedly and TweetDeck can help organize a PLN and ward off information 

overload. Feedly is a service that allows the user to follow blogs and sort them into categories. 

TweetDeck serves a similar purpose, allowing the user to create lists of Twitter users and 

organize them into different feeds. TweetDeck also allows users to track multiple hashtags, such 

as #txlchat and #edchat, at the same time. 

Discussion 

PLNs are an easy, accessible, low-cost option for engaging in professional learning. While 

PLNs are much more accessible than traditional professional development, there are still 

potential barriers. Attitude is one of the largest obstacles to the creation of a PLN. Dalton (2013) 

found that new library professionals were hesitant to use Twitter because they did not feel like 

they had anything to tweet about. They were also concerned by the perceived time commitment 

of keeping up with Twitter. The second potential barrier is technological proficiency. A person 

who does not feel confident using technology tools is unlikely to create a PLN (Visser et al., 

2014), even though a PLN would help them learn how to use those tools. The third barrier is 

access. Creating and utilizing a PLN requires access to the internet and connected devices. Many 

schools employ filtering software that can block access to sites like Twitter (Carpenter & Krutka, 

2014). 
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Research in this area is commonly on a population of convenience and is self-reported. In 

many of the studies reviewed in this paper the research was conducted via online surveys. The 

links to surveys were publicly tweeted and shared to the target population, meaning that there is 

no way to know for sure who was actually taking the survey.  

The research may be imperfect, but the results are still compelling. There is virtually 

nothing to lose by creating a PLN. In the words of mothers the world over, try it, you might like 

it. 

Conclusion 

In this paper the problem of isolation faced by many teacher librarians was discussed. The 

development and use of Personal Learning Networks was put forwards as a possible solution to 

the problem. The value of PLNs was divided into two main categories: emotional impact and 

practical impact. Factors of the emotional impact of a PLN include feeling connected to other 

educators, a sense of community, and emotional support. Factors of the practical impact of a 

PLN include personalization, learning new skills, improved practice, and collaboration. Advice 

for creating a PLN was also discussed. These points come together to demonstrate the value of 

creating a PLN. 
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