
Empowering Connections: Relational Practice and 
Library Instruction
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Good morning, everyone, and let me begin with gratitude to everyone involved in the 
organization of this meeting. It takes a tremendous amount of labor to pull these 
events together, so thank you for all of your work. And thank you for the invitation to 
talk and learn with you today. I hope that our conversations about relational practice 
and how it relates to our work as teachers and coordinators will be fruitful and 
thought-provoking.
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I know many of you already, but my name is Joanna Gadsby, and for those of you 
whom I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting, I work as the Instruction Coordinator as 
well as a Reference and Instruction Librarian at the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County. Feel free to email me or chat me up on Twitter after today’s discussion if you 
have more ideas you’d like to talk about. 
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Connection is at the heart of relational practice. 
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To begin talking about relational practice, we start with the power of connection. Judith 
Jordan, one of the founding relational theorists, wrote that “connection is at the core of 
human growth & development...We all grow in, through, and towards relationship”. She 
was part of a group of feminist psychotherapists at the Stone Center at Wellesley 
College (now called the Jean Baker Miller Training Institute) who developed relational 
theory in the 1970s. They observed that in dominant Western models of development, 
those that valued independence and autonomy, women -- who were oriented toward 
relationships -- were considered underdeveloped. 

- The relational model was derived from the therapists’ work with their clients. 
Because their clients were mostly white women in heterosexual relationships, 
these clinical narratives shaped the theory.

- As the relational model received attention, therapists of color, lesbian and 
bisexual therapists, and others drew attention to the limits of a model based on 
the experience of one particular group. The original working group responded 
by collaborating with women holding different identities and experiences, and 
started taking social structures, beyond sexism, into account (Jordan 2017)

- This expansion led to the development of Relational Cultural Theory (or RCT), 
which pays attention to how systems of oppression impact our everyday lives 
and our relationships (Kumbier, A)
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The first core tenet of Relational Cultural Theory is connection. We all need connection 
to grow, develop and thrive. We find that connection in relationships, especially in 
mutually-empowering relationships, which help us continue building more relationships 
with other people. Connection builds on connection. The opposite of this is 
disconnection, or isolation, and that is at the heart of suffering. Relationships can be 
threatened by disconnection, which might happen when people don’t receive empathy 
from others, or when oppressive social structures (like racism, sexism, 
heteronormativity, ableism, classism and their intersections) constrain us. (VAD)

So, let’s think about connection and relationships as they relate to our teaching. What 
does it mean to connect with students? With our colleagues?

Harriet Schwartz writes in Connected Teaching that although many of our intellectual 
pursuits, both as teachers and learners, can seem solitary or individual, even the 
availability of connection keeps us in relationship to others. We can think of examples 
of times that we have turned to colleagues or family members for support, maybe to 
discuss your work, or if they give you the time and space to do your work, to help with 
caregiving or other responsibilities. Those are active connections, but even when we 
think of those that may be inactive at the time, the possibility of their existence keeps 
us in connection. This is true for our students as well. Even when we are not actively 
connected, we are relationally available to them (Schwartz, 14).
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Mutuality
appreciation for the 
wholeness of the other 
person & their 
subjective experience
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The quality of those relationships is just as important as their existence or their 
availability. Another key tenet of relational-cultural theory is mutuality.

- A healthy relationship is one in which individuals have an “appreciation for the 
wholeness of the other person, with special awareness of the other’s subjective 
experience” (Jordan, p. 2 -- Women’s growth in connection). You’ll sometimes 
hear/read the term intersubjective mutuality. It goes beyond recognition--it’s an 
affirmation of the self for those in the relationship. It’s viewing relationship as a 
two-way practice. (Chiu, A)

- This notion of mutuality is easily applied to teaching librarianship and our 
interactions with learners, because it facilitates bell hooks’ notion of engaged 
pedagogy: Pedagogy that ‘does not seek to simply empower students… [but] 
will also be a place where teachers grow and are empowered by the process.” 
It’s about recognizing the humanness of your students as well as your own 
humanity in the classroom. There is respect for one another and the knowledge 
and experiences we ieach bring into the classroom or really any learning 
interaction. We have the opportunity to learn from and with one another and 
empower one another. (Douglas, VA)
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Empathy
requires a well-differentiated sense of self & 
appreciation for the other person
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Empathy is key in order to move toward connection and relationships that foster 
growth. However, in order for real change to occur, empathy has to be mutual and 
multidirectional. When it is unidirectional and utilized as a technique to “feel someone’s 
pain”, it can be shallow and less likely to help form or maintain connection. If we 
demonstrate that we can respond to someone out of empathy and respect for them, 
then it becomes more significant. We have to show that not only do we understand 
someone’s experience, but that it matters to us. This is part of going beyond neutrality, 
objectivity. 
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Radical empathy

Photo by Harry Cunningham on Unsplash
 
In their article, Radical Empathy in Teaching, Schwartz and Jordan tell us that radical 
empathy involves “radical acceptance of vulnerability, an openness to being affected 
by one another”.

-Again, we often think of having empathy as putting ourselves in someone’s shoes, or 
trying to understand what they feel. Empathy as a tenet of this framework is more 
focused on responsiveness, showing that someone else’s thoughts, ideas, feelings, 
had an impact on us. To show that we have in some way been influenced by someone 
else.

-Examples in the classroom can include reacting to a story by relating a similar 
experience we had, or by describing how a student’s idea has impacted our thinking, 
or sparked a new idea. But being a teacher is hard, y’all because it is important to do 
this kind of work without making it all about us. It’s part of decentering ourselves and 
our ideas as most important, and really hearing what students say. To see that one can 
contribute to the growth of another can help shift the power dynamic.
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Vulnerability
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So let’s talk about that idea of vulnerability. Relational vulnerability is not synonymous 
with the full removal of boundaries. Boundaries can still provide clarity, safety, and 
privacy, and we can still allow ourselves to respond and connect while helping others. 
We can experience vulnerability as a place of growth, rather than one of danger. 
Real growth is mutual and occurs with added vulnerability. It shows an openness to 
being affected by one another, learning occurs at our edges or boundaries (Schwartz 
and Jordan).

Allowing vulnerability when working with patrons and/or students means movement 
away from the idea of objectivity or neutrality that doesn’t allow us to be responsive. In 
the classroom, for me, allowing for openness and vulnerability is part of decentering 
myself as the authority, and letting student ideas guide the way. This is not always 
possible, especially for those with marginalized identities. In all of this work, we need to 
consider the power and privilege inherent in dominant identities like whiteness. How 
do our identities and their intersections allow or prevent those feelings of safety?

The open expression of vulnerability has been coded as weak, particularly because 
“we live in a cultural milieu that does not respect helpseeking” (Jordan, 2004, pg. 35).  
But we can acknowledge & be open about vulnerability IF we feel comfortable & 
confident enough to create growth-enhancing relationships. Such connection is hard to 
achieve when one is trapped in a “power over” dynamic, where one person dictates 
the rules for discourse and direction of the relationship. (Nataraj, L)
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Power with
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- RCT emphasizes the idea of power with, rather than power over (empowering). 
This is particularly important in a profession like ours which is feminized but not 
feminist. Librarianship replicates the same hierarchical / patriarchal /racist 
structures that exist in other workplaces despite our overwhelming number of 
women in the workforce.

- The practice of RCT actively subverts these structures by acknowledging the 
importance and humanness of everyone, expressing cultural humility and 
understanding of different experience, and actively dispersing/sharing power 
rather than hoarding or concentrating it. 

-
- RCT aims to foster empowerment through a relational context. The process of 

developing healthy relationships is what facilitates this dispersal of power and 
the desire to lift everyone up together. (Douglas, V.A.)
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disconnection
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Disconnection happens, negative reactions happen--important to note these feelings 
and not dismiss them. 
-feeling disconnected? Lack of empathy?

Back to Schwartz and Jordan, who recommend these steps:
Notice, pause, try to reconnect
Noticing the feelings first step, ask what is going on for you, reflect
Can move from being reactive to responsive
-consider that you or student or your colleague might be disconnecting out of 
self-protection
-noticing these feelings are part of developing healthier, stronger connections; 
preventing some level of burnout
-having self-empathy

Sounds easy, right? All of this is hard work. None of this is easy work. These sound 
like warm, fuzzy feelings, but these practices are intentional and require a lot of labor. 
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What resonates with you so far? 
How can you apply these tenets in your work?
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Let’s take a break to talk together about what you’ve listened to so far. Think 
specifically about these tenets of relational cultural theory and how you can apply them 
in your work. A caveat: when we come back from this discussion, I’d like to talk more 
about what prevents us from engaging in relational practice, specifically what 
institutional structures or practices actively work against it, so for now, let’s just think 
now about the good stuff.
10 minutes
5 minutes to share
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It turns out, if you want to save a species, 
you don’t spend your time staring at the 
bird you want to save. You look at the 
things it relies on to live instead. You ask if 
there is enough to eat and drink. You ask if 
there is a safe place to sleep. Is there 
enough here to survive?

C.J. Hauser, The Crane Wife
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So, I love birds, but reading this essay last summer (The Crane Wife by CJ Hauser, 
published in The Paris Review) is what really inspired my bird theme today. This 
passage in the essay stopped me in my tracks, because it made me think about a) what 
counts and what we value, which spoiler alert, I’m already thinking about all of the time, 
and b) how living or in this case working conditions are what determine the quality of 
our life or work.

So, let’s talk about the working conditions that actively keep us in disconnection, that 
keep us from building relationships with each other, our students, our faculty. 
Adjunctification
Precarity of labor, staff positions that sit empty, workloads that do not shrink, lack of 
compensation, low pay
Students have no time, faculty have no time, WE have no time. 
Micro and macroaggressions: institutional racism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, 
ableism, classism, and their intersections. 
Student issues: financial precarity, homelessness, family obligations, multiple jobs, a 
campus that cuts services but increases fees. And that doesn’t take into account 
regular old being a student, not necessarily focused on what a librarian they’ve never 
met before is talking about in a 75 minute class. 

Veronica Arellano Douglas, my colleague in this profession as well my frequent 
research partner, wrote a beautiful keynote talk for The Innovative Learning Classroom 
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conference in 2019. I considered just reading it to you today because she makes so 
many points that I want to make. But to quote her here, “I ask you to consider this 
working reality as we continue to worry that faculty “don’t want to collaborate with us,” 
and as we in libraries are continually asked to demonstrate value, prove our worth, and 
do more with less. These are terrible conditions in which to engage in meaningful 
conversations, much less collaborations around pedagogy, information literacy, and 
learner-centered education.”



  Relational labor is labor, and should be valued as such. 
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Over the past few years, Veronica and I worked on a research project that examined 
the responsibilities of library instruction coordinators through a relational-cultural lens. 
This work concluded last summer as we published our findings with In the Library with 
the Lead Pipe. We based our study on the research of Joyce Fletcher, whose four-year 
long study of women at work at a technology company created a framework for 
identifying relational behavior characteristics, assumptions, beliefs, and values in an 
organizational setting. We found that library instruction coordinators spend a 
tremendous amount of time engaged in intentional relational practice, and they 
engaged in activities that centered relationships as the means for getting work done. 
This work is often invisible, often referred to as soft skills, which makes the work 
appear seamless, which creates a need for further emotional labor on their part. Much 
of this work is not only unrecognized or undervalued, but is often also exploited or 
misunderstood. Relational ways of working can be mischaracterized as a person’s 
individual attributes, like being “nice” or “helpful”, rather than intentional competencies 
designed to enable, empathize with, and empower others (Fletcher, 1999). 
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These practices are neither intuitive nor easy to learn; they involve highly skilled work, 
and should be named specifically as desired qualifications in job descriptions, and 
described fully as evidence of a well-managed program in annual and promotional 
reviews. Fletcher (1999) describes ways to name relational practice by using a 
“language of competence” as well as the intended outcomes. In order to claim the 
power and intended effectiveness in the relational activity inherent to library instruction 
coordinator work, we should describe the work of collaboration and relationship 
maintenance on a regular, ongoing basis. By doing this, we move beyond the idea that 
this work is related to personal attributes, and ascribe it to cultivated competencies.

We know that lack of value and support leads to burnout, but it also leads to 
disconnection. We need mutuality and reciprocity, even the understanding that it is 
available, that it exists, in order to stay in connection, and build more connection. Our 
interdependency is a necessity. We keep each other going, we are the engines that 
maintain our institutions. Our study focused on library instruction coordinators, but our 
findings fan out to anyone engaged in relational practice.
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So this isn’t merely about highlighting relational values in the existing hierarchical 
structure of the library and the university, but in challenging the structure itself to 
reassess what it values. Organizations like universities and libraries are often eager to 
discuss adopting change for the future, but they actively disappear behaviors that are 
involved in making this change happen (Fletcher, 1999). To create change in our 
organizations we need to actively prioritize and reward actions that create supportive 
structures in our work. Relational practice is the force that moves individuals and 
institutions forward. Good work is rooted in good relationships at work, and to make 
this happen, we need organizations where individuals are emboldened to focus on 
relational awareness, mutual empowerment, and meaningful connection. 
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1. Where are you finding connection and support in your work? 

2. How can you create connection within this work?

3. What relationships do you value and nurture in your work? What 
relationships would you nurture more if you felt you had more capacity to do 
so? 

4. How do you work toward mutual relationships?

5. What are some opportunities to share or distribute power in your work / 
library / institution? How can you empower others (alongside yourself) 
in your work? 
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And let’s think about what a caring, supportive organization with caring, supportive 
structures would look like? There are some discussion questions here to go along with 
that idea, that I’d like to you to consider now with your group.
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