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Introduction 
 
Thinkers have been applying longstanding mar-
tial arts philosophies to a variety of professional 
genres for years, particularly in the business 
realm.  Where these ideas find less traction, 
though, is in the field of education, specifically 
higher education, as some of the philosophies 
operate better in the boardroom than in aca-
deme. However, much of the experience associ-
ated with martial arts provides an alternate 
prism to view conflicts and difficulties within 
higher education and, specifically, for my pur-
poses, in libraries.  This discussion draws on my 
experience as a martial artist as well as my theo-
retical and experiential learning in higher educa-
tion and academic libraries in order to expand 
the conversation on collaboration.   
 
My perspective on collaboration is largely influ-
enced by two independent factors. First, I am a 
researcher in an academic library’s reference 
department, but I am not a librarian. I perform 
many of the same tasks as librarians, though 
collaborative opportunities sometimes are diffi-
cult to obtain either within the library or in exte-
rior departments because I am not a librarian. 
As well, I am a doctoral student in my universi-
ty’s higher education program. However, I am a 
part-time student, not privy to teaching assis-
tantships, internships, or other prospects availa-
ble to full-time students. In essence, despite hav-
ing associations with various campus entities, I 
tend to operate outside established silos. This 
enables me to consider issues from a unique 
vantage point. 
 
The second factor affecting my outlook is my 
background in martial arts. At my college’s 
freshmen orientation, there was a club fair that 
featured several martial arts teams. On a whim, I 
signed up for the Taekwondo team and entered 
into the martial arts hobby (and later profession) 
that now has encompassed aspects of my entire 
adult life. Within two years I began coaching 

some of the other competitors on the team and 
ultimately attained the rank of black belt. I end-
ed my collegiate experience as the Head Instruc-
tor of that college team and after graduation 
sought employment in the greater Washington, 
DC area. I continued my instruction in 
Taekwondo and since have attained the rank of 
4th Dan, or Master, and also trained in a variety 
of other arts, such as Karate, Boxing, Judo, Muay 
Thai, and most prominently Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. 
The diversity of training benefits my under-
standing of all the arts that I have trained in and, 
again, allows me to consider challenges from a 
different perspective. 
 
Along the way, I earned two academic masters 
degrees (one in Higher Education, another in 
History) and I am working on a doctorate in 
Higher Education. However, I have never ad-
hered to one discipline or way of thought, either 
in the martial arts or the academy. As a result, 
my perspectives on how I view day-to-day pro-
fessional problems have been molded by this 
somewhat interdisciplinary approach. While I 
certainly am not an authority on any of the dis-
cussion that follows, these preceding words are 
meant to give a brief background of my personal 
stance and hopefully elucidate some under-
standing of the prospective outlook on collabo-
ration within the academy. 
 
Collaboration? 

 
A major issue afflicting many departments in 
higher education, including the library, is cam-
pus collaboration, or perhaps more accurately, 
the lack thereof. Research requires the prolifera-
tion of partnerships among campus entities,1 but 
obstacles to cooperative projects persist.  Jamie 
Lester, Associate Professor of Higher Education 
at George Mason University asks “Why are 
there so few partnerships between student [ser-
vices] and academic affairs? There is no single 
answer; rather, we must acknowledge that or-
ganizational life in higher education pulls us 
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apart rather than together.”2  While no single, 
defined reason may be pinpointed, there are 
certainly a few that warrant comparative discus-
sion. 
 
Part of the problem has to do with culture and 
the real or perceived silos that are manifest on 
and around collegiate campuses.  Victor 
Arcelus, Dean of Student Life at Connecticut 
College, states, “Cultural differences between 
the divisions, as well as the real and perceived 
differences in the deeply held values and beliefs 
about students and their education, hamper the 
pursuit of cross-divisional partnership.”3 Essen-
tially, instructional faculty consider their role in 
the education of the student more relevant to the 
students’ complete learning outcomes than 
those experiences offered outside the classroom, 
and even within the libraries.  
 
How might departments address these divi-
sions? First, acknowledge the mission of the 
university.  Arcelus states further, “Despite the 
differences between academic and student [ser-
vices], they share a critical common goal- ad-
vancing student intellectual and personal devel-
opment.”4 Fostering better understanding of 
how this development is accomplished from 
both sides and is paramount to overcoming gaps 
between the campus entities. 
 
This acceptance also needs to occur among the 
varieties of departments within the organiza-
tions as well. In terms of academics, I experience 
a division whenever I spend time in a class filled 
with primary or secondary educators. When I 
tell other faculty or students that I teach credit-
bearing courses in Taekwondo, I almost always 
receive the dismissive “Oooohh…,” so as to 
question the legitimacy of the instructional ex-
perience—and these educators are usually in my 
same academic department! 
 
Similar hierarchical partitions occur in the li-
braries on a day-to-day basis as well. Like it or 
not, academic departments often view libraries 
as a service entity, lumped in with university 
life, advising, and other student services de-
partments. Part of this stems from the notion 
that librarians at our university are considered 
professional faculty, non-instructional, non-
tenured educators. As such, they find an une-

qual playing field with the tenure-track and in-
structional faculty,5 despite similar professional 
expectations such as publications, presentations, 
and service. Such divisions also occur, then per-
petuate, between the librarians (and other ad-
ministrators in the libraries) and the classified 
staff. We are all here for the same mission—the 
the education of the students—but so often the 
perception of the individuals’ purposes dimin-
ishes the efficacy of the returns. 
 
Change from a Martial Arts Perspective 

 
Acknowledging the existence of divisions is 
easy; effecting change in spite of them is rather 
more difficult. Academics in higher education 
push for change through collaboration. In hopes 
of addressing changes, Arcelus suggests that, 
“institutions should dissolve the deeply en-
trenched division of labor between faculty (at-
tending to students’ intellectual development) 
and student [services] (focusing on students’ 
social and emotional development), acknowl-
edging… [that] intellectual development does 
not happen exclusively in the class and social 
and emotional development does not happen 
exclusively out of class.”6 Excellent. Cross-
departmental partnerships will solve the issues 
facing our campuses and everyone can operate 
on a highly productive level. Right? 
 
Unfortunately, collaboration is obviously the 
hope, but not often a likely reality, in part, be-
cause of ego. One of the unspoken terms in 
many analyses on the existing divisions is in fact 
“ego.” Ego may be manifest where individuals, 
either faculty or librarians, spend a significant 
amount of time and effort attempting to estab-
lish themselves within their profession. As a 
result, sometimes it may be difficult to partner 
with others who may be regarded as having a 
lower standing.  Ego may also get in the way of 
hearing constructive criticism from others.   
 
This happens all the time in martial arts. I teach 
Taekwondo, which is a leg-intensive, traditional 
martial art featuring many jumping or “flying” 
kicks and it is often criticized as impractical. In-
structors become defensive when someone 
points this out, again because a lot of time and 
effort have been devoted to the mastering of the 
art.7 Critics are hitting at a personal level, and if 
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the practitioner is a school owner, then the mat-
ter may become professional as well. When I 
teach any of the jumping techniques or head 
kicks, I make sure to preface that they may not 
have as practical a use as some other kicks. Im-
agine standing in a crowded bar that might have 
drinks spilled on the ground.  Defending oneself 
in this situation by using these jumping tech-
niques simply will not work.  
 
However, instead of denigrating other martial 
arts that have accounted for these realities in 
their techniques, I merely incorporate sensible 
training into my own classes. I have my col-
leagues who are wrestlers and grapplers come 
to teach because they have valuable experience 
and information that will benefit the students’ 
learning. Collaboration makes practical sense. 
 
The same can be said for librarians. Libraries 
and their librarians often have several options 
for outreach and interaction with students on 
campuses, such as sponsored lectures, roving 
reference, and in-class instruction. If a librarian 
is achieving success in these areas but is still not 
gaining a collaborative foothold, then diversify 
the skills and options, like a Taeknowdoist 
learning grappling. Take faculty-librarian col-
laboration, for example. Due to varied responsi-
bilities of librarians at different institutions, li-
brarians do not always express their profession-
al abilities through publication.8 This likely con-
tributes to the misinterpretation of the role of 
the librarian around campuses. A tenure-track 
faculty member has to publish. An easy way for 
librarians to gain their attention, if not respect, is 
to do the same. The success of this suggestion, 
however, ultimately becomes the responsibility 
of the librarians and the directors or deans of the 
library to make the campus community aware of 
this production. 
 
There are also options for partnering with stu-
dents. Speaking as a part-time doctoral student, 
none of my curriculum focuses on publication 
and I do not have the apprenticeships available 
to full-time students, yet my post-graduation job 
likely will require substantial publication. Publi-
cation services and copyright information are 
available in my library, but if I did not work in a 
library, I would have no idea that they existed 
simply because there is not much communica-

tion between my department and the library. 
This is a missed opportunity for librarian-
student collaboration that could be addressed 
through workshops, office visits, or even simple 
Infoguides and department listserve emails. Col-
laboration opportunities are available; we just 
need to diversify our means of finding and tak-
ing advantage of them. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The point of this brief discussion is that collabo-
ration and change of perception on collegiate 
campuses is difficult. Yet these challenges mimic 
difficulties in other avenues of life. Collabora-
tion is just one facet of the librarian’s job that 
may be revitalized by the application of inter-
disciplinary thought. Solutions and opportuni-
ties are abundant. Sometimes all we need is to 
view situations from alternative perspectives. 
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