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By the close of the twentieth century, there was no question that the higher edu-
cation sector, would be subject to the disruption and dislocation being generated 
by the digital revolution. A set of institutions formed by the industrial revolution 
would either have to undergo fundamental realignment or become marginal as 
the digital revolution unfolded. There were and are, of course, questions as to the 
time frame for the impact to be felt, and there were and are great differences of 
opinion among sector leaders as to what it might ultimately mean.

Estimating the time frame for the digital transformation involves predictions 
about the future and such predictions are as likely to be wrong as they are to be 
hard to define and verify. No matter how much change occurs, some lagging 
elements will always remain as our life amidst remnants of earlier ages attests. 
The industrial revolution itself, and the accompanying scientific revolutions, 
took centuries (Stearns, 2012) with some elements still being implemented even 
within higher education. My own sense of how things are likely to unfold is 
somewhat more of a hunch than an estimate, so I consider it only a starting point.

Is there anything on the horizon that might support a similar transformation 
of higher education in the coming decades? Something that would transform 
the methods, and perhaps the location, of production? Something that would 
dramatically reduce the cost? Something that would set the stage for the global 
delivery of higher education to all of humanity? Something that would move 
us beyond the handcrafted education offered in individual classrooms at educa-
tional institutions throughout the world? Something that would extend learning 
opportunities to all those kept outside the gated, tuition dependent institutions 
of higher education we have come to accept as necessary?

I am going to suggest that we explore these issues examining the current 
operation of higher education, the current goals, and look carefully at what has 
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happened and is happening as we continue to move into the digital era. There 
are a number of clues as to the future if only we can bring ourselves to see them. 
Some of these clues are to be found among the stresses and strains of the sec-
tor as it currently operates. Others will be found in developments in other areas 
outside of higher education. I will frame the discussion here in terms of the three 
current areas in which institutions of higher education aim to operate – teaching, 
research, and service. For each of these areas I will consider the issues internal 
to the sector, forces building outside the sector, and, for good measure, I will 
recount our work in the EdLab that attempted to prepare one institution to lead 
by example instead of being the object of the coming wave.

Teaching

Inside Higher Education

Teaching, generally organized via courses, majors, and programs, is the main-
stay of virtually all institutions of higher education. There have been a variety 
of attempts to update and rethink teaching. In the eighties and nineties there 
seemed to be a transition from notes on aging yellow pads to presentations using 
PowerPoint. Such presentations are now broadly used and accepted, and a variety 
of other technological bells and whistles have been brought into the mix. Perhaps 
in hopes of the power of suggestion, these have included “Smart Boards” (Riyaz, 
2010) and devices to encourage engagement such as clickers and other student 
response systems (Nielsen, Hansen, & Stav, 2013). The flipped classroom has even 
attempted to turn teaching on its head by having students review material online 
and then work collaboratively in class (Wozny, Balser, & Ives, 2018).

The problem is not in the techniques that dominate teaching, the problem 
is the fundamental arrangements by which teaching is structured, legitimated, 
and sustained. Institutions of higher education are still operating under an early 
industrial model of production with craft workers (faculty) working within 
increasingly bureaucratized organizations. The labor-intensive model of produc-
tion is under increasing strain as the cost of labor rises and with it the cost of 
tuition, which in turn generates calls for greater accountability, which in turn 
cause institutions to double down on traditional and new forms of assessment 
of performance of teachers, students, and programs. The response of the higher 
education sector seems to be a turn to lower cost contingent labor (adjuncts) 
coupled with the use of increasing technology.

The very odd thing about the use of technology within higher education 
is the degree to which it is applied to reinforce the industrial era bureaucratic 
model. It is no accident that the primary technology within higher education is 
the LMS, the learning “management” system. This interest in “managing” learn-
ing is more advanced in some institutions than others with some reinforcing 
standardization of teaching, curriculum, learning, and assessment, and others only 
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going so far as to pre-position high level administrators ready to execute the full 
force of the industrial model of teaching and learning just as soon as existing 
faculty will allow. Higher education institutions appear to be riding the banking 
notion of education to the bank.

From the perspective of the higher education labor force, the full-time fac-
ulty, and the growing proportion of part-time adjuncts, current developments 
within institutions of higher education represent not so much the transition to 
a new digital age but rather the final build out of the industrial model rooted in 
digital Taylorism (Au, 2011) that enhances the standardization and inspection of 
teaching and learning by forcing teachers to surrender the choice of their own 
tools via the forced adoption of institutional applications and platforms, often as 
noted earlier, provided by outside companies in exchange for data on students 
and faculty.

The seemingly unceasing growth of assessment processes are a key part of this 
final stage of industrialization. The assessment processes growing in legitimacy 
within the higher education sector lead to enhanced inspection and standardiza-
tion. These approaches permit less in the way of creativity, and they inevitably 
focus on facts that are increasingly easy to find rather than processes and human 
interactions which are both more important and more challenging to assess 
within the framework of the industrial model.

The course as a model of education delivery is itself decidedly industrial in 
its configuration. It is the specification of what is to be learned in advance of 
assembling the group of learners. It pays only lip service to what the group might 
bring to the learning tasks.

General Societal Factors

As we continue on the transition from the end of the industrial age to a new 
digital age characterized by advances in computing and communications that 
will increasingly become pervasive on a global basis, the conditions for learn-
ing are changing in fundamental ways. Already we are witnessing the rise of 
networks and platforms that can carry materials of an increasingly sophisticated 
nature to virtually anyone. Because these organizational forms are inherently 
scalable, they can offer learning opportunities at low or no cost. Already indi-
viduals around the world can take advantage of a variety of platforms to access 
knowledge on a just-in-time basis, including, for example, Coursera, Udemy, 
YouTube, and edX.

A key to this digital transformation is the engagement of unparalleled num-
bers of individuals in the creation of knowledge products and associated learning 
opportunities. Despite initial skepticism rooted in industrial age notions of qual-
ity assurance and inspection, the growth of resources on various platforms has 
demonstrated the potential to equal and then surpass educational entities operat-
ing on the industrial model (Reagle, 2010).
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The new digital platforms have the advantage of leveraging a global supply of 
human labor that can contribute to the production of learning resources. Because 
the dominant higher education model is unable to scale and enhance quality 
simultaneously, it will be eclipsed in quality and efficiency and hence affordability 
by the new digital platforms.

The new learning landscape has advantages for the expansion of learning 
opportunities beyond the quality and efficiency dimensions. The current con-
figuration of higher education institutions operates on the principle of scarcity 
and status attainment both as it manages access through testing and admissions 
requirements and as it seeks donors who aspire to enhance the standing of one 
institution relative to others. Unfortunately, the institutions at the top are also 
those most wedded to the past in many cases. The small number of institutions at 
the top of the institutional status hierarchy attempt to reinforce and extend their 
positions, but in so doing they fail to extend learning opportunities through their 
core business model of campus-based courses reliant on expensive human labor. 
It should be noted that a small number of institutions have experimented with 
alternatives such as MOOC platforms, and such experiments do show promise, 
but it is not yet clear that such platforms will be permitted to succeed at the 
expense of the old industrial era model. And, of course, there is the tragic irony 
that the platforms have retained the course delivery model. Then, of course, we 
still rate automobile engines in terms of horse power, as if anyone was left who 
actually understood what that meant.

As we shift to the post-industrial era, industrial-era schooling will be replaced 
by self-directed learning, most likely starting with professional education where 
it will be driven by the work environment in new enterprises. This will be more 
affordable as we begin to reduce the human costs of staffing higher education and 
come to rely more on learners to work with a new set of digital and interactive 
resources to secure their own learning either directly or by tapping into a global 
community of expertise. The new self-directed learning landscape will improve 
over time even as the old labor-intensive model continues to deteriorate. As this 
happens, learning opportunities will become more ubiquitous and less institution-
ally bound. Much of the learning in the digital era will be just-in-time, not just-in-
case. The banking notion of education will give way to a learning ecosystem that 
supports individuals at the time of need. Institutionally based, mass production of 
so-so standard outcomes is terribly inefficient and increasingly cost prohibitive. It 
will be replaced by a more agile learning ecology that can flex as needed.

EdLab Contribution

To me, there seemed to be evidence all around us that our major sources of revenue 
would likely decline at an increasing rate over the next 50 years. Tuition-paying 
students would soon have access to whatever professional education they might 
want and need from a global supply of online resources in various forms, only a 
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few of which resembled the assemblages we called courses and programs (Torpey 
& Drake, 2019). The improvement of these digital alternatives would accelerate 
over time if they simply followed the path of other digital components while our 
own offerings would struggle to improve or even to hold their own amidst tight-
ening budgets. Nothing in my years at the library where we had a broad view of 
instructional offerings at the college had revealed anything that could be improved 
and scaled to meet the demands of the new digital ecosystem. In fact, the college 
continued to double-down on improving the old model, a noble, heroic, and ulti-
mately self-defeating strategy. How could it do anything else?

The traditional take on how colleges and universities might prevail in the new 
digital era included heightening the value of the individual faculty at a particular 
campus. Although there is much that I find attractive about this romantic notion, 
it is just that, a romantic notion that will soon give way as the result of two forces, 
one external and one internal. The external force is the power of global digital 
networks to flatten access to all faculty anywhere, thereby consigning local “stars” 
to the same fate as local newspapers. The internal force is the increasing digital 
“inspection” and “design assistance” promulgated by institution after institution 
that effectively runs faculty teaching through the homogenizing forces of learn-
ing management systems and institutional tools. These forces might signal some 
good things for the global digital learning ecosystem, particularly if the products 
are open to external networks, but they will signal the decline of individual 
institutions as global stars outgrow their home institutions and locals fold into 
the long-tail.

At the EdLab we developed a strategy to thrive in the evolving digital learn-
ing environment. We called this strategy “avoiding the middle,” and we oriented 
our work accordingly. The “middle” entailed those activities that required a 
middle level of investment with little notable impact on learning, little or no 
short-term return, and long-term disaster. However, this “middle” is where just 
about every higher education administrator feels compelled to lead us and where 
most faculty feel appreciated. As a result, the instinct on local campuses is almost 
always to do the wrong thing. Our EdLab strategy to avoid the middle was either 
to invest in low-cost, scalable activities through the development of minimally 
viable products or to go for the high end by investing in high effort initiatives 
with the potential to have distinctively high impact.

At the EdLab we worked on a number of projects designed to capture the 
low end of low-cost scalable learning opportunities. But our efforts evolved to be 
much more than the individual projects and products. Institutions in all sectors 
of society are in the process of learning the hard way that failing to control the 
platform on which your products are distributed is a losing strategy. As Foroohar 
(2019) and others have observed, platform owners like Google, Facebook, and 
Amazon enjoy unparalleled information advantages when it comes to distribu-
tion and pricing, and they are always a threat to both own the platform and use 
it to distribute their own products, and thus out compete everyone else. This 
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is precisely what Google has been charged with in the E.U. (Scott, 2017), and 
higher education is not exempt from this phenomenon.

The EdLab initiative to develop a distribution platform for the professional 
education of educators was an attempt to spare Teachers College the pain of 
ending up a loser on someone else’s platform. Of course, various efforts to use 
Apple U, Facebook, and YouTube and later Coursera and edX to display its wares 
only threatened to accelerate the process. The outcome is not in doubt; only the 
timeline remains to be determined. The question remains as to whether and how 
Teachers College, an institution launched in the midst of the industrial revolu-
tion, would be able to reconfigure itself for the fast-emerging digital era.

The EdLab projects to develop an ecosystem for education (the EdLab 
Account, Vialogues, Rhizr, PocketKnowledge), was an attempt to engage 
audiences for the professional education of educators beyond the immediate 
enrollees of the college. The 100,000-plus users of these systems generated no 
immediate revenue for the college, but they served as a test bed and proof of 
concept of the ability of a single institution with limited technical and finan-
cial means to reach for platform status. Moreover, our approach allowed us 
to accomplish this within the existing library budget as a result of achieving 
internal efficiencies.

In addition to working hard on the low end with low-cost scalable efforts, we 
worked equally hard on the high or couture end of things. Unfortunately, these 
efforts also proved difficult to integrate and institutionalize within the context 
of the college. The best example of where education needs to go, at least insti-
tutionally based education, is the EdLab itself. The EdLab was a model of an 
operating unit that tried to accomplish substantial work in the education sector 
and bring students into the workplace to participate in a variety of modes from 
full employment to part-time employment to internship activities and even more 
broadly through intent participation (Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chavez, & 
Angelillo, 2003). The EdLab was such a unit engaged in production/operations 
for the field of education – and there might be corresponding production sites 
in many other fields.

In some sense the project-based work site as a learning site is what faculty 
research projects offer students preparing to become researchers, but research 
careers are only a small part of what the university prepares students to do, 
Imagine an educational institution where operational units dominate as the 
modal form of learning opportunities, with courses (now glorified collections 
of Coursera/Edx modules) called up by students as needed. The transition from 
institutions dominated by courses and degrees to work sites with roles defined 
to accelerate learning should be relatively easy but for the psychological change 
necessary to get everyone to view such an arrangement as legitimate. We evaluate 
and certify course performance, and we use it to apportion status and rewards, 
but the learning that is associated with courses is necessarily limited and narrow 
compared to what can be learned outside of courses.
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A comprehensive experience rooted in authentic project-based learning 
would be a foundation for a life of self-directed learning and the development 
of more integrated individuals experiencing a more artistic and less technocratic 
experience. Beyond these educational benefits that will be increasingly important 
in the new digital era, there is another benefit: it is difficult to turn such experi-
ences and the institutions that house them into commodities readily available for 
much lower cost on the global internet. Instead of attempting to differentiate 
themselves through an administratively driven layer of promotional activities that 
place a veneer over their increasingly commoditized course offerings, colleges 
and universities could invest in a new generation of authentic learning expe-
riences. Such prospects are intriguing, but our attempt to communicate such 
potential by modeling it at the EdLab fell short.

Research

Inside Higher Education

If, as I just suggested, research projects offer the kind of real-world learning 
opportunities that carry unique value beyond the immediate reach of the digital 
forces that are commoditizing courses and degree programs, then it stands to 
reason that such research activities might be the new foundation of unique offer-
ings for colleges and universities in the digital age, at least for those institutions 
such as research universities where research is a major component, occupying a 
good deal of faculty and administrator time and energy. Indeed, the opportunity 
for students to participate in research is an attraction touted by many institu-
tions of higher education, and for many prospective students, research is a draw. 
Moreover, research has been an important budget component for some research 
universities, and such institutions capitalize further on this source of revenue by 
using employment in funded research as an experience for students.

There are, however, limitations of research as a foundation for institutions of 
higher education. These limitations include the fact that many students have little 
or no interest in research careers and the fact that many institutions, outside of 
the major research universities, lack faculty who are themselves interested in and 
prepared for research careers. The higher education sector is large and diverse, 
and research-oriented institutions represent only a small proportion. The research 
university was the innovation launched at the close of the nineteenth century, 
and it has served well since then, but it is unlikely to be the model for the future.

There are financial limitations to research for sustaining even those institutions 
that are research oriented. Although externally sponsored research activities can be 
a major component of institutional budgets, the contribution is often misunder-
stood. Funded research at most covers the direct costs of research activities and a 
portion of overhead, and a good bit of externally funded research covers less than 
this. Of course, this means that the net proceeds from research activities represent 
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a loss, covered by revenue from other activities, typically teaching. Externally sup-
ported projects are often announced as additive by institutions of higher educa-
tion, and they are just that, additions to a base funded by student tuition.

The dilemma posed by research for institutions is that it is often highly valued 
by faculty who view it as what in many cases it is, the only activity that allows 
them to build a career and gain both internal and external recognition and reward. 
This means that institutions embrace research to retain faculty and build their own 
reputations. Incidentally, the embrace of research can be even stronger for institu-
tions with less accomplished faculty in this area than by those at the top because 
aggregate research productivity is a means to improve institutional standing.

The other dilemma posed by externally funded research is that it captures a 
fair amount of faculty time and energy, leaving less of both for other responsibili-
ties within institutions, such as teaching and advising students. This is the kind 
of problem I posed in an earlier chapter when I discussed research centers and 
institutes as the location of innovations that seemed not to permeate the rest of 
the institution. Indeed, in their near total isolation from the main business of 
the institutions in which they are located, university-based research centers and 
institutes have achieved conditions favorable for short-term success, perhaps at 
the cost of the longer-term sustainability of the larger institution.

If research within institutions of higher education is not the solution to pre-
paring for a digital future, it is not going anywhere, at least in some institu-
tions, which makes rethinking ways to incorporate tuition generating student 
learning experiences into research sites particularly important. Of course, this 
would require the kind of re-imagination of teaching and learning as we noted 
in the discussion of teaching, and in most cases, it would require re-imagining the 
research center or lab. And, of course, moving in this direction would create the 
dilemma of sacrificing the independence of the research enterprise to the needs 
of tuition paying students, and other institutional priorities.

As currently organized in small, often individually driven teams, externally 
funded research is akin to the spinning wheels of pre-industrial cloth production 
and likely unable to scale to meet even the needs of the entire tuition-paying stu-
dent bodies within institutions. There is little internal pressure to make research 
activities more efficient, and there may well be incentives for them to remain 
labor intensive when a secondary goal is creating employment and financial 
support for students. Institutions invest resources to manage externally funded 
research, but little in improving the actual conditions for the work itself, save 
those driven by regulation.

General Societal Factors

The challenges of supporting research within institutions of higher education 
remain for all but the most elite and well-resourced, but there are also forces out-
side of colleges and universities that are reshaping research opportunities within 
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them, Many of these forces impact even the institutions most renowned for 
research. These forces include the loss of unique status as sources of knowledge, 
a new more competitive landscape, and the coming transformation of research.

The higher education sector has some unique advantages on the research 
front, chief among them the perception of being unbiased in the conduct of 
research and the sharing of results and conclusions. At the very least, there is the 
perception that research conducted in colleges and university settings is unaf-
fected by political and financial considerations.

This very feature of university-based research that makes it unique, its inde-
pendence and perceived lack of bias, has been eroded over the past several 
decades. This erosion has come from multiple quarters and shows no sign of abat-
ing. External sponsors are increasingly oriented toward agenda-driven inquiry 
and less likely to fund basic science or social science research, including research 
in education. Instead, government sponsors are more likely to fund work that 
informs their politically driven policy agenda. Even with changes in governing 
party, the research portfolio shows no signs of shifting away from one point of 
view or another. In addition, a new generation of foundations has embraced 
agenda-driven work, often with a clear assessment component oriented to return 
on investment with the return calculated in terms of advancing the agenda 
(Callahan, 2018; Feuer, 2016).

An additional factor leading to the erosion of the isolation of university-based 
research from broader commercial concerns has been the activities set in motion 
by the Bayh-Dole Act, which relaxed the wall between universities conducting 
research and corporations using the results (Rafferty, 2008). Far from guard-
ing the buffer against commercial interests overtaking the more basic search for 
knowledge, the Bayh-Dole Act has provided both permission and incentives for 
universities to spin off the results of their research and at times to capitalize on any 
financial gains. I will leave for others consideration of whether this is ultimately 
good for research or for society at large, but whatever the case, lowering the wall 
between research and commercial interests has served to erode the special status 
of university research. To the degree that universities attempt to play politics and 
even just to release results that are substantive, they can be compromised.

The erosion of unique status as authoritative, unbiased, creators of knowl-
edge together with the rise of a host of other research organizations and the 
general proliferation of research activities throughout society has led to a new 
more active and expansive research environment in which university research 
must compete. Not only are organizations that specialize in one area of research 
or another growing, but they are able to focus and devote attention to make 
their research very high quality. As these organizations grow in size, they also set 
the groundwork to respond more quickly and scale resources to whatever the 
external sponsor intends. Because they are not educational institutions conduct-
ing research, but are research institutions, they can invest in ways that make the 
research enterprise both higher quality and more efficient.
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More generally outside of the higher education sector, research is becoming 
a more common activity. Indeed, as explained in Chapter 14, it is increasingly 
possible to embed data gathering, analysis, reporting, and even application of 
results into regular functions, for example, in educational applications and sys-
tems. While this trend does much to generate demand for those with research 
design skills, it also hastens the decline of the unique position of universities as 
purveyors of research.

This does not mean that universities will lose research as a core activity, at 
least in the major research institutions, but it does mean that the role of universi-
ties as sources of authoritative knowledge is declining. One has only to look at 
the highly politicized media sources growing up around us to understand that 
universities are in decline as the final arbiters of knowledge. The decline of the 
unique position of universities as centers of research will also be under pressure as 
new generations of researchers find more attractive research career opportunities 
in other sectors, particularly those with access to large data sets and tool sets. If 
institutions of higher education do not reinvent themselves for the new knowl-
edge ecosystem, the future is not promising for university research.

A third threat to university-based research lies in the coming automation 
and scaling of research activities. Virtually all phases of research activity, includ-
ing problem formation, hypothesis generation, data gathering, data processing, 
analysis, reporting, and alterations in policy and practice, are susceptible to auto-
mation, scaling, and access to a global network of expertise. As this happens, the 
university research model that relies on individual faculty and available low-cost 
student labor with little incentive to reduce costs will become less competitive. 
Much like home-loomed cloth, there will remain a role for research conducted 
at institutions of higher education, but the niche will become smaller with time.

EdLab Contribution

If the challenge for instructional offerings was most evident, the coming chal-
lenge for our advantages in research activities would surely be as severe. Like the 
faculty at most research universities, our faculty would be certain that their ability 
to conduct research would see them and the institution through whatever other 
challenges might confront us on the tuition front, ignoring the fact that external 
support of research was designed and intended just to cover costs. More troubling 
was the fact that educational and social science research was entering a period of 
major change that would move research from a specialized domain of scholars to 
an increasingly common everyday activity.

Already, there was an abundance of research tools, many low cost or no cost, 
that could be readily accessed. Moreover, the movement of research into society 
more broadly only served to highlight the weaknesses and limitations of the tradi-
tional university-based research. The fields served by the college were particularly 
vulnerable as the methods used typically required little or no capital investment, 
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and we along with others had created an abundance of research talent who would 
increasingly look for employment outside of the declining higher education sector.

The EdLab approach to conducting educational research in a new way that 
might withstand the coming digital era had several key elements. First, we engaged 
directly in the development of digital tools for research such as Survey Sidekick 
(Hsiao, Malhotra, Joo, Chae, & Natriello, 2013) and Second Look (Cocciolo, 
Chae, & Natriello, 2008). We conceived of these survey tools as the beginning 
of a series that we might create to cover the major methods and areas of educa-
tional research. In some cases, such as Survey Sidekick, we intended to develop 
the entire tool and use it both to replace instruction in survey methods and to 
automate part of the research process. In other cases, we adopted an existing tool 
with an intention to create an educational research component. For example, 
deploying the QUUPA location tracking system was the first step in develop-
ing additional functionality to adapt the system to support specific inquiries in 
the field of education (Shapiro, Garner, Chae, & Natriello, 2020). With sufficient 
time we hoped that the location tracking tool would be useful to the entire com-
munity of researchers both within the Learning Theater and beyond.

A second element in the EdLab approach was developing automated methods. 
We were fortunate to draw on the Columbia Data Science Institute for team 
members to advance these efforts. Over the years, we developed various meth-
ods to do things such as automating web log analysis (Asunka, Chae, Hughes, & 
Natriello, 2009a), analysis of library records (Williams, Chen, Chae, & Natriello, 
2020), analysis of data from learning management systems (Asunka, Chae, & 
Natriello, 2009b) or parts of such systems like discussion forums (Baid, Chae, 
Anwar, & Natriello, 2010; Liu, Zhou, Chae, & Natriello, 2016), data gather-
ing across schools and classrooms (Natriello, Pattinsky, Chae, & Cocciolo, 2007), 
automating text analysis (Liu, Zhou, Chae, & Natriello, 2018), and automation 
of feedback for authors of research reports (Garg, Chae, & Natriello, 2010; 2011).

A third element in the EdLab approach to research was to test and refine an 
embedded research approach, that is, research built into processes, applications, and 
entire programs. Again we were fortunate to be able to draw on the Columbia 
Data Science Institute and also the Teachers College program in Learning Analytics 
for team members with the orientation and skills to advance this element of the 
agenda. We were oriented by our work with adaptive learning (Chae and Natriello, 
2017), and we extended this approach to most of the systems we managed for the 
library (Chen, Chae, & Natriello, 2019; Malhotra, Zhou, Garg, Agarwala, Chae, & 
Natriello, 2012). The main objective of these systems was not to publish results in 
journals, but to provide the results of analyses in real time to teams managing the 
applications who would be able to tune them to achieve desired results.

Our goal in all of the projects to develop tools, automated techniques, and indeed, 
entire systems with research embedded in their operations was to find opportunities 
to reduce the cost of educational research, make it immediate, and scalable. We believed 
that we were on a path to changing the conduct of educational research and prepare 
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it for a digital future of ubiquitous research connected to things rather than people. 
This future included the comprehensive reinvention of the educational research center 
(Natriello, 2018). The future for the people in educational research, both within uni-
versities and beyond, would be one of developing research methods as a foundation 
for automated applications and entire learning systems. It would take years, perhaps 
decades, for the rise of educational research robots, but we had begun the transition.

Service

Inside Higher Education

Institutions of higher education have also typically held service to the larger 
society as part of their mission, and, indeed, for some institutions such as land 
grant institutions, service is a fundamental part of their identity. All institutions 
of higher education must attend to the way they are perceived in the larger soci-
ety, and being perceived as providing valuable service is important to generate 
continuing support from the public at large as well as from specific individuals 
who have provided support more directly. Institutions have approached service in 
various ways. For example, some have attempted to jump-start economic devel-
opment in their neighborhood by strategic investments (Rodin, 2007), some 
maintain regular services, and others respond when called upon. Most have at 
least some full-time staff devoted to community relations.

The service model sadly follows the instructional model requiring a good deal 
of human labor at high costs that for many institutions will not be sustainable. 
Moreover, in many cases the results and impact are unimpressive, often leaving the 
impression of an institution more focused on itself than on those in its environ-
ment (Fitzpatrick, 2019). This, along with skyrocketing tuition beyond the means of 
many, of course, contributes to the declining view of institutions of higher educa-
tion among the general public and further erodes the bases of support for higher 
education overall. To make the situation worse, because of the high concentration of 
labor often required for service, many institutions find themselves spending more to 
provide whatever service they can while receiving less recognition and appreciation. 
When the need to maintain and heighten institutional profiles via both traditional 
media and newer social media outlets is added to the mix along with additional staff 
with such skills, the financial burden continues to grow, a burden that can only be 
borne on the backs of tuition paying students. The service dimension of institutions 
of higher education is ultimately non-sustainable in its current form.

General Societal Factors

The digital era presents challenges for the service model of higher education 
institutions in several ways. First, the expectations of the broader public have 
changed as they have grown accustomed to a new generation of services. In 
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many cases those service offerings of colleges and universities seem out of step 
by comparison. Moreover, at a time when the digital world has made free ser-
vices the new business model, even modest costs connected with services from 
institutions of higher education are off putting. Such institutions have even more 
of a problem with fees because they are often perceived as high costs from well-
endowed organizations. This makes it difficult for institutions to achieve their 
goal of growing support from populations they have not reached in the past.

A second issue concerns the growing professionalization of services as institu-
tions add staff with professional skills in communications and outreach and so 
add a layer of professionalism to their offerings. Such a layer often comes at the 
expense of a sense of genuine communications from inside the institutions. In an 
era when amateur content creators dominate popular social media, the insertion 
of a staff layer of professional polish again seems out of step. In fact, institutions 
of higher education are in something of a Catch-22 as they try to provide quality 
services without truly understanding how quality is increasingly perceived and 
recognized. One has to look no further than the college or university magazines 
that feature paid writers and sophisticated graphics to understand just how point-
less such products are to anyone trying to get a real look inside the institutions. 
Perhaps this is why the most popular social media products are often videos cre-
ated by freshmen about their day-to-day campus life (Nguyen, 2019).

The service mission of colleges and universities ideally extends well beyond 
the preparation of students to include access to a range of services and resources, 
which differ depending on the institution and its community. The dilemma for 
the higher education sector is that its cost structure and its delivery mechanisms 
are industrial age remnants. They are often too cumbersome and increasingly 
too expensive. This is true both for service units internal to institutions and the 
service that institutions intend to render to the outside world. Both applications 
of the model are becoming non-sustainable and, in fact, becoming ineffective as 
the digital era progresses. This is because of the expectations set in motion by 
larger environmental forces. This means that the service dimension is under stress 
in the digital age.

EdLab Contribution

The EdLab contribution toward addressing the challenge of providing service 
was to develop models of how service in the digital age might be offered. The 
models included Research Broker, a platform to match outside groups seek-
ing help with research with student researchers looking for interesting projects 
and perhaps some income. Research Broker provided a simple communication 
method to allow resources and needs to be matched.

Another effort used a more traditional publishing model to create the New 
Learning Times as a student operated awareness service for the EdTech field. A 
third, more complex, model was Vialogues, a platform that allowed educators in 
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the field to upload video resources and develop conversations and discussions 
around them, all the while building a collection of educationally useful video 
resources. Rhizr, the content curation platform, represented a second service that 
relied on the crowd sourcing and sharing of learning content.

These various models all had a few features in common, which positioned 
them as digital era components for the new college and university service ori-
entation. First, each of the models relied on digital delivery to offer scalable 
resources and to provide value at a fraction of the cost of traditional university 
outreach initiatives. Second, each of them engaged students in much of the cre-
ation and delivery of the service, avoiding the addition of an expensive cadre of 
professional staff. Third, each of them were services offered both to internal audi-
ences as well as external audiences. Fourth, each of them could be offered to an 
external audience, in some cases a global audience, for a fraction of the cost of the 
traditional external services of the college because each of them relied on a low 
labor delivery mechanism. Our approach to service to external audiences fol-
lowed our formula for service within the college. We avoided the middle of mid-
cost, mid-impact in favor of the low cost, scalable approaches of the apps noted 
above, and in favor of high-cost, high-value experiences of the kind offered to 
external clients of the Collaborative Solutions Group design events.

Conclusion

The EdLab within the library was an attempt to envision the future of education in 
the digital age and position the library, the college, and the sector to prepare for it. 
Over the course of 17 years, more time than that given to most innovation efforts, we 
believe that we made a good deal of progress in developing ideas and working models 
of a set of practices for higher education in the coming century. Our hope was that 
our institution, or at least another existing institution of higher education, would find 
the models of interest and use them to reimagine how higher education might be 
delivered. Because the hundreds of students and team members who passed through 
the EdLab over the years have now spread out widely, our hope now rests with them 
along with anyone who has made it through this book. What I said at the outset is 
now more true than ever before, “you are the EdLab.” Let’s get started!
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Introduction

Introducing students to information literacy concepts in their first year of higher 
education is a common practice. The Association of College and Research Librar-
ies defines information literacy (IL) as “the set of integrated abilities encompassing 
the reflective discovery of information, the understanding of how information is 
produced and valued, and the use of information in creating new knowledge and 
participating ethically in communities of learning” (American Library Associa-
tion, 2015). It is manifested in research skills such as topic selection, locating and 
utilizing resources, and citing sources appropriately. Library literature supports 
the use of first-year experience courses as a way to incorporate IL into the general 
education curriculum (Dhawan & Chen, 2014). Moreover, “[w]riting-intensive 
courses may be the high-impact practice for which information literacy is most 
often an explored, articulated component” (Riehle & Weiner, 2013, p. 133). By 
extension, first-year writing (FYW) courses are an ideal way to ensure as many 
students as possible are introduced to IL skills early in their academic careers. For 
librarians to be part of such an effort, however, there must be a collaborative rela-
tionship with faculty to embed research instruction into the courses faculty teach 
( Johnson-Grau et al., 2016). Ideally, there should also be a course with student 
learning outcomes (SLOs) corresponding to IL skills. This case study explores 
how librarians at the University of San Diego (USD) developed a relationship 
with FYW and worked not only to build library instruction into FYW classes 
but also to strengthen ties with discipline faculty and university administrators to 
implement the most effective approach to library research instruction.

Institutional context

At the end of the 2016–2017 academic year, the instruction program at USD’s 
Copley Library was at a low ebb. A report conducted by the Reference 
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department showed that from 2013 to 2017, library instruction sessions for the 
academic departments had steadily declined, from 172 sessions in 2013–2014 
to 121 sessions in 2016–2017, or a 30% decrease over a four-year period. Most 
of these were “one-shots,” meaning they occurred once during the semester, 
as opposed to multiple library sessions throughout the duration of the course 
( Buchanan  &  McDonough, 2017). The majority were for undergraduate 
courses, with no emphasis on either upper or lower division classes. While 
there was no single cause to which the decline could be attributed, what was 
evident was that librarians had gone from reaching nearly 3,500 students in a 
year to fewer than 2,500.

A national, Roman Catholic university, USD has a student population of 
over 9,000, with nearly 6,000 undergraduates and over 2,000 graduate students. 
Copley Library serves the entire campus with the exception of USD’s School 
of Law. The library operates under the traditional departmental liaison model 
to support more than 900 full-time and adjunct faculty: liaison librarians are 
responsible for collection development, instruction, and research assistance in 
their areas and work to build close relationships with faculty. Until 2016–2017, 
the instruction emphasis at Copley Library had been placed on subject liaisons 
responsible for cultivating the relationships with faculty vital to maintaining IL 
instruction.

Under the university’s old undergraduate core curriculum, there was no for-
mal IL requirement and no true FYW program. The old core writing require-
ment, Composition and Literature (ENGL 121), focused on the critical analysis 
of literary texts and did not have SLOs truly relevant to IL skills. When a librar-
ian was asked to conduct a session for ENGL 121, the emphasis was typically 
on a general orientation to the library unrelated to any assignments. Although 
Goldman et al. (2016) point out, “Students who receive an orientation to library 
resources and services are more likely to seek needed research assistance with 
course papers, projects, and presentations” (p. 82), without having the session 
timed at point of need, librarians did not have a focus to which to tie their con-
tent. Dhawan and Chen (2014) also note that research reinforces the notion that 
“students benefit more from library instruction if it is related to a specific assign-
ment” (p. 425). Librarians also lacked a mechanism to assess the students they 
reached. Other than the student evaluations of the library’s two credit-bearing 
classes and student and library peer evaluations for workshops and select one-
shots, the library had no evidence to assess instruction as a whole.

Finding collaborators

Opportunities for more targeted IL instruction emerged with the introduction 
of the University’s new core curriculum in Fall 2017. In development since 2011 
and approved in 2016, the revised core curriculum included IL as one of its 
competencies in accordance with the university’s accrediting body, the West-
ern Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) Senior College and University 
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performance at graduation in the Handbook of Accreditation (WASC, 2013). At 
the time of its implementation, IL was embedded in USD’s core curriculum 
along with Critical Thinking (collectively named CTIL) in Historical Inquiry 
courses. Prior to the core’s implementation, the initial Historical Inquiry classes 
were first approved by the CTIL Area Task Force, which had a dedicated place 
for one librarian before the implementation of the revised core. A librarian was 
also part of the original Core Curriculum Committee charged with drafting the 
core in consultation with the academic units. That said, while the new Histor-
ical Inquiry classes did mean IL was now formally embedded in the university 
curriculum, librarians felt this situation to be less than ideal. Given the range of 
classes involved, it would be difficult for the History subject librarian to conduct 
IL sessions in all relevant courses and handle instruction for History classes that 
did not have the embedded core requirement.  Moreover, since these classes oc-
curred at both the upper and lower division levels, a student could conceivably 
fulfill the CTIL core requirement after the fi rst ye ar of  un iversity. A st udent 
could very well make it through the first year without any library orientation at 
all. Research suggests that library instruction appears to be most effective when 
scaffolded across the curriculum with “clearly defined goals for students at every 
level of university study” (Bowles-Terry, 2012, p. 91). Evidence cited above also 
points to the value of students being introduced to library skills in the first year. 
The situation at USD conformed to neither of these ideals. Luckily, the new core 
did offer an additional opportunity for librarians to reach students.

With the adoption of the new core, the old Composition and Literature re-
quirement gave way to FYW to fulfill “the core curriculum requirement for 
lower division Written Communication” (University of San Diego). This class 
is taken by students in either their first or second semester. With more than 
1,200 incoming first-year students in Fall 2017, this compulsory class presented 
the perfect opportunity to make the maximum impact on introductory library 
instruction. Copley Library’s Coordinator of Instruction assembled a small team 
of willing librarians and reached out to the new Writing Program Director about 
collaborating with FYW instructors.

Two of the class’ SLOs provided the impetus to begin the conversation. Under 
the heading of Sources and Evidence, these outcomes state that:

Students will:

• Use credible sources to develop ideas and arguments that are
• Effective within assigned disciplines and discourses
• Cite sources accurately according to topic and style

(University of San Diego, 2017)

The Coordinator of Instruction and another librarian met with the Writ-
ing Program Director and FYW instructors prior to the fall semester. While 
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collaboration with librarians to provide research instruction certainly was not 
a requirement, instructors were encouraged to work with librarians to sup-
port research instruction connected to relevant class assignments. For those 
instructors unfamiliar with the services librarians could provide, a generalized 
handout was distributed in person and via email to describe lessons librarians 
might include in one or more sessions for a given class (see Figure 7.1). Next, 
an online FYW subject guide was created for instructors to include in their 
Blackboard pages and librarians to use to direct students to tips for developing 
search strategies, finding and evaluating print and online sources, and citing 
references appropriately (see Figure 7.2). Finally, librarians agreed on a small 
set of core skills on which to focus from section to section. These included 
the skills listed above as well as distinguishing between scholarly and non- 
scholarly sources. Librarians had to remain fluid in their approach because 
while the FYW learning outcomes were static, the content in a given section 
varied depending on the instructor. Instructors requesting a session with a 
librarian were asked to provide their syllabi and any connected research as-
signments in advance. The Writing Program Director ensured the librarians 
had the contact information for all the instructors and reinforced her support 
for this project. 

FIGURE 7.1  First year writing subject guide.
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Successes

Since the goal of this collaboration was relatively modest – to introduce as 
many incoming first-year students as possible to IL skills and library services 
through successful librarian/class instructor collaborations – the number of 
sessions scheduled for the Fall 2017 semester was heartening. Of the 27 class 
sections, librarians held 15 IL sessions, or 56% of the sections. The librarians 
also polled a number of students across multiple sections at the end of that 
semester. The vast majority of these students reported that the FYW section 
had been their only experience with a librarian in the classroom up to that 
point. While this is only a snapshot of undergraduate students, with an ad-
mittedly limited methodology, the response reinforced some of the librarians’ 
assumptions about the number of students who previously had not been get-
ting introduced to library skills and resources in their first year. In the spring 
semester, librarians were able to hold sessions in 18 of 30 classes, or 60% of 
the FYW sections. In total, nearly 500 first-year students received library 
instruction through this partnership alone. This translates to over 40% of 
first-year students admitted that academic year. The partnership with FYW 
undoubtedly contributed to the overall rise in the total library instruction 
number, which grew to 213, a 76% increase from the previous year. In all, 
more than 4,400 undergraduate and graduate students received IL instruc-
tion that year, a number never reached previously at the library and a vast 
improvement from the recent decline.

FIGURE 7.2  Library instruction handout.
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Continued success and new challenges

The following fall, the Coordinator of Instruction and the FYW library team 
again met with the Writing Program Director and instructors, this time to dis-
cuss successes from the previous year as well as solicit feedback from those who 
had collaborated with librarians. With the experience of a year-long partnership, 
librarians were confident in reaching out to individual instructors with whom 
they had collaborated to ask if they wished to work together again. Most did, and 
that fall, the partnerships grew further, with IL sessions from librarians occurring 
in 21 of 31 classes, 67% of the sections. That semester alone, the collaboration 
meant nearly 400 of 1,310 incoming first year students received library instruc-
tion in the fall. Librarians continued these outreach efforts in spring, hoping to 
capitalize on the success of the past three semesters. It was also time to evaluate 
the burgeoning program and any challenges faced.

The challenges of which librarians were already aware going into this project 
were mainly to do with organizational structure, both within the library and 
the writing program. At Copley Library, there is a Reference department, of 
which the Coordinator of Instruction is a member, but the department itself does 
not make decisions regarding library instruction. Up to this point, the Coordi-
nator of Instruction’s role was to chair instruction-related committees, oversee 
library credit-class scheduling, organize the student and faculty workshop series, 
and compile instruction statistics. Duties did not include a m andate to coordi-
nate an instructional team for a given task or program. Now that there was a 
nascent program for first-year library instruction, the Coordinator had to find 
librarians willing to assist with the FYW teaching load. Two other  librarians 
gladly took on these additional duties, but the Coordinator had to be mind-
ful of their instruction commitments to their liaison areas and, in the case of 
one team member, a significant role in another department outside Reference. 
Without more teaching librarians on the team, issues with respect to scalability 
were anticipated, perhaps necessitating a restructuring within the library to meet 
the pedagogical and assessment needs required of more robust programming. 
One of the organizational challenges with respect to the Writing Program, on 
the other hand, was that instructors could vary from one semester to the next. 
Research in higher education shows that disciplines like English employ high 
numbers of adjunct faculty to meet teaching demands, especially at the intro-
ductory level (Morphew et al., 2017). The Writing Program at USD operates 
within the English department, which conforms to the trend of employing a 
large number of adjuncts. The department and the Writing Program share the 
same adjunct faculty, many of whom may teach courses other than FYW in a 
given semester. These adjuncts are often in temporary positions, and some are 
quite new to the university and, indeed, the teaching profession. Library liter-
ature notes the importance of relationships with adjunct faculty because they 
often teach a large number of students (Avery, 2013). New instructors may not be 
familiar with the teaching roles librarians play. Even in the first three semesters of 
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this collaboration, librarians at USD often found themselves working with new 
instructors or discovering that adjuncts who taught the class one semester were 
not scheduled to teach it the next. Without a specific directive to incorporate IL 
instruction into FYW classes, librarians had to continually cultivate relationships 
with writing instructors. The value of this engagement, of course, was that the 
library was collaborating with more faculty as it was making gains in reaching 
students. The next challenge to tackle was considering how best to assess the IL 
skills taught in FYW.

Other than interacting with them in class and being present while they con-
ducted searches and asked questions, librarians had little way of knowing how 
much FYW students were retaining in the way of IL skills beyond informal re-
ports of improved assignments from their instructors. Students’ acquisition of IL 
skills has been assessed in a variety of ways in higher education, from pre-/post-
tests to surveys or focus groups of faculty to measure their “perceptions of success” 
(White-Farnham & Gardner, 2014, p. 282). Since the initial focus of the library’s 
collaboration with FYW was on building the program and reaching students, 
librarians did not have the opportunity to devise an assessment tool. Although 
there was interest from some instructors in a pre-/post-test, creating, testing, and 
implementing it would require further time and planning. Because IL is assessed at 
the university level for accreditation purposes, there was an intentional decision, if 
only temporary, to postpone assessment of IL in FYW so as not to duplicate efforts. 
Nevertheless, librarians did serve alongside discipline faculty as scorers of student 
work for university assessment in both CTIL and Writing. The chance to serve in 
this capacity created yet another opportunity for librarians to engage faculty and 
administrators in conversations about IL. Serving on university committees was 
the other opportunity for participating in meaningful discussion about the core 
curriculum and the role the library might play as IL programming evolves.

Librarians and university service

Librarians from Copley Library have been full members of the faculty for over 
40 years and participate in faculty governance. Silva et al. (2017) note that faculty 
status can help to elevate the stature of librarians on campus as opposed to being 
staff members. Any further elevation of status for librarians at USD may be be-
cause of increased exposure through university committees. Johnson-Grau et al. 
(2016) note the crucial role of participating in faculty governance, especially in 
curriculum committees, to the success of their efforts in influencing conversa-
tions about IL. Similarly, librarians at USD sought to leverage their academic 
status to play a larger role in curriculum development. Serendipitously, univer-
sity conversations about the appropriate place for CTIL began not long after the 
library initiated its partnership with FYW.

Following the Fall 2017 university assessment of student attainment of CTIL 
skills through the aforementioned Historical Inquiry classes, there was a grow-
ing interest in investigating a new home for this core competency. After the 
first f ull year o f t he core’s implementation, f aculty h ad a  better understanding 
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of what aspects were working well and what needed improvement. For CTIL, 
the question was whether learning outcomes of these competencies might be 
more effectively realized in another course or courses. Challenges of the present 
model included the heavy burden placed on faculty teaching Historical Inquiry 
courses and the large number of lower division courses with the CTIL compe-
tency, meaning CTIL was not formally embedded at the upper division level. 
At the beginning of the 2019 Spring semester, these conversations made their 
way to the university Core Curriculum Committee (CCC). As previously men-
tioned, there was already one librarian on this committee. The incoming library 
committee member was the Coordinator of Instruction. This meant that not 
only did the library have a potential role to play in shaping the curriculum, but 
it also had faculty working on the CCC with direct experience coordinating a 
successful project to embed IL sessions into core courses. Faculty outside of the 
Writing Program also knew about the partnership between FYW and the library 
and recognized the librarians involved with the CCC as being active in other IL 
initiatives at the university. When a CTIL Task Force was formed to investigate 
alternatives to embedding the CTIL competencies in Historical Inquiry courses, 
the librarians were asked to join. The Coordinator of Instruction was named as 
committee chair.

The CTIL Task Force’s charge is to study the pros and cons of several differ-
ent models of incorporating the competency into the core curriculum, such as 
flagging critical thinking and information literacy separately in courses across 
the curriculum or adding IL to FYW courses. The latter option would fit with 
the library/FYW partnership, but it would still mean IL would happen officially 
only at the lower division level. Librarians needed to be mindful of balancing 
their own goal of reaching a maximum number of first-year students with the 
curricular concern of placing IL in a way that would scaffold it across the curric-
ulum and lend itself to assessing student attainment for core competencies.

The CTIL Task Force is undertaking its charge as of this chapter’s writing. 
It will be required to discuss its findings at open faculty forums and department 
meetings and solicit feedback. The next step will be to present the research along 
with faculty feedback to the CCC, which will then make a recommendation for 
a new CTIL model in the core to the faculty of each unit granting undergraduate 
degrees. Challenges will inevitably arise, but being part of the process of curric-
ular change is worth any setbacks. In two years, librarians proved that they could 
successfully engage faculty and were now an active part of the push to enhance 
student learning at USD.

Lessons learned

Seek more faculty input

In the push to reach as many students as possible through a first-year requirement, 
librarians initially did not spend enough time considering the concerns outside 
IL that could mean library instruction not always rating as a priority for those 
leading sections of FYW. Although they had multiple one-on-one conversations 
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with the Writing Program Director and FYW faculty in addition to the meet-
ings where the library collaboration was proposed, instruction sessions could 
have been more effective had there been an effort to seek faculty input by way of 
surveys or focus groups. As librarians learned with the charge of the CTIL task 
force, being supportive of faculty requires soliciting feedback to determine best 
practices on campus.

Question assumptions

Even though FYW does present an attractive option for IL instruction, the writ-
ing course is predominantly grounded in writing practice and rhetorical strate-
gies. The two SLOs mentioned in this chapter speak to IL skills, but there is no 
research requirement per se. Other than simply not having the time to devote a 
class session to library instruction, the most common reason given by faculty 
for not collaborating with a librarian was that students analyzed writing and in-
corporated evidence into their assignments using course readings as opposed to 
outside sources. While recent successes suggest the library will continue to reach 
a large number of first year students through FYW, this may not be the only way 
to incorporate IL into the curriculum.

Build in assessment

Working with other faculty in sessions scoring both CTIL and Writing was 
illuminating for librarians working on the FYW partnership, chiefly for the con-
versations the sessions sparked with faculty about student attainment in addition 
to the value of seeing student work firsthand. Still, librarians have yet to incor-
porate formal assessment into the FYW library instruction sessions. Even if the 
IL core competency is not ultimately placed in FYW, there will still need to be 
assessment of student learning given the effort that goes in to reaching this many 
students. Assessments via online modules or pre-/post-tests are near the top of 
the priority list for program development.

Conclusion

To begin with the goal of starting a program that would impact student learning 
in the first year and end with participating in curriculum reform is more than the 
librarians could have hoped for. At the outset, they researched best IL instruction 
practices. This review proved doubly useful when they began serving on the 
CTIL Task Force and needed to research institutional practices for embedding 
these competencies into the curriculum. From an outreach standpoint, gains 
were made in reaching faculty and building relationships. Although the out-
comes of these efforts are to be determined, the librarians are satisfied with pro-
gress so far and gratified by the response rate from FYW instructors requesting 
IL sessions and the overall improvement in library instruction. As they move to 
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the next step of assessment, they can hopefully gain more insight into the efficacy 
of the instruction and, as will undoubtedly be necessary, further improve upon 
and augment the program to include undergraduate students at the lower and 
upper division levels.
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 Through the creation of the award-winning Alan Gilbert Learning Commons 
(AGLC), the University of Manchester Library has changed its dialogue with 
students. This has transformed the relationship into a partnership with both par-
ties taking an active responsibility for learning. This chapter will trace the journey 
of the AGLC against the context of traditional library models of interaction with 
students. It will illustrate the process through which students became critical to the 
building’s success, resulting in a model that is aspired to by future developments 
at the University of Manchester and beyond. This model not only requires obser-
vation from within learning spaces in regard to how students are using them, but 
it also necessitates an ongoing dialogue that enables students to participate in the 
co-creation of such spaces from the earliest stages. We will show how the student 
voice resonates throughout the AGLC itself and is prevalent in all services operat-
ing within; it is at the forefront of everything we do. We will demonstrate that a 
partnership with students is vital to the successful development of new learning 
spaces, as only by nurturing a collective responsibility for learning can a space be 
dynamic in both a holistic and practical way. 

 Framing the problem 
 Traditionally students experienced academic library spaces as guests, having to 
respect the ‘rules’ of the house. These rules were not set by or for them and often 
created barriers as they sought to fulfi l their academic requirements. Traditional 
models for informing spaces and the services within them were designed to accom-
modate the systems and preferences of librarians and other key stakeholders. This 
meant that the nature of services, policies, space design and assistance were dic-
tated by the ‘owner’ of the house: the librarian. As a result, prescriptive mea-
sures were taken which meant minimal consultation in line with assumed needs 
that were  projected onto  the students. Whilst spaces designed in accordance with 
such models are fi t for some purposes, the landscape of the academic library has 
changed, and thereby also the model of interaction between students and service 
providers has evolved considerably. 

 In relation to reference services, the traditional library models (of the pre-
1980s) are based on a set of core values or key elements which evolved with 
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the changing values of the community that the library serves. Tyckoson (2001) 
cites these values as including accuracy, thoroughness, timeliness, authority, 
instruction, access, individualisation and knowledge. After 1980 the approach 
to reference services began to go through changes, for example, the Rethinking 
Reference project (Rettig, 1992), the Brandeis model of tiered reference service 
(Massey-Burzio, 1992) and the online call centre model (Coffman, 1999). Each 
was heralded as innovative in a way that made librarians feel nervous about 
changes to their role, suspicious of new roles, and worried about the future (in 
terms of how it could impact on their defi nitive core values). The role of the 
library in relation to the community it serves was to provide requested, relevant 
information and to organise available resources. Tyckoson notes: ‘As faithful 
servants of the community, librarians took on the new responsibility of helping 
users fi nd what they needed. This is what we now call reference service’ (Tycko-
son, 2001, p. 185). 

 Visitors to the library were often referred to as patrons and viewed as guests. 
As such, they were treated as if they needed to be told the rules by which library 
resources were organised and to be taught how to use and search the collections. 
The librarian took on the role of question-answerer: the expert on fi nding infor-
mation and advising readers of how to further their knowledge and interests. The 
inherent values of the reference service therefore now concerned information lit-
eracy, accuracy, thoroughness, timeliness, authority, advice, knowledge and the 
promotion of the library within and to the community it serves. Remarkably, even 
as early as 1876, Green observed that ‘one of the best means of making a library 
popular is to mingle freely with its users and help them in every way’ (Green, 
1876). In a positive sense, the librarian made each patron feel that they were 
working to serve them individually, and no matter what your class, background 
or education, the library was a place where people were treated equally. In a con-
trasting (negative) sense, this positioned the librarian as the keeper of knowledge 
in respect to the way library collections were organised and could be searched: 
the librarian set and followed rules that patrons were often unaware of. The librar-
ians’ specialist knowledge therefore created a divisive hierarchy. However, with 
the advent of new technologies and a rise in public education the terms of the 
interaction began to level and change, though some core values of early reference 
services remain constant. 

 The most commonly recognised models of reference service concern the ‘con-
servative’ or ‘minimum’ model and the ‘liberal’ or ‘maximum’ model: 

 With the liberal, or maximum model, the librarian’s responsibility centres 
on delivering an answer in response to a user’s inquiry. The librarian does 
not attempt to educate the user in the process; rather, he or she puts all effort 
into fi nding accurate and credible information. Conversely, the ultimate goal 
for the conservative, or minimal, model is to train users to make use of the 
library independently, as the process of fi nding information is valued above 
the information itself. 

 (Agosto et al., 2011, p. 237) 
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 With the minimum model, the emphasis is on the process of instruction and the 
patron is encouraged to be independent. With the maximum model, the librar-
ian answers questions with authority in a timely, accurate way and the patron is 
dependent upon them for the answers to their queries. Most academic libraries 
now use a combination of the two approaches; for example, the research stu-
dent often learns the processes necessary to search through collections and the 
‘subject’ librarian would traditionally act as an expert for students and academic 
staff to consult. 

 The impact of technology on the reference service effected great changes which 
called for new models of approach. There were worries amongst the library com-
munity that their role would become redundant as a new type of service was 
necessary to serve a changing (and sometimes not even physically present) com-
munity. Some of the models that Tyckoson sets out retain the traditional values; for 
example, the traditional reference model, the teaching-library model, the tiered ref-
erence service and the virtual reference service (Tyckoson, 2001). The traditional 
reference model is a maximum model where the librarian answers questions for 
patrons. The teaching-library model is a minimum model where the librarian pro-
vides instruction in relation to the research process, usually to groups of patrons, 
before they embark on research. The tiered reference model (or Brandeis model) 
involves different staff answering different types of queries: support staff and stu-
dent members of staff answer some simple quick questions while reference librar-
ians answer more detailed and complex questions. The virtual reference service 
(earlier referred to as the call centre model) is usually an online service which uses 
email, chat, or a call centre to answer queries in a timely manner. Some libraries 
have adopted this approach as it is very cost-effective and can even be provided 
24/7; however, Tyckoson notes that satisfaction rates of patrons using this type of 
reference service are usually much lower. 

 In all of these models, the services took place in pre-existing spaces that were 
either built with the reference service models in mind, or they could accommodate 
these types of interactions. Tyckoson argues that the traditional reference service 
remains the predominant model in libraries today, but with the changing learning 
landscape (due to new technology and a rise in use of the Internet in respect to 
collections) new learning facilities are being built. These study environments no 
longer need to feature the same reference service facilities (though some values 
remain inherent); the AGLC symbolises a shift from the librarian as the owner of 
the house to the students themselves as the ones who need to shape and inform the 
learning spaces and services that are in place for them. 

 The ‘information commons’ 1  is heralded as a new, dynamic model of reference 
service: 

 On one level the phrase describes an ‘exclusively online environment in which 
the widest possible variety of digital services can be accessed via a single 
interface,’ while concurrently denoting ‘a new type of physical facility . . . 
designed to organise workspace and service delivery around the integrated 
digital environment’ (Beagle, 1999). This model refl ects the way in which 
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academic libraries are responding to the demands for technology, combin-
ing information resources and reference assistance, and creating collaborative 
workspaces for acquiring and shaping knowledge. 

 (Agosto et al., 2011, p. 237) 

 With the increase in tuition fees, students became viewed as ‘customers’ and librar-
ies took steps to rethink their relationship with ‘paying’ students. At the University 
of Manchester, specialist library assistants became customer service supervisors, 
and students were treated as consumers who could expect an excellent service 
in response to the ‘product’ of education. However, evidence is emerging that 
students recognise that they do not have much power as consumers; in this role 
they can only comment and give feedback in response to what has already been 
delivered to them. At the University of Manchester Library the vocabulary used to 
refer to students has therefore changed signifi cantly: they have moved from being 
‘patrons’ to ‘customers’, and now they play a more collaborative role as ‘partners’. 
We realised that if students are to contribute to helping institutions fi nd solutions to 
the problems that they care about and are directly affected by, the relation between 
students and service providers must be reconfi gured. 

 Students gain more power in systems of partnership which value their under-
standing and experiences; they can work together with service providers using a 
model that is fl exible, holistic, inclusive and open to change. In these respects we 
can ensure that the model used in the design, development and delivery of our 
learning spaces continues to remain relevant (National Union of Students [NUS], 
2013). Inclusion, participation and the opportunity to co-create their own spaces 
and services all amount to a more positive student experience, and although this 
is diffi cult to measure in respect to general consensus, it is clearly evident in 
projects such as this one where students have been given such opportunities and 
can directly express the impact this has had on them (e.g. through testimonials). 

 Initiating a dialogue 
 The collaborative relationship used in the development of University of Manches-
ter Library spaces treats students as partners; they are no longer guests, or custom-
ers, but are active in the ongoing co-creation of their study spaces and services. The 
use of participatory design methods increased as the project progressed so that the 
partnership evolved and students were engaged as consultants and stakeholders. 
Participatory design ethnography has also been used in the US in the creation of 
new learning spaces (e.g. Purdue University’s Active Learning Center, a project 
led by anthropologist Nancy Fried Foster). 

 The journey towards the opening of the AGLC in October 2012 inspired the ini-
tiation of a new dialogue with students and was part of a wider university initiative 
to engage, listen to and act in response to the student voice. Designed by students 
for students, the AGLC was the University’s fi rst building project to properly 
embed the student voice in its governance. Student involvement in every decision, 
from grand concept through technology choices, furniture design, interior colour, 
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opening hours, right down to the selection of the coffee, gave strength and cred-
ibility to this important partnership. 

 Typically the student consultation started as an information gathering exercise 
and fell within the traditional models of interaction in libraries: treating students 
as guests. For example, the feedback from students was viewed from a customer 
service perspective as they raised issues that we (as  owners  of the service) sought 
to address. As such, the initial driving forces behind the creation of the AGLC as 
a project were drawn out of common complaints received from feedback mecha-
nisms across the library sites. The key issues that students raised were: 

 • Longer opening hours
 • More space 
 • An increase in study rooms
 • More power and data.

 The University of Manchester’s existing library and learning spaces could not sat-
isfy these demands, and this motivated the creation of a new type of learning space. 

 In 2008 the University’s approach started to diverge from a model of interaction 
where students were treated as visitors or guests when staff were asked to consider 
spaces from the student’s point of view. A learning space survey was sent to the 
Heads of School and they were asked the following questions: 

 1 What types of learning spaces do you presently offer in buildings that are 
managed by your school? 

 2 What sorts of learning spaces do you feel your students may be limited by 
within the present availability and confi guration of space in your school? 

 3 What sorts of space are you presently not able to offer (or offer enough of ), 
for example, spaces for group work or particular kinds of technology to 
enhance learning? 

 4 Which elements of your present learning spaces work best for students? 

 The fi nal question initiated a change in approach as it encouraged consideration 
from a user perspective. 

 This survey still took a prescriptive approach to the students’ needs and relied 
on the opinion of the Heads of School as key stakeholders. However, there was 
a shift in value with respect to a need to improve the student experience, and 
the results gained demonstrated that more social and group meeting spaces were 
wanted across the schools. The survey also revealed a requirement for PCs and 
access to new technology as well as 24/7 bookable learning spaces. This gave a 
baseline indication of what was needed in the AGLC space, and working within 
the traditional approach could have signalled the end of the consultation process. 
However, further consultation was then carried out to gain actual student input 
which fi rst supplemented and then replaced any presumed requirements. 

 A social learning space survey was addressed to the whole student body in 2009 
to gather student insight into their use of learning spaces. It centred around their 
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use of technology, what they viewed as important in such spaces, group study 
rooms, and how they preferred to access help. Over 2,000 responses were received, 
and this survey not only gave invaluable data which informed early AGLC designs, 
but it also involved students in the brainstorming and research stages of the project. 
The survey marked the start of the partnership as the library invited students to 
embark on this exciting new journey with them. Of the 2,000 respondents, 68% 
were already using our existing study spaces. We therefore had a balance of input 
based on what worked already (and what didn’t), and we had the opportunity to 
identify what was preventing other students from utilising existing spaces. The 
survey gave us data that enabled us to see that there was a high demand for group 
study rooms (as 41% of students were already using them) and physical PCs (as 
66% used the computer clusters), so it was vital that these aspects were included 
in the new space. 

 The student input gained from this survey challenged many presumptions about 
a Learning Commons space that had been made even at this early stage. For exam-
ple, the library and the Heads of School had assumed that most students would use 
laptops instead of desktop PCs, therefore initial designs refl ected low numbers of 
desktop PCs in the space. 2  However, when the students themselves were consulted 
about this, 45% said they did not bring a laptop in with them to study, so we had to 
rethink. In addition, technology-rich spaces were seen as a priority for the Heads 
of School (in the previous survey), but the students themselves made comments 
such as: ‘No fancy stuff, don’t waste money.’ This low-technology requirement 
was confi rmed when technology-rich group rooms were presented to students. In 
early designs these spaces included advanced kit such as interactive work surfaces, 
but the students in no uncertain terms steered us away from this approach, claiming 
all they needed was a whiteboard, a table and chairs, and a screen. They wanted 
equipment that they could use easily and that required little technical support and 
instruction from staff. Students told us what was important to them in a study 
space: reliable Wi-Fi, silent study spaces, PC provision, desk space, comfortable 
seating and food-friendly areas. With the traditional reference model of a library 
space this consultation would not be deemed necessary and therefore would not 
have occurred. As a result, anything not fi t for purpose would only have been 
identifi ed after launch, when problems were demonstrated in customer behaviours 
through low usage and pointed out in negative feedback. 

 By 2010 students had started to take on the role of important partners in the 
key stages of the development process. Representatives from the Students’ Union 
were embedded in the governance of the AGLC project and were given a voice as 
part of the Project Committee and Implementation Group. The Students’ Union 
representatives participated in and informed key decisions in relation to design and 
policies, right through to how the learning space would be staffed. At times the dia-
logue on the committees was robust and challenging, but the representatives could 
demonstrate the validity of their opinions with reference to feedback gathered from 
other students (often from social media groups). The student representatives gave 
input that at times stood in direct contrast with the assumptions being made by 
the committee. This meant that decisions had to be rethought in order to ensure 
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that students would get exactly what they required of the space, not just what we 
thought they needed. An example of how policy had to be completely rethought 
for the AGLC can be found in relation to food and drink. 

 The food and drink policy is now the most relaxed the library service has ever 
had, as students can eat cold food and take drinks (with lids) into all areas of the 
space. The student representatives helped us to see the way students work from 
their perspective; they encouraged us to value their ways of working on an equal 
footing to our own. Students were clear about their needs so that we understood 
how they would be working in and using the space. Just as we would expect to 
eat or drink at our desks (especially at times of high pressure), so too did our 
students. We therefore decided to break the old rules of the house – which pro-
hibited food and drink within a library space – and embrace a much more relaxed 
policy that allowed cold food and drink throughout the building. In fact this has 
actually been one of our most successful policies in the AGLC. The Students’ 
Union representatives agreed to fully support the library should this new policy 
become problematic and need amendment or withdrawal; there were worries that 
we would end up with a huge litter problem and damages, but this has in fact 
become easier to handle. Students tell a member of staff if they spill something 
(they no longer need to hide it), and we pushed for the most robust cleaning model 
on campus so that litter when left is obvious rather than concealed. This policy 
serves as a clear example of how years of behavioural observation were confi rmed 
by the initiation of a dialogue that did not seek to change or challenge student 
behaviour, but to negotiate terms that both parties could work with. As a result, 
a depth of understanding – as to why students behaved in this way and needed to 
work like this – was achieved that traditional library models of interaction would 
not have reached. 

 In the summer of 2011 students got to test the AGLC ideas when a pilot space 
was set up in the Joule Library (part of our North Campus). Traditionally a pilot 
would have been used merely as an opportunity to introduce students to what we 
(as experts) had in store for them in their new learning space, but this one had a 
different objective. Ordinarily students (as customers) would only get the chance 
to feedback on furniture, space and technology  after  these things had been chosen 
and implemented (e.g. by demonstrating their dissatisfaction). However, the pilot 
space was used as an opportunity to see how concepts would work in reality and to 
test out furniture (tables and chairs of different heights and designs) in a practical 
way. Staff were not only able to observe how the space was used by students; these 
observations prompted useful dialogue that enabled us to gauge what students 
valued about their study environment. The pilot space proved a good opportunity 
to collect some qualitative feedback responses that went beyond the set ques-
tions in the social learning space survey of 2009 and once again enabled deeper 
insight into our students’ study needs and preferences. It also enabled us to take 
some initial ideas to a wider demographic of the student body (beyond that of the 
student representatives) and to present students with different types of study space 
(individual spaces, group spaces and also a group room) and different PC setups 
before deciding defi nitively on these for the AGLC itself. 
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 By working with students as partners we learned how the space would work 
in a practical way and we were able to make vital changes to the main AGLC 
project. Feedback was obtained through focus groups, informal chats with those 
using the space, and further supplemented by responses gathered by customer 
service staff. Making changes at this stage – before furniture and equipment 
was purchased on a wider scale – proved extremely cost-effective and helped us 
to ensure that the space was as fi t for purpose as we could make it before 
opening. On the basis of feedback we rethought a number of decisions around 
furniture, technology and accessibility. The pilot space showed us that in the 
group room setup the input leads were not conveniently placed for the students 
and the height of the whiteboards was not accessible. These and other 
comments gathered in respect to the pilot group room helped to shape the 
design, technology and appearance of the bookable group study rooms that we 
now have in the AGLC. Feedback from the pilot space even informed a 
decision to provide privacy screening on the glass for the group rooms in the 
AGLC. Student feedback prompted the decision to remove the arms on PC 
chairs, informed the choice of a ‘freemote’ PC setup (which is clutter free and 
made desk space more fl exible), and allowed for a robust testing of many 
products. 3  The response to the pilot space informed many of the choices made 
for the AGLC and ensured that practicality and student needs took priority over 
what was pleasing aesthetically. 

 In December 2011 a student consultation group was set up with Students as 
Partners, which consisted of a series of discussions targeting key stages and 
areas in the development. 4  During consultations students voiced their opinions 
about what they knew about the concept of a Learning Commons. They were 
asked to consider what it could mean for their own individual and group learning 
methods, how it could impact on and affect their personal development and 
what content would be useful on our interactive screens. We held further 
consultations in 2012 where students were asked to explore specifi c ideas such 
as the provision of skills sessions and the development of an innovation area. 
They were also asked to think about a prospective role for student members of 
staff (who were then called Learn-ing Advisors but later became the Student 
Team) and worked to generate an appro-priate job description for this role. In 
recognition of their valuable input, student consultants were given an exclusive 
‘hard hat tour’ of the space prior to the offi cial opening of the AGLC. As they 
walked round the building they were surprised and pleased by how much their 
suggestions had been acted upon and were delighted with how the concepts they 
helped to generate had become a reality: ‘My voice has been heard and hopefully 
inspired other students to share their own!’ (Linguistics and English Language 
student and participant in the 2011–2012 consultations). 

 In early 2012, to provide inspiration for everybody studying and working in 
the AGLC, students were invited to draw or capture an image that stood out 
as representative of Manchester students and the Manchester experience. As 
stu-dents were instrumental in the planning and consultation stages it was 
natural that their creativity should appear on the very walls of the building 
designed to inspire them, and this is a key element that makes the AGLC unique. 
The art com-petition received 450 stunning entries from all disciplines; 
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drawings, photographs and poetry, all of which are unique to the University and 
to Manchester. Sixty-fi ve bespoke pieces of student artwork feature in the AGLC; 
they are printed onto the walls, doors, and glass panelling of the learning spaces 
for everyone to see. Students were extremely proud that their work had been 
selected and often brought friends and family to see it in the building. These 
artworks inspire others, and the images in the building are frequently used in 
social media posts about the space, but it is the opportunity that students were 
given to participate actively in the design of the space that affi rms it as theirs. 
This contributes to a more positive student experience as a result of this ongoing 
dialogue with the library service, where their views are respected, valued, listened 
to and learned from. 

 A selection of students who were involved in committees and consultations or 
who successfully submitted artworks were invited to the building’s grand open-
ing. This again broke with tradition, as such an occasion usually involves mainly 
VIP guests. The building also remained open to students for study throughout the 
launch event, showing how the student experience is valued and lies at the heart 
of every decision surrounding the AGLC. As part of this event, tours were taken 
round the building and the student artists stood near their artwork to explain their 
creations. The Students’ Union General Secretary, who had been heavily involved 
in the project, also shared the stage to give a speech with the University Librarian; 
this act once again demonstrates the value that both sides saw in the partnership 
that had been cultivated throughout the project. A specially commissioned book 
was produced for the event, a copy was presented to each guest and the pages were 
dominated by the students’ impressive artworks. 

 Feedback from early tours was really positive, with many comments about the 
space and design, and an eagerness from students to spend time studying in the 
Learning Commons. Numerous responses displayed a pride in the building and rec-
ognition of the University’s investment in the student experience: ‘Very good, very 
impressed, can see where my £9,000 went’ (quote from a student on prelaunch tour). 

 The comments we now receive (mainly through social media) continue to 
be favourable, although there are suggestions for improvements. Changes have 
already been made in response to these, including replacing a number of coffee 
tables with desk-height tables, reducing lift announcement noises and introducing 
a ‘Text Me’ scheme. We also monitor behaviour and rather than dealing with ‘bad’ 
behaviour by reinforcing the rules, if students act a certain way we try to help them 
achieve their needs and keep the dialogue open. For example, students using a 
particular piece of furniture were repeatedly pulling up part of the fl oor to plug into 
sockets below – traditionally, having observed this we would have stopped such 
behaviour, but instead we installed extra power sockets into the furniture itself to 
address the students’ need to use it this way. We also received feedback that the 
hand dryers in the toilets were too loud (and this was disruptive to the students), 
and so in response we have replaced them with quieter models; this shows the 
students that we are willing to listen and respond to their concerns. 

 The approach to the co-creation of the AGLC has changed the dialogue with our 
students; feedback is given rather than complaints and as such the space and the 
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services are constantly evolving. From the initial day of opening, even as equip-
ment was being plugged in, students were settled in the space with their feet up 
on furniture (without their shoes on). They are comfortable in the space they co-
created, they recognise that it is here for them and they are eager to remain valued 
consultants who continue to be part of the journey; we know this as they respond 
very quickly when asked for comment. 

 Business as usual 
 The AGLC is the UK’s fi rst ‘bookless’ library (1st library to have no books, 2012), 
therefore the services that take place within diverge greatly from some of the tradi-
tional reference models mentioned earlier. Some key aspects remain, as front-line 
customer service staff assist students by answering questions and instruct them on 
how to use library resources (they also operate a Library Chat service and answer 
email and telephone queries). However, the main difference lies in the fact that 
there is no physical collection, we have a Learning Development Team that teaches 
academic skills and showcases new technology to the students, and our customer 
service staff also deal with a high number of estates issues (as the AGLC is a new 
building). Customer service staff log maintenance requests and chase works that 
needs to be done whilst ensuring there is minimal disruption to the students. Their 
roles differ from those of front-line staff in a traditional library model as they play 
an intrinsic part in organising maintenance, tracing and initiating the development 
of new services and ensuring the ongoing evolution of the project. 

 To give you an idea of how the AGLC runs its services we will give a brief 
overview of the different departments operating within. Each of these departments 
has a connection to the student voice embedded within them as this forms a key 
part of our ‘business as usual’ operations. There are three main departments within 
the overall team: Customer Services, IT Support and the Learning Development 
Team. Each one maintains a dialogue with the students that goes beyond a simple 
‘you said, we did’ approach and takes the form of an ongoing conversation as 
student feedback is acted upon, responded to and continues to infl uence the ser-
vices. Students are engaged in an ongoing dialogue that does not concern reactive, 
prescriptive interaction but emphasises collective responsibility more along the 
lines of ‘you said, we think, what should we do together?’ The services within the 
space are designed using a holistic model which treats feedback as a key indicator 
in relation to the needs of the community (of students) that it serves, so that the 
services and space can evolve accordingly. 

 Some examples of how students have informed customer service policies can be 
found in respect to food and drink (as already discussed), opening hours, and how 
they express different needs during exam time. During this time students asked 
for extra desk-height furniture, they requested silent zones and they wanted extra 
study spaces. These changes are now put into place for each exam period. Students 
also infl uenced policy to initiate a Text Me service so that they can contact a mem-
ber of staff (anonymously if they wish) to make noise complaints, give feedback or 
ask questions. Our Customer Service team have developed a mapping programme 

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 38



Changing the dialogue

so that they can monitor how students are using furniture and the spaces to ensure 
these are confi gured in the way that is most useful to them. Student feedback is 
reacted to in a positive way; we ask  why  they are behaving in this way? Is there a 
need that’s not being met? What are they trying to tell us? 

 In the AGLC we have a physical IT support desk integrated with Customer 
Services and, in direct response to student feedback, the hours of this support 
were extended from 9 a.m.–5 p.m. throughout the week to 9 a.m.–9 p.m. every 
weekday and 9 a.m.–5 p.m. at weekends. We learned that more students were 
bringing in devices to help them study and use the space. In response to this there 
was demand for a new type of IT support. Central IT services therefore used 
what we had learned about the needs of students (by working in partnership with 
them) to develop a pilot project concerning a Personal Device Support Desk. This 
desk is currently managed by a graduate intern, and student members of staff are 
employed to advise fellow students on software provided by the University and to 
give them guidance on how to fi x problems with their personal devices. The desk 
currently has a 98% resolution rate for the problems they encounter, and due to 
the success of the pilot project this service is being extended. 

 The Learning Development Team deliver and manage the Open Training Pro-
gramme which forms a signifi cant part of the University of Manchester’s library 
skills programme: My Learning Essentials (MLE). The Open Training Programme 
combines one-to-one support with workshops and online resources, and MLE 
recently won the Blackboard Catalyst Award for blended learning. Many partners 
work together to deliver workshops, for example, the Careers Service, the Coun-
selling Service, the University Language Centre, Manchester Business School 
and the Cultural Institutions (including Manchester Museum and the Whitworth 
Art Gallery). As the AGLC is located at the heart of the campus, it serves as a 
convenient and accessible centralised location from which to offer such support to 
our students. The objective behind the programme is to creatively engage students 
and ensure a positive learning experience using methods which foster a growth 
mindset in relation to learning (Dweck, 2008). In contrast to the type of instruction 
traditionally offered (e.g. in the minimum model), the Open Training Programme 
utilises a workshop format to emphasise active learning and the technique of facili-
tation which reinforces the status of the students as independent learners. As a 
consequence of these methods, the librarian is removed from the status of ‘expert’, 
and responsibility for learning and searching for answers remains in the hands 
of the students themselves. During the workshops the facilitator works with the 
students (and gets them to work with each other) to emphasise collaboration and 
encourage them to make progress rather than to strive for perfection. In summary, 
the methodology behind the training necessitates a workshop format (to encourage 
engagement and activity), sessions must be open to all students from any discipline 
and of any status, and sessions must be skills based (so that students can immedi-
ately put into practice what they have learned). All workshops must also be open 
to feedback, as it is not only important for students to feel that their feedback is 
useful for effecting change, but that it gives them the chance to inform and co-
create future sessions (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). The methodology behind the 
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programme is designed to encourage learners to construct their own learning expe-
rience, and it is underpinned by research (funded by the HEA and the NTF) into 
‘HEARing student voices’ conducted by Jennie Blake et al. The study indicated a 
need to ask not ‘What do students need?’ but ‘How can we get students involved as 
co-creators?’ How can we make sure students are proactively looking for support 
before they reach a crisis point? The objectives behind the resources on offer in 
the programme are therefore to assist students so that they can support themselves 
(Blake et al., 2010, 2011). In many ways the programme sits so well in the AGLC 
as it promotes the same values and methods with respect to treating students as 
partners and requires the same dialogue to ensure that student needs are being met. 

 The Learning Development Team mark a new addition to the traditional models 
of reference service as, in addition to traditional library teaching models (which 
centred around bibliographic instruction or information literacy), this team also 
deliver academic skills support and give students the opportunity to interact with 
and learn about new technology. The student voice is embedded within the Open 
Training Programme, as students can give feedback in response to training that 
has been delivered and they can submit ideas and requests for training that is 
not currently part of the programme. In this way they shape their own learning 
experience, and the team are proud to have a really quick turnaround when it 
comes to producing new workshops – an important attribute, as it means that any 
student who requests training is also able to attend it. Examples of such sessions 
include ‘Critical Reading’, ‘Refl ect on Your Performance’ and ‘Understanding 
British Culture’, and workshops which help students to ‘Manage Exam Stress’ and 
‘Present With Confi dence’. If students need support with developing or improv-
ing upon particular academic, well-being, career or information literacy skills, the 
mechanisms are in place for them to raise this concern and inform us so that the 
programme can facilitate their progress. Our students have the power to dictate, 
mould and shape the support that is on offer to them, and the high number of 
attendees is a testament to the success of both the programme and its methodology. 
We are currently at the end of year 2 with the Open Training Programme, and the 
number of attendees at workshops has increased by 61% compared to year 1 (from 
2,424 to 3,899). Exemplary student feedback is used to promote the programme 
on the digital signage around the AGLC, to demonstrate the way it impacts on the 
students and their experience. 

 Our AV and New Technologies Coordinator is also part of the Learning Devel-
opment Team and runs Digilab in a joint venture with Digital Technology Services 
(this serves as another example of a role that sits outside of those in the traditional 
reference models of service). Digilab is a regularly scheduled event that gives stu-
dents the opportunity to interact with new technology in a pressure-free, relaxed 
environment. Students can suggest technologies to be tested and can pilot their 
own technological developments (e.g. apps, electronic devices or websites). At 
Digilab events, members of the Student Team are on hand to help demonstrate the 
technology to their peers, and the emphasis is not on teaching but on experimenta-
tion and exploration. Examples of the technology Digilab has tested out include 
Oculus Rift (virtual reality) environments, Google Glass, and 3D printing. The 
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events provide students with the opportunity to participate in and infl uence deci-
sions concerning the types of technology that the University should buy (and what 
it should/could be used for). Digilab also gives University staff the opportunity to 
test out different or competing brands of technology, as well as things they have 
designed themselves (e.g. a careers management database) so that they may gather 
valuable student feedback. 

 In addition to these departments our Student Team are student members of staff 
who rove around the building – they collect data in relation to how the space is 
used and help with the evaluation of services from a Customer Service, IT and 
Learning Development perspective. The Student Team promote MLE, they help 
to inform the workshops and they provide an invaluable link to the student com-
munity. The team are paid members of staff who work two 4-hour shifts a week, 
though we are fl exible with them around exam time. We are currently working with 
our second generation of staff, and the fi rst generation have helped to train these by 
sharing what they have learned in relation to the departments within the building 
and their role in relation to each area. The students have gained a wide range of 
valuable skills, such as customer service experience, project management skills, 
presentation skills, data collection and analysis experience, political networking 
skills and an insight into pedagogy, research methods and evaluation. 

 In summary, the student voice is embedded as part of business as usual in all 
aspects of the teams that work within the AGLC, which ensures that they continue 
to evolve with the changing needs of the community. The statement made by Green 
in 1876 retains its relevance: in the AGLC the space is popular amongst students as 
we have sought to break down the traditional barriers between staff and students. 
As a result, both are ‘owners of the space’ and the services within. 

 Future shaping 
 Allowing students to be co-creators of a library space has been a radical change for 
library staff. When recruiting staff to work in the AGLC it became apparent that there 
was a real fear of the unknown on the part of potential applicants and amongst those 
who had already been recruited. Although certain functions could be predicted, the 
main requirement for obtaining a post in the AGLC was an ability to respond to 
changing student needs and to identify opportunities to continually improve the stu-
dent experience. As the library service moved forward into new territory, staff had 
the opportunity to shape their own job roles (to an extent), however not everyone was 
comfortable with this. It soon became clear that recruiting people who embraced this 
creative approach was crucial to the success of the building and its services. Our new 
staff developed their job roles with energy and enthusiasm; this is now viewed as a 
real plus point for the building and is something that the library is keen to capture 
elsewhere. The team are dynamic, proactive and experimental in their approach to 
working in the space and students really appreciate their responsiveness. 

 The innovative approach taken in the creation of the AGLC was recognised as 
we won the  Guardian  Higher Education Facilities Award in 2014 (see Guardian 
University Awards 2014 Ideas Bank, 2014). This award uniquely concentrates on 
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the impact of a facility rather than the aesthetics of a building. Many buildings win 
awards for design rather than functionality, but what we have captured in the AGLC 
exceeds its presence and appearance as a physical building; we sought to engage 
students by embedding learning within the very heart of the space. Fresh, dynamic 
library roles have been created and we have engaged in new types of ongoing dia-
logue with the students; both of these advancements inform the evolving library 
landscape. The AGLC journey has taught us that it is really important for clients to 
assert the importance of functionality to their design teams when engaged in such 
a project. We continually had to ensure that the focus always valued the student 
experience over visual appeal (although ideally you  can  have both). 

 The journey for the University of Manchester Library does not end here: the 
new dialogue created during the AGLC project continues to be developed. This 
process marked the start of a journey, but our partnership with students continues 
to inform both the AGLC and University-wide developments: 

 Close student partnerships continue to be central to the further enrichment 
of the AGLC, as we consider future needs and evaluate the building’s suc-
cess. We now need to fully understand how the building and its services are 
used – we will then contribute our experience to other new and ambitious 
university plans. 

 (Jan Wilkinson, Guardian University Awards 2014 Ideas Bank, 2014) 

 Following on from the success of the AGLC in terms of its consultations and 
student participation, students are now part of the journey to redevelop our Main 
Library building. In 2013 they took part in a consultation for a new project to 
redesign the Main Library. Students were challenged to consider what a world-
class research library should look like and how it should relate to other facilities. 
The partnership with students will continue throughout this project and we will 
build upon the best practices learned from the AGLC development to co-create 
this space and enhance the student experience for the future. 

 The AGLC project has uniquely informed other University of Manchester estates 
projects and, as part of the ‘Manchester 2020 Vision’, the University will invest 
£1 billion over the next 10 years to create a world-class campus for our staff and 
students. Other library and learning spaces are being developed across campus and 
the AGLC has enabled us to share a model of best practices in relation to treating 
such projects as an opportunity to co-create spaces with our students so that we can 
pool our perspectives. The library will utilise the AGLC as a space to trial potential 
concepts and ideas to the wider student body to assist with and input into these new 
developments. A desire to share good practice has gone beyond internal audiences, 
as the AGLC has been visited by over 100 other higher education institutions: 

 A HUGE thank you . . . it was so inspiring and I feel very excited for our 
similar project . . . I really appreciated all the nuggets of info and advice that 
you shared. 

 (quote from a visiting university staff member) 
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 We will continue to try and share our experiences and knowledge through journal 
articles and conference presentations within the UK and abroad, but if we could 
give one invaluable piece of advice from what we have learned, it is this: we 
genuinely believe that the success of the AGLC is due to the way we changed our 
dialogue to engage students as partners throughout the whole process. They helped 
us co-create this space, and together we continue to take a collective responsibility 
for improvements by learning from one another and keeping the dialogue between 
us current and open. 

 Notes 
  1  Information commons is an early iteration of Learning Commons though the latter differs 

in respect of its physicality: its presence, make-up and design. 
  2  Often a question of the ratio of desktop PCs to laptop spaces is still asked when tours 

are delivered on the AGLC. Currently we are of the belief that there is no formula for 
calculating this in the space. We feel the AGLC would still be heavily used if desktop PC 
numbers were doubled and equally so if they were reduced by half. We would advise that 
fl exibility of space is key, and that the more spaces that can be used for either function, 
the better. 

  3  The arms on PC chairs were being damaged by the desks and students did not think they 
were necessary. Student feedback caused us to disregard certain pieces of furniture (e.g. 
pinch stools that were aesthetically appealing from a design perspective, but the students 
told us they were not fi t for purpose). Some furniture also failed after high usage despite 
assurances from suppliers. 

  4  Students as Partners (SaP) is a programme of work managed by the Teaching and Learn-
ing Support Offi ce in liaison with the Faculties at the University of Manchester – see: 
http://www.tlso.manchester.ac.uk/students-as-partners/ 
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SUMMARY. Information literacy listservs provide opportunities to
discuss a range of instruction-related issues. One common theme is li-
brarian-faculty relationships, including positive interactions and com-
plaints. Content analysis is used to investigate librarians’ discussions of
faculty in BI-L/ILI-L postings from 1995 to 2002. By isolating and
anonymizing postings reflecting librarian-faculty relationships and ex-
amining these through the authors’ experiences as trained librarians
and full-time faculty, the paper explores: (1) how librarians frame fac-
ulty relationships; and (2) librarians’ perceptions of faculty attitudes.
The paper concludes with suggestions for transcending unsatisfactory

Lisa M. Given (E-mail: lisa.given@ualberta.ca) is Assistant Professor, and Heidi
Julien (E-mail: heidi.julien@ualberta.ca) is Assistant Professor, both at the School of Li-
brary and Information Studies, University of Alberta, Edmonton AB, Canada T6G 2J4.

The authors would like to thank research assistants Sandra Anderson, Reegan Breu,
and Denis Lacroix for their help on this project.

[Haworth co-indexing entry note]: “Finding Common Ground: An Analysis of Librarians’ Expressed Atti-
tudes Towards Faculty.” Given, Lisa M., and Heidi Julien. Co-published simultaneously in The Reference Li-
brarian (The Haworth Information Press, an imprint of The Haworth Press, Inc.) No. 89/90, 2005, pp. 25-38;
and: Relationships Between Teaching Faculty and Teaching Librarians (ed: Susan B. Kraat) The Haworth In-
formation Press, an imprint of The Haworth Press, Inc., 2005, pp. 25-38. Single or multiple copies of this arti-
cle are available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service [1-800-HAWORTH, 9:00 a.m. -
5:00 p.m. (EST). E-mail address: docdelivery@haworthpress.com].

 2005 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
Digital Object Identifier: 10.1300/J120v43n89_03

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 45



experiences with faculty to forge relationships that benefit those individu-
als both groups must reach–students. [Article copies available for a fee from
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INTRODUCTION

At universities and colleges, librarians and teaching faculty are in-
creasingly working together to offer students support in building strong
academic information literacy (IL) skills. However, forging and main-
taining strong working relationships between faculty and librarians is
no easy task. Misperceptions about different work roles, as well as mis-
interpretations of personal motivations related to IL instruction, can
hinder the development of productive collaboration. By examining and
reassessing beliefs about one another, faculty members and librarians
can develop strategies for finding common ground in the instructional
environment.

LITERATURE REVIEW

There is an extensive body of literature in library and information
studies (LIS) that examines trends in information literacy education. Li-
brarians and LIS scholars have examined professional and theoretical
issues involved in guiding individuals in the use of information re-
sources, the design of successful library research projects, and the de-
velopment of information strategies for lifelong learning. Approaches
in the literature address a number of contexts–from public to academic
libraries, as well as corporate and other special information centers–and
focus on the full range of activities that comprise information literacy
instruction (e.g., library tours; database searching sessions; critical
evaluations of Web resources). Many of these have been written with the
specific goal of sharing IL successes in order to guide others in the de-
velopment of new programs, in the assessment and revision of existing
sessions, in the use of technology, or in the management of other inci-
dental instructional components (e.g., Bodi 1990; Drueke 1992). Many
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professional and scholarly articles also explore the importance of hav-
ing key outsiders “buy-in” to the importance of information literacy in-
struction as one core component to the success of these endeavors (cf.
Julien 2000; Julien and Boon 2002). Many articles that address the ac-
ademic context, in particular, regularly identify the support of teach-
ing faculty as a vital component of successful IL initiatives. Before
examining librarian’s expressed attitudes and experiences with fac-
ulty, it is important to first understand the practical and theoretical
contexts surrounding this issue.

Faculty and Librarians’ Roles in Information Literacy–
A Clear Divide

One of the most prevalent themes discussed in the IL literature is that
of the experiential separation between faculty members and academic
librarians. Although both groups are engaged, at one level, in pursuing
the shared goal of educating undergraduate and graduate students, there
are many points of difference that affect the faculty-librarian relation-
ship. Numerous articles portray reference librarians’ professional goals
(i.e., aiding and teaching students in the effective use of information re-
sources) as being at odds with faculty members’ research, teaching, and
service work. In these discussions, librarians are placed in a supporting
role on campus, as individuals whose primary purpose is to offer sup-
port for learning activities, particularly, undergraduate students’ infor-
mation needs (e.g., Farber 1999; Hanson 1993).

At the same time, faculty members are portrayed as sitting out-
side–yet connected to–the daily activities of the academic library. Here,
faculty are discussed primarily in their roles as teachers who set curric-
ula for their students (and by extension, influence librarians’ work in
supporting students’ needs). Hardesty (1999), for example, identifies
faculty as “the most important group, outside of librarians, who need to
understand and appreciate the educational role of the academic library”
(243). However, he notes that a major point of conflict is a faculty cul-
ture that privileges research, content and specialization, while underval-
uing teaching, process and undergraduate students (244). Hardesty
marks faculty members’ resistance to building library instruction into
their classes as a natural reaction to living under constant time con-
straints, spending “most of their day doing something for which they
have little formal training–teaching” (244), and having a limited ex-
posure to librarians’ skills and expertise due to inadequate library sup-
port during their own undergraduate or graduate study. While Hardesty
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(1999) makes clear that faculty members’ actions (or inactions) con-
cerning the library arise more out of ignorance than malevolence (244),
other authors are less forgiving, and judge faculty members’ inattention
to IL as a competition that must be tamed, turf that must be claimed, or
as a battle to be won (e.g., Chiste, Glover, and Westwood 2000; Snavely
and Cooper 1997).

Other studies of faculty members’ attitudes toward the library (and
IL, in particular) provide additional context concerning faculty mem-
bers’ perceptions (e.g., Cannon 1994; Gonzales 2001; Leckie 1996;
Leckie and Fullerton 1999). In an opinion piece entitled “What I want in
a librarian: One new faculty member’s perspective,” Stahl (1997) puts a
very personal face on the issue, noting that faculty members want:
proactive involvement from librarians–tempered with an acute sense of
when to back off; clear communication about the limitations of librarian
support for research activities; to be asked for input on library collection
development; and, information on new and useful resources within the
library. In a companion piece to this work (entitled “What I want in a
faculty member: A reference librarian’s perspective”), Larson (1998)
compiles her own list of wants and needs: faculty recognition that li-
brarians are in the same business of serving students’ needs; clear com-
munication with librarians about what is going on in a course; a basic
familiarity with the literature and research tools in the faculty members’
field; and, involvement of librarians in the design of course assign-
ments, so that they match available library resources. These two works
show, in a very personal fashion, the complex issues and emotions sur-
rounding faculty-librarian working relationships.

Librarians as Advocates for Collaboration with Faculty

Many authors implore librarians to forge stronger, more effective
working relationships with faculty, and collaboration in IL instruction is
one of the most prevalent solutions offered in the LIS literature. Carlson
and Miller (1984), for example, note that involving faculty members in
library instruction not only allows librarians to be active participants in
the library (beyond simple caretakers of the collection), but “the nature
of the courses themselves may change, with more emphasis placed on
independent library investigation as an integral part of the course”
(484). Much of the current literature advocates this integrated model of
faculty-librarian working relationships, and points to the development
of formal IL courses and programs within established academic curric-
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ula as ideal ways to meet students’ needs with full faculty support (e.g.,
Eliot 1989; Stein and Lamb 1998).

While there are numerous benefits to be gained from collaborative
partnerships, many authors also point to the pitfalls of poor relation-
ships–particularly in light of existing problems that must be overcome
in order to build effective IL programs. And, as many authors note, the
onus is frequently on the librarian to create collaborative partnerships
(e.g., Bruce 2001; Chiste, Glover, and Westwood 2000). Some authors
see this role as one of faculty development, of teaching faculty about the
importance of building the library into courses or assignments, and see-
ing beyond the library’s collections to what librarians can offer stu-
dents. Cardwell (2001), for example, notes that faculty members often
create “problematic” assignments when partnerships with librarians are
limited or non-existent; where faculty members fail to take the institu-
tion’s resources into account when designing assignments, students are
left to flounder as they attempt to complete assigned work (258). By
forging relationships with faculty–by connecting with them at the refer-
ence desk, or conducting one-on-one consultations regarding IL strate-
gies appropriate to their classroom needs–many authors point to the
benefits that can be made in the development of IL programs, and in
serving students’ needs (e.g., Carlson and Miller 1984; Hardesty 1999;
Iannuzzi 1998; Ren 2000; Winner 1998).

METHODS

Cardwell (2001) advises librarians to “Subscribe to BI-L [ILI-L], or
search its archives . . . An active listserv, BI-L[ILI-L] hosts informative
discussions on all types of instruction issues. You will learn about pro-
grams, successful and unsuccessful, that have been implemented at
other institutions. It is also a place for posting questions and joining in
on current discussions” (262). It is the prominence of this listserv
among IL professionals that prompted it to be selected as the primary
source of data for this study. With approval from the moderator, the ar-
chives of the listserv were analyzed using a qualitative content analysis
method, for postings that related to librarians’ relationships with uni-
versity and college-level faculty members. The seven-year period
from September 1995 to December 2002 was included in the analysis.
During that time, in May 2002, the listserv changed its name to ILI-L
(reflecting the “information literacy” terminology), and got a new mod-
erator. All the postings to the listserv for the period in question were
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read, those that related to librarian-faculty relationships were separated
out, and then these were inductively coded for apparent themes. To en-
sure trustworthiness, the qualitative analyses were conducted by two re-
search assistants, and the authors. In addition, the number of postings
relating to each major theme were summed to identify broad trends in
posting patterns. In the sections that follow, the term “librarian” is used to
refer to posters of messages on the listserv; these posters self-identified as
having active roles in the development of IL programs and/or the imple-
mentation of instructional activities within their libraries.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Quantitative Analyses

Prior to completing qualitative analyses of the postings to BI-L/ILI-L,
some quantitative analysis was done to assess the relative interest in
particular themes over the seven-year period. Postings marked as rele-
vant to the faculty-librarian relationship theme were totaled by yearly
quarter (i.e., January to March, April to June, July to September, Octo-
ber to December). Postings relating to perceptions of faculty (including
their personalities, competencies, and roles) were by far the most com-
mon, with an average of 28.4 postings per quarter. Postings about librar-
ians themselves were the next most prevalent, with 18.9 postings per
quarter. Finally, postings that focused on librarians’ beliefs about facul-
ties’ perceptions of librarians averaged 4.2 per quarter. These trends
held for every quarterly period. Figure 1 shows these trends, and dem-
onstrates that postings were greater in number between October and De-
cember in all years, possibly reflecting peak periods of instructional
activity for librarians subscribed to the list.

Appropriate Roles for Faculty Members–Librarians’ Perspectives

Listserv posters expressed a range of expectations for teaching faculty,
from grading library instruction assignments, to dealing with plagiarism,
to actively promoting information literacy initiatives. In general, librari-
ans expressed a number of expectations concerning faculty members’
roles in information literacy instruction, including:

• Faculty should take on large (even primary) roles in IL instruction;
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• Faculty should know library resources, understand the structure of
the library and its services, be familiar with library jargon–and be
able to teach these things to their students;

• Faculty should prepare feasible assignments that develop basic li-
brary skills, foster lifelong learning, provide students with variety,
and teach critical thinking; in addition, faculty should teach students
such specific skills as: computer literacy; ways to avoid plagiarism;
how to distinguish between scholarly and popular journals; and,
copyright.

At the same time, several posters recognized that librarians might also
learn from the faculty members’ wealth of teaching experiences, and
apply this knowledge to their own IL instructional strategies; one
poster, for example, noted: “. . . we don’t get a full sense of what course
instructors are up against–the depths of confusion, the short cuts stu-
dents take, the dynamics of a class as a community. Teaching a course
helps us figure those things out and it can really help those students that
take it.” However, many librarians were adamant in their feelings that
within the library, librarians should be in control; for instance, posters
seem to agree that library spaces (such as classrooms) should be con-
trolled by the library, not by individual faculty members.
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Librarians’ Relationships with Faculty Members

Posters also described a variety of efforts to work with faculty, in-
cluding developing workshops, and liaising with specific departments.
However, as one poster noted, “integration and collaboration [with
faculty] are slow, painstaking, and include the slippery terrain of being
‘polite.’” Some concern was expressed about how faculty conduct
themselves during classroom instructional sessions (e.g., marking pa-
pers or reading while librarians were speaking; going away to confer-
ences when instructional sessions are scheduled), articulating a theme
of “faculty as delinquent children.” For example, one poster stated: “the
next year she pulled the same thing,” as though faculty are trying to “get
away” with some sort of bad behavior when they are absent from or
complete other work during instructional sessions. Again, these atti-
tudes are not universal, and some comments indicated that librarians at
some institutions have experienced consideration from faculty, who
typically give them plenty of notice for instructional sessions.

Faculty Members’ Attitudes and Competencies–
What Librarians Have to Say

One other significant theme on the listserv focused on posters’ under-
standings of faculty members’ personalities. Overall, the image con-
structed was negative. Teaching faculty were represented as:

• possessive and territorial about their class time, course credits, and
“their” students;

• inflexible (i.e., not accepting of any course that is not created or
taught by themselves);

• rude, “touchy,” and generally uncooperative;
• emotionally detached from the teaching role;
• in a “rut” or needing “renewal” in their approaches to classroom

activities.

One frequent complaint expressed on the list was that faculty “lack
vision” by not understanding that library instruction may require more
than one 50-minute session. Various posters suggested that librarians
should expect “trouble” from teaching faculty, that some faculty have
“inappropriate” or “bad” attitudes, that librarians should expect their re-
quests to be ignored (or “blown off”), and that some faculty need to be
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“frightened” into “compliance” (by pointing out that familiar library re-
sources are changing or being eliminated). Listserv subscribers were
warned not to let themselves be “pushed around” by faculty, so as not to
drain librarians’ “emotional survival bank.” Some posters noted that
teaching faculty need to be “tricked” into paying attention to the library,
by being cajoled with food and a low pressure environment. Although
there were some allowances made for younger faculty, who were char-
acterized as being eager to make a good impression and happy for help
with instruction, some posters interpreted this enthusiasm as “laziness,”
or a sure sign of an instructor trying to “get out of teaching” by letting a
librarian run the class. Implicit in these examples is the notion that li-
brarians are dedicated, caring individuals, who continually strive to
meet students’ needs–despite their frustrations with faculty members’
questionable attitudes.

While the vast majority of postings were quite negative in their as-
sessments of faculty members’ attitudes, some posters were much more
generous in their judgments; positive descriptions referred to faculty
members as:

• “reasonable” and “understanding” in terms of IL initiatives;
• having useful knowledge–including expertise regarding students’

class-based resource choices;
• in need of a “break”–due to time constraints, research demands

and institutional obligations;
• “grateful” for instruction;
• working on a consensus model of decision-making (which can be,

at times, at odds with librarians’ expectations for quick decisions
relating to IL instruction).

One poster suggested that faculty ought to be treated with “care” as any
colleague deserves. Although the majority of postings provide negative
accounts of faculty-librarian interactions, the minority voices that con-
tradict those images provide a hopeful tone to the discussion; that, in
better understanding faculty members’ work roles and obligations, li-
brarians may be able to push beyond feelings of frustration and outrage,
to find a common ground that will fulfill the goals of most IL programs.

Perceptions of Faculty Members’ Opinions of Librarians
and Their Work

The listserv postings were filled with assertions about the ways that
teaching faculty view librarians and their work. While several posters
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stated that some teaching faculty are supportive of their library and its
goals, most of the perceptions on the part of librarians were less than
positive. Many librarians felt that faculty members:

• do not understand librarians’ work;
• do not appreciate that librarians often cannot provide instruction

on an ad hoc basis, as students need it and wander into the library;
• do not see the intellectual content associated with library instruc-

tion;
• view library instruction as only tangential to class content;
• see library use as a set of mechanical skills, requiring only average

intelligence to master;
• discount the term “information literacy” as ambiguous, or simply

library jargon;
• do not respect librarians.

One poster noted that faculty members view the library as an “obstacle
which must be dealt with as quickly and painlessly as possible.” Related
to this perspective was the point that, “Most faculty seem to view the li-
brary as an infrastructural resource and not [as] a learning resource.”
The bottom line seems to be the perception that faculty do not under-
stand librarians as librarians understand themselves.

How Do Librarians See Themselves?

At the heart of this issue, then, one question remains: How do librari-
ans see themselves in relation to the faculty members on campus? Some
posters to the listserv clearly perceived themselves to be full-fledged
faculty. Indeed, given the postings that appear on BI-L/ILI-L, it appears
that many librarians appreciate being introduced to students as “Profes-
sor.” By situating themselves as faculty, librarians perceive that they are
able to gain credibility in the eyes of students. As one librarian noted: “I
NEVER use the word ‘serve’ when describing what librarians do. I al-
ways say ‘support’ the faculty or the curriculum or student research
needs. We facilitate, assist, co-teach, but we do not ‘serve’ the faculty.”
While this attitude is clearly empowering for librarians, particularly
when trying to connect with students and gain legitimacy in the role of
teacher, this approach also (even if unintentionally) places faculty as
lesser on the meritorious rungs that define their academic work. Faculty
members, for example, typically engage in research and service activi-
ties–in addition to their teaching responsibilities–and generally hold
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doctorate degrees in their areas of specialty. To be equated with librari-
ans, who may not do any research, and who typically hold master’s-level
degrees, many faculty may rebel and further strive to define themselves
as very different from the librarians on campus. By attempting to gain
legitimacy by placing themselves as equals, librarians run the risk of
further distancing those faculty with whom they need to connect.

Quite a number of criticisms were leveled at librarians by their own
colleagues; the result is a clear indication of the complexity of librari-
ans’ feelings concerning their relationships with faculty. Some posters
expressed frustration with peers who:

• do not want to expand their instructional activities beyond the “tra-
ditional”;

• are afraid to say no or offend, preferring instead to stick with their
perceived public roles as “nice people”;

• are unmotivated (often due to feelings of “overwork and techno-
stress”);

• believe that others see them as on the verge of “extinction” or as
“second-class citizens.”

Although one poster noted: “The real enemy is in our ranks,” another
was quick to say: “if we constantly cater to faculty, do things on short
notice, etc., then we are complicit in devaluing our own time and ef-
forts.” Another stated, “We librarians, along with our colleague profes-
sors have failed to instill in our students the joy of real research. We’ve
made the whole process look so stuffy and difficult, or else we’ve pro-
vided so little real help in our one-shot sessions.”

There were several points of debate, demonstrating a lack of consen-
sus among librarians about some of these issues. For example, some
posters were more sanguine about their status on campus: “We refer-
ence/instruction librarians are all handmaidens to the research process,
and the term is neither offensive nor pejorative. I have no problem in
considering myself a handmaid, or handmaiden, to the teaching faculty.
We perform a service, a necessary service, for them; but we aren’t their
peers even though we may have faculty rank or status.” Debate was also
evident about whether librarians should train faculty to train students, or
train students directly. Additional discussion focused on whether librar-
ians ought to be teaching “computing” literacy, especially word pro-
cessing.
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CONCLUSIONS

The berating of faculty for not being intuitively information literate,
or for not taking the time to become information literate is a puzzling at-
titude–particularly given librarians’ professed mandate to guide users
and provide instruction in the use of information resources. However,
this attitude may also hold the key to understanding the limitations–and
complexities–of the librarian-faculty relationship debate. Both explic-
itly, and by implication of the expressed attitudes explored here, many
librarians on the BI-L/ILI-L list made clear that they generally do not
consider faculty members to be their clients–only those faculty mem-
bers’ students. The images of troublesome, arrogant faculty, who have
little understanding of librarians’ roles, point to a problem at the core of
the relationship issue: that until librarians embrace faculty as clients
themselves, deserving of the same level of respect and support afforded
undergraduate and graduate students, IL librarians may continue to
fight an uphill battle to bring faculty members onside.

By recognizing that faculty members and librarians are masters of
their own (separate, but related) spheres, librarians may make strides in
forging respectful and productive working relationships. As well, there
are a number of concrete changes that librarians can embrace:

• Try not to presume arrogance, bad intentions, or disrespect on the
part of faculty–they are people, just like librarians (or students, or
other library clients), and all will have very different attitudes to-
wards librarians and the library;

• Try not to presume that faculty are not committed to IL–or willing
to open their classrooms to librarians; they may balk, at first–due
to other time constraints or worries about competing institutional
agendas–but this does not mean that they are not willing to be in-
volved;

• Try to gain faculty members’ trust, by expressing an understand-
ing of their busy lives; offer to provide help with their research or
service work, as one way to gain access to their classrooms;

• Recognize that many faculty did not have the benefit of formal li-
brary instruction during their own education and have learned to
access the world of information in ways that may appear ineffi-
cient and ineffective; over the years they have designed personal
library-searching systems that work for them–so try to be patient
in guiding faculty members in their use of resources, and be
proactive in terms of instructional outreach;
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• Treat faculty as clients of the library–offer to hold instruction ses-
sions for their research assistants, or offer to set up monthly jour-
nal alerts.

All of these suggestions attempt to address a core issue, implicit in the
postings examined in this study–respect. Librarians clearly desire it,
and faculty members are no different. In order for librarians and fac-
ulty to work collaboratively in IL programs, both sides need to find a
common ground–ways to speak to one another as colleagues, and also
as clients-helpers. If librarians can lay the groundwork for building
engaging, productive relationships with faculty by first connecting with
them in their roles as researchers–the teaching role will soon follow.
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No single assessment tool or method proved adequate to effectively
measure student learning happening both inside and outside the library. We
describe our evolving, multi-pronged approach to measuring the impact of
the library on student learning in the context of current assessment practices
in academic libraries and higher education. doi:10.1300/J295v03n01_04

Paula McMillen is Social Sciences Reference Librarian (E-mail: paula.mcmillen@
oregonstate.edu), and Anne Marie Deitering is Undergraduate Services Librarian
(E-mail: anne-marie.deitering@oregonstate.edu), both at The Valley Library, Oregon
State University, Corvallis, OR 97331-3411.

[Haworth co-indexing entry note]: “Complex Questions, Evolving Answers: Creating a Multidimen-
sional Assessment Strategy to Build Support for the ‘Teaching Library.’ ” McMillen, Paula, and Anne-Marie
Deitering. Co-published simultaneously in Public Services Quarterly (The Haworth Information Press, an
imprint of The Haworth Press, Inc.) Vol. 3, No. 1/2, 2007, pp. 57-82; and: The Teaching Library: Ap-
proaches to Assessing Information Literacy Instruction (ed: Scott Walter) The Haworth Information Press,
an imprint of The Haworth Press, Inc., 2007, pp. 57-82. Single or multiple copies of this article are available
for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service [1-800-HAWORTH, 9:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m. (EST).
E-mail address: docdelivery@haworthpress.com].

Available online at http://psq.haworthpress.com
© 2007 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.

doi:10.1300/J295v03n01_04

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 59

http://psq.haworthpress.com
mailto:docdelivery@haworthpress.com
mailto:paula.mcmillen@oregonstate.edu
mailto:paula.mcmillen@oregonstate.edu
mailto:anne-marie.deitering@oregonstate.edu


[Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Ser-
vice: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com>
Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2007 by The Haworth Press, Inc.
All rights reserved.]

KEYWORDS. Teaching library, assessment, collaboration, library
instruction, information literacy, learning outcomes, student learning

INTRODUCTION

Since 2001, librarians at Oregon State University’s Valley Library have
been pursuing the vision and goals of a “teaching library”: articulating
institution-relevant standards for student learning; developing strate-
gies to move theory and practice of information literacy (IL) instruction
forward; and building active partnerships to implement those strategies
and reach those goals across campus. From our initial brainstorming up
to the present iteration, our version of the teaching library has included
assessment of student learning as an essential thread, and collaboration
with faculty and student programs as an essential strategy.

In this article we will review the state of assessment in libraries, par-
ticularly with regard to student learning outcomes and the challenges
posed by the academic library’s unique position in the university’s
teaching framework. We will describe the evolution of our assessment
efforts as we seek to measure the overall impact of our instruction pro-
gram. And we hope to offer some ideas that others can use in designing
and implementing their own programs of evaluation.

WHERE WE STARTED

Although assessment has been a part of our instructional efforts for
many years, our tools and tactics have been variable in their effective-
ness and intentionality. In 2000, the Oregon State University (OSU) Li-
brary’s Instruction Workgroup (IWG) responded to the publication of
the ACRL Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Ed-
ucation (ACRL ILCS) by doing a self-study of current practice and
teaching priorities among our instruction librarians (Davidson et al.,
2002). In early 2001, the Workgroup drafted a vision statement articu-
lating a new mission for the library’s instruction program and a work

THE TEACHING LIBRARY

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 60

http://www.HaworthPress.com
mailto:docdelivery@haworthpress.com


plan to make it happen. Each of the four goals outlined in this plan in-
cluded elements of assessment. These included: (1) an internal eval-
uation of the instructional program and assessment tools; (2) an
examination of the library faculty’s knowledge and skills in pedagogy;
(3) ongoing assessment of teaching effectiveness; and (4) assessment of
information literacy concepts and skills among our students.

In 2001, as now, the bulk of our instruction was conducted at the invi-
tation of non-library faculty in one-time class contacts, with the excep-
tion of four one-credit classes associated with particular disciplines.
The evaluations used for these one-shot instruction sessions do not ad-
dress student learning and ask about only limited aspects of teaching ef-
fectiveness; they are largely satisfaction surveys completed by students
and the faculty member at the end of the session. These evaluation
forms are still a concern, and will be discussed in more depth below. We
asked the instruction librarians where they needed additional training
with regard to teaching, and at the same time we set out to identify tools
and procedures to use in assessment.

From the start, we realized that to assess student learning we needed
institutional involvement outside the library. Iannuzzi (1999) points out
that the meaningful assessment of instruction also extends

far beyond coordination between the reference librarian and the in-
dividual faculty members, and beyond the library instruction coor-
dinator talking to department chairs. Strategies at this level require
a library culture for information literacy strong enough to influ-
ence a campus culture, and this begins with the senior administra-
tors at our libraries and on our campuses. (p. 305)

In other words, we knew that to make the case for a teaching library to
library administration and university administration, we could not con-
tinue to rely exclusively upon the efforts of individual liaison librarians.
Given the inconsistent level of support for information literacy that ex-
isted at the time, across campus and in the library, we knew that we
would need compelling evidence to make this a priority for everyone.
We not only needed to demonstrate the significance of information lit-
eracy as a campus-wide academic goal, we also had to show that the un-
dergraduate curriculum was not helping students achieve that goal. This
meant we needed to assess the impact of research instruction on all of
our students, not just those who attended library instruction sessions.
Reaching our vision for instruction program assessment would clearly
take a significant effort.
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It seemed clear that our work would save us effort in the long run. Li-
brary faculty were increasingly frustrated with the Sisyphean nature of
our teaching approach; we kept rolling the same rock up the hill, teach-
ing similar concepts to first year students and seniors because we had no
objective way to measure student competency levels. Our subjective
impressions suggested that upper division and graduate students did not
have noticeably better conceptual and skill levels than the lower divi-
sion students. We wanted to use our energy more effectively. Articulat-
ing our work plan focused our energy toward developing solutions.

The reference and instruction faculty and staff attended a series of re-
treats in 2001-02 which produced our first articulation of the teaching li-
brary. We envisioned two main target audiences for library resources
and services. The teaching library would focus on the learning and re-
source needs of lower-division undergraduate students. Its counterpart,
the “research library,” would provide parallel emphasis on upper-divi-
sion undergraduates, graduate students and faculty in the disciplines.
The teaching library also called for a formalized instruction coordinator
position; this person would have the responsibility for managing in-
struction with unaffiliated lower division courses, with assessing the ef-
fectiveness of instruction overall, and with guiding the implementation
of the strategies already outlined in the Instruction Program work plan.
While this vision has not been fully realized, it has been important. It
provided a backbone for the evolution of the library’s instruction pro-
gram, and it also provided additional incentive for OSU librarians to
forge partnerships with other departments on campus.

ASSESSMENT: WHY IS IT SO ELUSIVE?

It’s all about numbers, isn’t it? And libraries are very good at the
numbers game, using statistics to document activity levels (e.g., student
contact hours, circulation and ILL statistics) and as indicators of quality
(e.g., staff to student ratios, number of volumes in the collection). Ad-
mission to the Association for Research Libraries, the gold standard for
academic libraries, is based almost exclusively on numbers. In 2002,
Dugan and Hernon described this approach to assessment as “looking at
user communities from the perspective of the library” (p. 376). The li-
brary counts what it has and what it does, and uses those numbers to
draw conclusions about how well it serves its users.

In recent years, Dugan and Hernon (2002) argue, this view of assess-
ment has been joined by two others. A second strategy looks at the “library
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from the ‘customers’ perspective’ ” (p. 376). Marketing derived ap-
proaches, such as Total Quality Management, examine library services
from the customers’ point of view and focus on the “ ‘building-in’ of
opportunities for evaluation of services,” (Meulemans, 2002, p. 65).
LibQUAL+ is an example of the customer-satisfaction approach to as-
sessment. By gathering customer-focused data and counting inputs and
outputs, libraries can paint an important part of the assessment picture.

It is the third perspective described by Dugan and Hernon (2002),
however, that is the most critical in stating the case for the teaching li-
brary. Assessment of this third type measures the impact of the library
“on the life of the institution” (p. 376). If the core goal of the university,
the “life of the institution,” is student learning, then the library must
clearly demonstrate the impact that it has on that goal. This cannot be
accomplished solely by counting inputs, or by gathering satisfaction
surveys. These measures can ensure that the pieces for learning are in
place, but they cannot tell us if learning happens. To do this the library
must shift its focus away from what it teaches and find ways to measure
what students learn.

This shift reflects a larger contextual shift in higher education. It was
previously assumed that if services and resources were adequate, then
learning would happen. This assumption started to break down in the
1980s with several sobering reports that made the case for ongoing as-
sessment in education. Reports such as A Nation at Risk (1983), Integ-
rity in the College Curriculum (1985), and Time for Results (1986) all
suggested that the American education community could not presume
that learning was automatically happening, even in the best of colleges
and universities. These reports inspired calls for reform which were no-
table, initially, for their lack of attention to the role of accreditation in
the assessment process. In 1988, however, the U. S. Department of Edu-
cation called for accrediting agencies to re-focus their standards for ac-
creditation on “educational effectiveness.” By the early 21st century, to
meet these revised standards, colleges and universities needed to show
that they had developed ways to measure student learning in the class-
room and throughout the campus (Black & Kline, 2002; Meulemans,
2002).

In her content analysis of accrediting agency standards, Gratch-
Lindauer (2002) points out that most now include explicit information
literacy components. She suggests that academic libraries can play a
major role in this new paradigm by “developing clear student learning
objectives for information literacy skills; assessing the progress and
achievement of these objectives; and showing how the outcomes are
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used to improve student learning” (p. 19). The shift towards learn-
ing-focused assessment is also reflected in university strategic initia-
tives and mission statements, which have pushed libraries to follow suit
by developing similar documents that support larger institutional learn-
ing goals (Meulemans, 2002).

Previous surveys of the literature have found minimal evidence that
evaluation in library instruction programs includes meaningful assess-
ment of student learning (Ragains, 1997; Colborn, 1998; Warner, 2003).
In his survey of 44 academic library instruction coordinators, Ragains
(1997) concluded that their most frequently gathered assessment data is
“reaction data” such as student or faculty satisfaction surveys. Such
“subjective data alone are inadequate to measure student learning, guide
programmatic improvements in library instruction, or be used as a basis
for librarians’ performance appraisals” (p. 159). There are probably
several factors in play here. Unless they have a specific background in
education, most instruction librarians are more familiar with assessing
discrete skills and bits of knowledge than measuring conceptual learn-
ing or the transfer of knowledge from one setting to another. Librarians,
like their peers in higher education, seldom receive formal training in
instructional design as a required part of their graduate study.

As a profession, librarianship has not fully developed the tools and
practical applications to help librarians measure students’ information
competence. Colborn (1998) identifies the lack of standardized tests,
credit courses, and clear objectives as barriers to effective assessment of
student learning. Progress has been made, most notably with the publi-
cation of the ACRL ILCS in 2000. According to Meulemans (2002),
this has been the most significant factor contributing to the increased
emphasis on assessment in library instruction. Recent reviews of the lit-
erature suggest that, while librarians’ understanding of the theory
of assessment may have improved, not much has changed for the better
in practice. After reviewing 20 years of the literature on assessment in
libraries, Warner (2003) concluded that most of the instruments used to
gather data in libraries focus on subjective impressions of the presenta-
tion skills of library instructors. These surveys and questionnaires sim-
ply are not up to the task of gathering useful data about student learning.
Publication of the ACRL ILCS has moved the library profession for-
ward by providing a powerful tool for framing student learning out-
comes, but we still have a long way to go in translating these standards
into outcomes that facilitate practical means to determine our impact on
learning.
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THE CHALLENGE OF THE ONE-SHOT

At OSU, moving beyond the one-shot session, the Sisyphean rock of
library instruction, was a strong argument for a teaching library that
would support a strategic, curriculum-integrated library instruction pro-
gram. At the same time, the one-shot format itself, with its inherent lim-
itations, added an extra level of challenge as we worked to design an
assessment strategy that would effectively measure student learning
throughout the curriculum. To accurately measure students’ informa-
tion literacy, it is not enough for librarians to assess library instruction
sessions, particularly one-shot sessions. It does not matter how effective
the librarian teacher is, the simple truth remains that students do not do
all of their learning about their research topics, or even all of their learn-
ing about research and information, in these sessions. We came to un-
derstand that we needed to combine a variety of assessment strategies,
looking both inside and outside the library.

The amount and type of learning that can happen in a one-shot ses-
sion is severely restricted by time, and by the expectations of the class-
room faculty and students. Students can learn a very limited amount
about information structure, access and use in a single session, even if
we limit our consideration to the learning necessary for a discrete proj-
ect. A study by Warner (2003) found that after four library sessions,
done in collaboration with Communications faculty, students still were
confused about some of the most basic concepts covered.

Furthermore, librarians usually have little control over the instruc-
tional emphasis of one-shot sessions. In most cases, classroom faculty
come to the librarian with a list of topics they want covered. Librarians
have even less influence over assessment of actual learning. Students
and faculty alike often come to library instruction sessions with vague
and unrealistic expectations. Most librarians will recognize this situa-
tion: the faculty member who sends an e-mail asking for the librarian to
“please teach my students how to find scholarly articles,” or “please
teach my students to use MEDLINE.” The emphasis in these cases is on
skills, not concepts or contexts. Even if librarians could determine the
class content, the fact remains that the short amount of time available
makes it difficult to assess conceptual learning in any meaningful way.

Because of these barriers, most assessment of one-shot sessions fo-
cuses on librarian performance and student satisfaction, not learning.
Ragains (1997) found in his survey that most assessments of one-shot
sessions occur at the end of the session before the class is dismissed. He
notes that “Collecting evaluative data soon after an instructional session
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may increase the number of responses, but tends to limit the information
collected to comments about the style and organization of the librarian’s
presentation” (p. 165). It is especially clear that such end-of-session as-
sessments tell us nothing about whether or not students retain what they
have learned or if they can transfer those concepts and skills to new proj-
ects, subjects, and situations. Ragains argues that single sessions are
most legitimately utilized for formative/developmental activities such
as building teaching skills through team teaching and peer feedback; ad-
ditionally they can certainly work to build faculty-librarian relation-
ships. He goes on to say that, given the highly artificial and externally
prescribed nature of the vast majority of library instruction (i.e., one-
shot guest lectures), efforts to assess instruction at this level actually do
more harm than good–for the individual librarian’s professional devel-
opment, for the perception and reputation of the library on campus, and
perhaps for the profession as a whole.

COLLABORATION:
BARRIER OR NECESSITY?

It may be tempting for librarians to assert more control over the learn-
ing process, and by extension the assessment process, by taking over
more teaching responsibilities themselves. Kempcke (2002) points out
that this is not a scalable approach for most institutions.

While Hardesty, Farber et al. recognize and highlight advances in
library instruction, I would suggest that their cultural view from
their seats at small liberal arts colleges is not applicable at larger
institutions and we should stop trying to emulate the standards
they set. The more complex political climate, the extended bureau-
cracies, the myriad of course offerings and degree programs, and
the sheer numbers and variety of the student population make the
development of truly comprehensive IL programs at large univer-
sities difficult at best. Collaboration? Partnerships? Fine. It’s not
enough. What’s next? We cannot keep repeating the same worn
out mantra. Even the best collaborative efforts described in the lit-
erature reach a relatively small group of students. On large cam-
puses, it is impossible for librarians to teach IL to all students. That
is why it is so important to weave IL into the curriculum. (p. 542)
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At OSU, we concluded that the difficulties inherent in developing a
strategic, effective information literacy instruction program using the
model of one-shot sessions and individual collaborations make it imper-
ative that information literacy be deeply embedded into the curriculum
at the program, department, college and university level. In other words,
our teaching library would rely on campus-wide collaboration.

This level of collaboration, however, adds another level of complex-
ity to the assessment picture. If librarians share responsibility for deliv-
ering research instruction with campus partners, we must also share the
responsibility for assessing what our students can do with information.
As Iannuzzi (1999) points out, “assessment is difficult because libraries
cannot do it alone” (p. 304). To effectively measure the impact of a li-
brary instruction program on the “life of the institution” the strategies
for assessment need to be strategic, and campus-wide.

In general, assessment in higher education is becoming an increas-
ingly collaborative effort. Accrediting agencies, colleges and universi-
ties alike recognize that enriching learning experiences happen both
inside and outside of the classroom. To truly measure the institution’s
impact on student learning, they must find ways to capture and measure
the learning that happens in libraries, residence halls, student unions,
and other co-curricular spaces. As the American Association for Higher
Education noted in its Principles of Good Practice in Assessing Student
Learning (1996), librarians, students, student affairs professionals, and
administrators must be just as involved in assessment efforts as class-
room faculty or assessment experts.

In this context, it becomes clear that there are two dimensions to
Dugan and Hernon’s third perspective on assessment. First, the aca-
demic library must derive its goals, mission, and vision from those of
the college or university as a whole (Fraser et al., 2002). Secondly, its
assessment efforts should measure the impact of its contributions to in-
stitutional goals (Flynn et al., 2003). While the library’s contributions
can be narrowly conceptualized, they do not have to be. For example,
OSU Libraries’ strategic goals broadly define the role of the libraries as
partners in the learning mission of the university when they call for the
OSU Libraries to contribute to “the academic success and the lifelong
learning of OSU students,” and to take “a leadership role in promoting
information literacy as an academic goal of OSU” (Oregon State Uni-
versity Libraries, 2004). The more broadly an academic library’s out-
comes are conceptualized, the more important it is that these outcomes
be developed collaboratively with campus partners (Flynn et al., 2003).
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OSU’S MULTIDIMENSIONAL ASSESSMENT STRATEGY

At OSU, we found that a multidimensional assessment strategy was
needed to effectively measure our impact on the life of the university.
Like so much in our conception of the teaching library, this stage of the
process requires collaboration and partnerships. Baker (2002) points
out that accreditation commissions encourage higher education institu-
tions to gather data from a variety of sources, using a variety of meth-
ods. It is crucial that each institution define goals that reflect its unique
mission and environment, and that the strategies developed to gather
evidence of student learning should be similarly tailored to the particular
goals and needs of the institution.

To create a plan that would allow us to measure the impact of the
OSU Library’s instruction program on student learning campus-wide,
we needed to combine a variety of methods into a multidimensional as-
sessment strategy. The assessment strategy articulated with the initial
vision for the teaching library was intended not only to help us build a
strategic and effective library instruction program, but also to provide
data that would demonstrate the need for the teaching library on campus.
Four main components went into this plan: (1) a theoretical framework;
(2) measurable standards and learning outcomes; (3) standardized tools
for gathering quantitative data; and (4) methods for gathering qualitative
data. The framework we developed would lend coherence to the infor-
mation literacy program, allowing us to combine a variety of delivery
and assessment methods under one umbrella. The standards were devel-
oped collaboratively, and articulated campus-wide goals for informa-
tion-literate students. To measure progress towards these standards, we
combined qualitative and quantitative methods of gathering data.

Framework: A Conversational Metaphor

Our approach for teaching–and assessing–information literacy can
be characterized as conversational and collaborative. With our earliest
programmatic efforts we elected to go beyond teaching English Com-
position (Writing 121) students basic search skills and instead focus on
engaging them in a research conversation. This was philosophically and
politically motivated. We strongly believe in the information literacy
standards, which advocate critical thinking about information. At the
heart of our model is the conviction that all students, regardless of their
major, must learn that scholarly research is more than simple fact col-
lecting. Instead, it is a complex, recursive process that requires them to
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learn new things from the information they find. As part of this process,
therefore, they must find good sources, and communicate what they
have learned to others. This ability to modify and expand one’s knowl-
edge base in response to new information is necessary to lifelong learning,
and also provides a solid basis from which students can learn advanced
research skills in particular disciplines. This model of scholarly re-
search resonated strongly with the English department’s composition
program coordinators who teach a similarly iterative and rhetorically
framed method of writing.

Drawing upon the cross-disciplinary perspective of Barbara Fister
and the information-seeking model of Carol Kuhlthau, one of our in-
struction librarians, working with a faculty member in the University
Honors College, developed and implemented a rhetorical framework
for research-based writing (i.e., speaker, audience, message–in cultural
and historical context) with selected Honors College writing classes
(Davidson & Crateau, 1998). The collaboration with the Writing 121
program was our first attempt to make this rhetorical approach a more
systematic part of our instruction program (McMillen et al., 2002).
Based on learning goals mutually defined by library instructors and
composition coordinators, we selected indicators from the ACRL stan-
dards that were appropriate for the introductory level of these classes,
and designed a series of assignments to address specific learning out-
comes for each. At the end of the collaboration’s first year, the library
instruction coordinator and the composition coordinator conducted a
rubric-based assessment of students’ research papers in Writing 121.
We found that this rhetorical stance in relation to information resources
seemed to be the most difficult conceptual portion for students to integrate.

To address this, we developed a more explicit “conversational meta-
phor” for the research writing process (McMillen & Hill, 2004). We in-
troduced this metaphor to the Writing 121 instructors (graduate students
in the English department) and the library instructors in orientation ses-
sions. This metaphor is based on conversation as a familiar activity for
students which involves consideration of the context, point of view, and
credibility of the speaker. It asks students to first “eavesdrop” on the
conversation, engage with the sources and then enter the conversation
through their own contributions. It draws from the literature of both the
rhetoric and composition field and information literacy, is designed to
facilitate speaking across the dialects of subject disciplines (as students
will have to do in their college careers), and works from a shared set of
easily accessible ideas and terminology.
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Standards: Undergraduate Information Literacy Competencies

In the summer of 2004, the IWG revised the library assignments and
instruction sessions in Writing 121. Drawing upon the research and data
gathered in the process of creating the conversational metaphor, the
IWG crafted measurable learning outcomes, and designed activities based
on those outcomes, to introduce each stage of the recursive research
process. Because the conversational metaphor for research was col-
laboratively derived, mutual agreement upon outcomes for the research
skills curriculum was straightforward. The success of this collaboration
shaped the IWG’s approach to their next major task: articulating a set of
information literacy standards that would support the campus goals of
promoting student success and lifelong learning.

Using the ACRL ILCS as the departure point, the IWG identified a
set of core concepts and skills. The ultimate goal was to present a coher-
ent picture of an information-literate student that would resonate with
teaching librarians, classroom faculty and co-curricular partners repre-
senting a wide range of campus programs. The resulting draft outlined
four primary competencies (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. OSU Libraries Undergraduate Information Literacy Competencies

1. Recognizes when information is needed
Successful learners recognize gaps in their knowledge, and seek out information to fill those
gaps. Successful learners are aware of the wide variety of information sources available to
them, and they understand the social, political, legal and economic contexts in which informa-
tion is produced.

2. Finds information efficiently
Successful learners know that different kinds of information sources can be retrieved in differ-
ent ways, and that there are a variety of tools to help them. They find information quickly and
effectively because they know how information retrieval tools work, and they use that knowl-
edge to design effective search strategies. They can troubleshoot unproductive searches.
They know when to persevere, when to ask for help, and where that help is available.

3. Learns from information gathered
Successful learners analyze and question the sources they find, choosing the most effective
information sources for their needs and integrating the information from those sources into
their own knowledge base to achieve new levels of understanding.

4. Uses information effectively and ethically
Successful learners consider their purpose, their message, the resources available to them,
and the needs of their intended audience to organize and communicate their information ef-
fectively and responsibly.

Adopted 8/24/2005
Full document available at: http://osulibrary.oregonstate.edu/instruction/ug_comp.html

Reprinted with permission.
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At this point, the draft document was presented to all of the reference
and instruction librarians for input. After a two-month conversation, a
rewritten draft was approved by the reference librarians. We were ready
to take the competencies to the rest of the campus.

The IWG gathered input from campus partners in two ways. First, we
planned and facilitated three focus groups with classroom faculty. At
the same time, we invited program heads, assessment experts, and peo-
ple working with special populations of students to talk to us about the
competencies in a series of individual conversations. The dialogue gen-
erated by the focus groups and the individual meetings was valuable in
two equally important ways. First, these conversations showed that in-
troducing students to the recursive research process described by the
conversational metaphor was a goal we shared with classroom faculty
and with all departments concerned with student success, engagement,
and retention. It was crucial to our collaborative process that informa-
tion literacy be understood as a shared goal. Secondly, we gathered
valuable feedback about the specific competencies and examples, al-
lowing us to articulate these shared goals in ways that were especially
meaningful to our campus partners. The revised competencies were
adopted by the library in August 2005 (OSU Undergraduate Information
Literacy Competencies, 2005).

The second phase of this process is in progress now: articulating and
mapping measurable learning outcomes based on these competencies.
Initially, the IWG planned to map the outcomes to the undergraduate
curriculum as a first step in strategically planning the libraries’ instruc-
tion program. Information gathered during the process of creating the
competencies made it clear that a second map that organized learning
outcomes by Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy (Bloom, 1984), reflecting
different cognitive skills, would be more useful to teaching faculty out-
side the library. Both maps are currently being developed.

Tools for Gathering Quantitative Data: Project SAILS

One of our earliest stated assessment goals was to develop or find a
good tool that would allow us to assess the IL competencies of large
numbers of students. Our survey of the literature showed that virtually
none of the published information about assessment described such a
tool. Even those studies which purported to measure students’ informa-
tion literacy were usually institution specific (i.e., referred to tools,
buildings, and other resources that only those affiliated with the institu-
tion could be expected to know about), and none had tackled the thorny
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psychometric issues of validity and reliability, issues which in general
have been lacking from the discussion in the library assessment literature.

In March 2001, Kent State University (KSU) Libraries went public
with their effort to address exactly these gaps in a presentation at the na-
tional meeting of the Association of College & Research Libraries in
2001. “We envisioned a standardized tool that is valid and reliable; con-
tains items not specific to a particular institution or library but rather as-
sesses at an institutional level; is easily administered; and provides for
both external and internal benchmarking” (About Project SAILS, 2006).
Because this tool offered the potential to address some important gaps
in our assessment strategy, the OSU instruction coordinator contacted
Kent State as soon as it became clear that they were interested in work-
ing with outside institutions. We integrated the developing SAILS instru-
ment into our new collaboration with English composition. The library
agreed to teach two library sessions for each section of 25 students and
the Writing 121 coordinator agreed to let us include the Web-based ver-
sion of KSU’s assessment instrument as a pre-library session assign-
ment. KSU would benefit by getting the responses of approximately
2,500 students per year to help them refine their tool.

We wanted to accomplish several things by participating in what
came to be known as Project SAILS (Standardized Assessment of Infor-
mation Literacy Skills). We hoped to establish a baseline against which
we could measure the impact of the collaboration with English compo-
sition. By assessing a cohort of seniors (outside the Writing 121 classes)
we wanted to determine if the undergraduate curriculum was improving
the information literacy skills of its graduates already, i.e., without the
library’s instruction efforts. We also planned a future project, sampling
seniors four years after the collaboration with Writing 121 began, hop-
ing to identify changes that might be the result of library instruction. We
didn’t intend to rely on this information exclusively but felt a psycho-
metrically sound measure would be a strong piece of evidence, which
could be used in conversations with library and university administra-
tion, about the importance of IL competency as an educational goal.

Tools for Gathering Qualitative Data: Focus Groups

The Harvard Writing Project video, Shaped by Writing: The Under-
graduate Experience (2002), inspired our thinking about how to supple-
ment the quantitative data gathered with qualitative information. The
Harvard Writing Project examined how engaging with a recursive writ-
ing process–one that strongly resembled the recursive research process
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defined by our conversational metaphor–affected student learning at
Harvard. Harvard’s study was enriched by data reflecting students’ own
attitudes and feelings about their experiences with writing (Sommers &
Saltz, 2004). We wanted to gather similar data about OSU students’ re-
search experiences. For a variety of reasons, we chose focus groups as
our method for collecting qualitative data.

Originally developed to serve business marketing needs, focus groups
have been embraced by the social sciences and are making numerous in-
roads into libraries’ planning and evaluation efforts. They have become
a sufficiently useful tool to stimulate programs at ALA (Nolan, 2006)
and to generate the development of data analysis software (Von Seggern
& Young, 2003). Libraries are using focus groups to add qualitative
richness to the more commonly used quantitative analyses supported by
routinely collected statistics, and also to gather information on less eas-
ily quantifiable processes and perceptions.

First, focus groups are particularly useful to examine groups of people
and their reaction to shared experiences, services and activities. Focus
groups are structured as conversations and not as simple question-
and-answer sessions, and thus offer the opportunity to gather richer data
than can be elicited from one-on-one interviews or qualitative surveys.
Consequently, they are also frequently used to supplement and/or vali-
date the findings from quantitative measures (Krueger, 2000). In the
arena of library assessment, for example, focus group information has
been used to supplement the findings from LibQUAL+ (Forrest &
Williamson, 2003).

Additional advantages of a well-run focus group are that the conver-
sational structure can help participants draw connections and analyze
their experiences more deeply than they might as individuals. The
safety offered by a group conversation can also be beneficial to partici-
pants who might be uncomfortable criticizing institutions or authority
figures. Finally, the group conversation model can help the researcher
examine topics and processes more complex than can easily be captured
in a survey or through a questionnaire (Krueger, 2000). Libraries have
capitalized on these advantages by using focus groups to better under-
stand students’ information gathering/research processes (Seiden et al.,
1997; Valentine, 1993). The knowledge gained from focus groups has
been used to guide libraries’ instructional and outreach efforts, purchas-
ing decisions, and circulation policies (e.g., Carter, 2002; Warnken
et al., 1992). Over the past five years, OSU Libraries have successfully
used focus groups for usability testing of Web-based resources and
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instruction materials, and as a key part of our overall strategic planning
process.

A final reason we chose to do focus groups was our desire to build on
our collaboration with the university’s Writing Intensive Curriculum
(WIC) program. We realized that the quantitative data provided by
SAILS offered only cohort-level information and that we were missing
some potentially significant feedback about how students perceived
their research and writing preparation at OSU.

RESULTS

While it is ideal to be able to plan a comprehensive assessment strat-
egy and then systematically implement it, we rarely have the luxury in
libraries to engage in a lengthy planning process. Our vision of the
teaching library as a highly collaborative framework leading the imple-
mentation of information literacy throughout the curriculum made it
even more impossible to carefully plan everything out before acting.
Our experience has shown us that by emphasizing assessment as a key
part of the teaching library from the start, we have been able to identify
opportunities and strategies as our conceptions and implementation
evolved.

In our initial conversations about the teaching library, two strategic
opportunities to address information literacy learning outcomes were
identified within the curriculum: the Writing 121 program, and the
Writing Intensive Curriculum (WIC). Through ongoing collaborative
efforts, instruction and assessment activities have been successfully im-
plemented in both of these programs.

When the curriculum for the research skills portion of Writing 121
was redefined in 2004, we used the framework, standards, and tools de-
scribed above. The conversation metaphor was more explicitly inte-
grated into redesigned research log assignments, which are now worth
10% of the students’ final course grade in Writing 121. Assessment of
the logs is again based on a rubric, which is openly shared with students.
Information gathered during these assessments has been used to refine
the Writing 121 curriculum further in each of the last four terms.

We have also used the Project SAILS instrument to gather quantitative
data from Writing 121 students before they receive any library instruction.
We were the first institution outside of KSU to administer the instru-
ment and were essentially a Beta test site for outside use, collecting data
a year before the project received grant funding or began formally
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collecting data from multiple institutions in Phase I. We have been
gathering baseline data on our incoming students for four years, from
2001-2002 until 2004-2005. This baseline data was supplemented by
data gathered from cohorts of seniors in the spring of 2002 and 2005.

We knew about some limitations when we began using SAILS, and
we discovered many more along the way that have significantly restricted
the conclusions we have been able to draw from this data. We knew
ahead of time that we would have no way to track or insure that the same
students we tested in the first year would be those re-tested four years
later. We hoped that the samples would be large enough to allow us to
draw some reasonable inferences.

We were less prepared for the extensive changes to the SAILS instru-
ment itself. In hindsight, perhaps this shouldn’t have been a surprise
since we were aware that the instrument was still under development. At
the outset, we didn’t fully understand that the changes from year-to-year
would limit our ability to compare cohort results to the extent that they
did. Many items were dropped and added as it was determined which
ones provided the best discriminatory power and so the item make-up of
the four ACRL standards being assessed changed. As the project pro-
gressed, the SAILS leadership’s own analytical approaches evolved
and so the reports generated in the formal phases of testing weren’t
available for our earliest cohorts of students. In fact, we didn’t receive
the results from our 2002-2003 cohorts until 2006 because these had to
be done “by hand” outside the regular assessment mechanism that was
being used in the latter stages of the project. To date, we still haven’t
received the final data analysis for our most recent senior cohort
(2005).

Some data is available; however, it is still unclear what conclusions
we can draw. On Standards I, II, and III (the only ones available for our
earlier cohort of seniors), we find the mean scores are actually lower for
the 2005 cohort than for the 2002 cohort on all three standards. Because
the 2005 seniors were surveyed after research instruction was integrated
in the Writing 121 curriculum, it might seem as if these numbers could
inform conclusions about the effectiveness of that instruction. What we
do not know about these seniors, however, makes this problematic. We
do not know how many of them took Writing 121 at OSU, we do not
know how many of them received any research instruction in any class,
and we do not know how many opportunities they had to do research
while at OSU.

Even given these limitations, the potential value of quantitative data in
making a case for the teaching library is clear. If the numbers gathered
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in 2005 do accurately reflect the general state of IL competencies for se-
niors, we could argue that additional information literacy instruction is
going to be required beyond and/or in addition to Writing 121 before it
has a measurable impact on student performance.

A second preliminary comparison we can make from the available
data is between the 2005 freshman and senior levels of performance on
the 12 discrete skill sets derived from the SAILS instrument. With the
exception of Skill Set 9, Retrieving Sources, our seniors performed at
nearly the same level and in some cases, somewhat worse, based on
mean scores. They were apparently more knowledgeable about retriev-
ing sources. Since no one has yet defined what level of SAILS perfor-
mance constitutes information literacy, we can’t conclude that this is
necessarily a problem, but the data does suggest that OSU students’ ex-
perience as presently structured is not significantly increasing their in-
formation literacy. This information could potentially be combined
with data gathered by our partners in Student Affairs through the Na-
tional Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and/or with the findings
from our own focus groups.

The limitations of the SAILS analyses we have received to date only
reinforce the need for qualitative data gathering as part of a multidimen-
sional assessment strategy. The numbers can suggest a great deal about
our students’ skills, but in order to understand how particular learning
experiences have shaped those skills more information is needed. This
is particularly true for the SAILS data because it only provides cohort-
level information, so we can’t measure individual student learning with
this instrument.

With funding support from the WIC program and from library ad-
ministration, we planned a series of focus groups with seniors in spring
2005. We developed our stimulus questions in collaboration with the
WIC program coordinator. We solicited volunteers from two graduate
Education programs (Adult Education and College Student Services
Administration) to be trained as facilitators for the groups. Participants
were solicited from the cohort of seniors who completed the SAILS sur-
vey that spring. We had hoped to recruit graduating seniors in the mid-
dle of their last (10 week) term at OSU. After some delays in the
institutional review board process, we were not able to schedule the fo-
cus groups until the end of the term. We were therefore only able to re-
cruit 27 students to attend the 90-minute conversations. In most cases,
we successfully created separate focus groups for science majors and
for those who majored in the social sciences or humanities.
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Less than half (47%) of the focus group participants had taken Writ-
ing 121 at OSU. The rest met their basic writing requirement with Ad-
vanced Placement credit, or by transferring credits from other institutions
(in most cases, from community colleges or high schools). Research in-
struction was not always a requirement in these alternative courses,
which has significant implications for our instruction program. No mat-
ter how effective the Writing 121 collaboration is, it will not be ade-
quate if more than half of our students never take it.

The preliminary data from the focus groups confirms that this method
produces very rich insights into the impact of research and writing expe-
riences on undergraduate learning. Our experience, unfortunately, also
illustrates some of the challenges of focus groups as an assessment
method. Because videotaping can have a stifling effect on focus group
conversation, we chose to audiotape the sessions as a less intrusive al-
ternative. Multi-voice conversations are very difficult to transcribe
from an audiotape, which forced an unexpected delay with the analysis.
Ideally, a professional transcriber, with focus-group experience, should
be hired. We also used facilitators from outside the library to moderate
the groups. This made it possible for us to schedule several groups on
the same day, and it was intended to preserve an atmosphere of neutral-
ity within the groups. Not being present during the conversations, how-
ever, means that we are completely dependent on the transcriptions for
our data. In addition, the facilitators may vary widely in quality, which
can compromise the integrity of the data gathered from some of the
groups.

Preliminary themes discussed in the focus groups illustrate the value
of this type of data for programmatic assessment. For example, several
students expressed the idea that they were successful doing research but
that they had had to learn too much on their own. Students perceive that
faculty members have clear standards for evaluating students’ research
and writing, but that they do not always communicate those standards,
before or after research projects are done. Students feel that after they
leave the structured experience of high school, they are left to learn col-
lege research by trial and error. Several students said that they felt that
their instructors assumed students should know how to do college-level
research already, and therefore didn’t provide direct instruction or feed-
back. All of the students said that they had the opportunity to do at least
some projects that required research while they were at OSU. They
were proud of what they had been able to do, and enjoyed the opportu-
nity to figure out how to produce their own analyses.
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Students also felt that they needed more guidance about how to find
sources, and how to identify quality sources. Many experienced diffi-
culty finding information in the library. Most students were comfortable
with Web-based research and felt that they could find current informa-
tion on the Internet. There was no indication that students received neg-
ative feedback about the sources they found; in fact, many said that the
feedback they received on papers did not extend to their sources at all.

These results, while extremely preliminary and anecdotal, suggest
that the focus group data may provide a powerful tool for building the
case for a teaching library that includes collaborative instruction and
curriculum-integrated information literacy outcomes.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

We have come far in our efforts to build information literacy instruc-
tion and assessment into the Oregon State University curriculum, but
we still have a long way to go. OSU’s instruction librarians have led the
charge, within the library and across campus, to promote information
literacy as an important item in the educational agenda. Although the
OSU Strategic Plan for the 21st Century states that “At no time in our
history has the ability to absorb, understand and evaluate information
been so important” (Oregon State University, 2004, p. 1), there is cur-
rently no formal statement regarding the value of or need for IL compe-
tencies for which colleges and departments are held accountable.

Due in large part to the continuing advocacy of library instruction
faculty, information literacy is now prominently reflected in the OSU
Libraries’ mission and vision statements. In addition, one of the three
goals outlined by the libraries’ strategic plan focuses entirely on infor-
mation literacy and lifelong learning. A subject librarian position was
re-visioned into a position focusing on undergraduate learning and as-
sessment. Concerted efforts by subject liaisons, the Undergraduate Ser-
vices Librarian, and the Instruction Workgroup are raising the awareness
among key student programs and general faculty about the library’s in-
vestment in what was already a shared, and is now a more clearly articu-
lated, set of desired learning outcomes.

Some future directions for assessment have already been suggested
above. It has yet to be determined to what extent the results of our Project
SAILS assessments can usefully inform the refinement of information
literacy instruction. Some of the limitations described above may be
corrected when new versions of the instrument allow us to define more
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precisely what kind of research experience the responding students
have had. Particularly promising are the more fine-grained results of the
skill sets. It seems likely that the evidence is there to support a claim that
students are not significantly improving most of their IL competencies
through the current undergraduate curriculum. In the best of all worlds,
this apparent lack of progress can increase the importance of IL compe-
tency as an educational priority for OSU and add motivation to infuse IL
instruction more systematically into the undergraduate curriculum, both
in general education courses and in required course sequences in the de-
partments.

To definitively use this tool to assess the library instruction pro-
gram’s effectiveness, we will have to take advantage of new options for
identifying specific groups when SAILS administration resumes in fall
2006. This would require again sampling seniors with analyses discrim-
inating those who have completed Writing 121 at OSU and those who
have been exposed to differing levels of library instruction during their
undergraduate career (e.g., how many library instruction sessions have
they had and at what levels). Because we have only recently obtained
data which would allow comparison between seniors and first-year stu-
dents, we are still in the planning stages for sharing this information
with a range of audiences associated with the library (e.g., the Faculty
Senate Library Committee) and audiences across campus (e.g., the
Dean’s Council). There is also the potential for combining the SAILS
data with other large-scale analyses of student learning and student
engagement.

Focus group data promises to offer valuable feedback on student per-
ceptions of the research and writing instruction they have received as
undergraduates. We also hope to use the focus group findings to enrich
our understanding of the quantitative SAILS data gathered from se-
niors. In particular, it is desirable to look at self-perception versus actual
knowledge and performance measures. Maughan’s (2001) series of as-
sessments with seniors found that students routinely evaluate them-
selves as being more information-literate than measures of performance
warrant. Again, there are numerous potential audiences including those
responsible for assessment efforts on campus and for student retention.

Collaborating with the WIC program on our 2005 focus groups pro-
vided us with the opportunity to gather data not only on the impact of re-
search instruction, but also on the impact of research and writing on
learning. Similar collaborations with other partners in Student Affairs
and Academic Programs offer similar potential. One could argue that a
more generalized exit interview of seniors would be extremely useful

Paula McMillen and Anne-Marie Deitering

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 79



for refocusing campus priorities and reaching OSU’s stated goals of
providing a compelling learning experience and preparing lifelong
learners.

To this point, we have described how we will develop the collabora-
tive data gathering efforts already underway. We also intend to combine
these with classroom- and course-level assessments of research instruc-
tion. Ideally, we would like to be able to capture learning assessments
for instruction delivered in-person, by classroom faculty, or online. The
outcomes mapping project described above will provide additional
tools for this effort. Over the last year, the reference and instruction de-
partment has been working on creating a suite of classroom assessment
tools, online learning tools, and other instructional materials that ad-
dress the competencies. Now, we need to build these assessments into
our evaluation project.

For years, we have been using a generic satisfaction survey after in-
struction sessions, which does not provide any meaningful data about
student learning. The IWG needs to develop a way for librarians to collect
and manage learning assessment data on the direct and indirect instruc-
tion they do. While we will never capture assignment- or course-level
assessment data for all of the research instruction done in the curricu-
lum, we also intend to share the mechanisms we develop with class-
room faculty via workshops through the new Center for Teaching and
Learning, and communications between departments and their library
liaisons.

Finally, we need to get more systematic and strategic impact out of
the partnerships we already have in the curriculum. We already utilize
informal student feedback as well as actual rubric-based scores on the
research logs to continually refine the library assignments in Writing
121, the foundation course of our information literacy instruction ef-
forts. We need to systematically review these logs rather than rely on
the piecemeal process currently in place to create a more coherent pic-
ture of where students are encountering the most difficulty. Both the
Writing 121 instructors themselves and the library’s liaison to the Writ-
ing 121 program share their observations with the composition program
coordinator, but a much wider audience for the results of student perfor-
mance on these assignments would be appropriate, including the WIC
program coordinator and teaching faculty, library administration, and
student programs on campus invested in successfully retaining students.

More systematic assessment and reporting of findings would be ap-
propriate with our other major strategic instruction partner, the WIC
program. Currently, individual librarians have undertaken analysis of
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student research paper bibliographies to gauge student understanding
and utilization of appropriate information resources. Because these are
upper division courses, it would potentially be useful to compare these with
the bibliographies prepared by students in the lower division Writing
121 course.

CONCLUSION

Developing meaningful assessment of a library’s instruction pro-
gram is not unlike the process of research that we strive to teach our stu-
dents. It is messy, iterative and seldom, if ever, straightforward. The
concepts and skills we are trying to measure are multiple and complex.
This means, realistically, that no single measure, delivered a single
time, to a single designated cohort of students will suffice. Information
literacy assessment can take place at numerous levels in an institution
and, at successively higher levels, more collaborative efforts are required.
This also increases the challenges for assessment.

It is essential that library instruction programs embrace the learning
outcomes paradigm which governs higher education and that we lead
the way in integrating information literacy competencies. If academic
libraries are going to remain relevant to the educational missions of our
institutions, we must demonstrate how we contribute to student learning
and preparation for the world they face beyond graduation. Incorporat-
ing assessment into every aspect of our instruction, at every level, alone
or in collaboration with others, is a necessary strategy for survival. Be-
yond that, well-designed assessment can be formative as well as sum-
mative, allowing us to continually improve the effectiveness of what
we do.
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