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Introduction  
  

Assessment is an essential part of a quality library instruction program.  Librarians learn in 

library school, at conferences, in articles, and on the job that continuous assessment is necessary 

to ensure instruction is relevant and effective. So why aren’t librarians implementing more 

assessment programs?  

  

Teachers of K-12 and college instructors have used assessment for innumerable years to 

determine if students are learning concepts and meeting objectives.  The thought of not using 

assessment in the classroom is unthinkable for the majority of teachers.  As librarians are doing 

more and more teaching and are considered teaching faculty in many school districts and at 

many institutions of higher education, it is more important than ever that we implement 

assessments in library classrooms.  

  

Best Practices for Assessment   
  

The American Association for Higher Education developed “9 Principles of Good Practice for 

Assessing Student Learning,” 

(http://www.cu.edu/academicaffairs/assessment/about_assessment/documents/AAHE_9AssessPr

inciples.doc) which is used throughout higher education to guide assessment practices.  It 

includes important factors like the necessity of examining our educational values to insure we are 

measuring what we want to improve rather than measuring what is easy.  The 9 Principles also 

assert that assessment has to take into account that learning is a complex process, that the 

programs being assessed must have clear purposes, and that we must pay attention to outcomes 

and the processes to achieve outcomes when we are designing assessment.  Assessment also 

needs to be ongoing and be a part of the wider educational community to include addressing 

issues and questions that people really care about and be a “part of a larger set of conditions that 

promote change.”  Finally, assessment helps educators honor their responsibilities to students 

and to the public by providing information about how students are doing and by offering 

opportunities to improve our practice.    

  

These 9 Principles do a great job of getting to the heart of assessment: why it is important and 

issues that need to be thought about and included to make it as effective as possible.  However, 

they can also appear daunting to librarians who may be struggling to figure out how to fit 

everything they need to teach into a one hour session while simultaneously learning teaching 

techniques and about student learning.  Assessment can often feel like an add-on; something that 

would be nice if only there were time.  

  

That being said however, many librarians do have a strong desire to design and implement 

quality assessment programs.  At least two reasons for this include “external pressure imposed 

by accrediting agencies” and a desire to improve teaching and learning (Kapoun, 2004).   

http://www.cu.edu/academicaffairs/assessment/about_assessment/documents/AAHE_9AssessPrinciples.doc
http://www.cu.edu/academicaffairs/assessment/about_assessment/documents/AAHE_9AssessPrinciples.doc


  

Current Assessment Practices  
  

Not a lot was written about assessing student outcomes of information literacy instruction until 

the 1990s, when there was suddenly an increase of conference programs and workshops on how 

to design assessment programs.  That these sessions were well-attended attests to an interest on 

the part of librarians in learning about and how to do assessment of their instruction classes and 

programs.  “Unfortunately, for the majority of colleges and universities, high interest has not 

resulted in large numbers of well-designed assessment tools (Merz and Mark).”  

  

According to a University of Minnesota study of four year universities published in 2004, 22% 

of the library respondents did not assess library instruction in any form.  Merz and Mark’s study 

for their 2002 CLIP guide found that 59% of the library respondents performed some type of 

formal assessment after their instruction sessions, while 41% admitted they did not do 

assessment of any kind for their library instruction sessions.    

  

Types of Assessment  
  

In education, there are two standard categories of assessment: formative and summative.  

Formative measures the quality of instruction and includes “self-assessed student learning” such 

as surveys, one-minute papers, one-minute summary, muddiest point questions, and other brief 

evaluations.  Summative measures actual student learning and includes pre-tests and post-tests, 

portfolios, bibliography analysis, rubrics, and research paper analysis (Merz and Mark, 2002).  

  

Of the respondents in the Minnesota study, 57% assessed with a questionnaire, 79% assessed 

using a paper format, 16% assessed using online formats, and 5% assessed using both methods.  

In the Merz and Mark study, 50% of the respondents who practiced assessment used a multiple 

choice type questionnaire, 30% used assignments other than papers, 34% were included as part 

of the classroom faculty’s exam, 29% used an attitudinal assessment that was part of a general 

library survey, and 36% used an attitudinal assessment specific to the library instruction session.  

  

Challenges  
  

Arp and Woodard posit that there are probably several reasons librarians do not assess as much 

as they may think they should, including “a perception that doing assessment requires a certain 

level of expertise in assessment methodologies and data analysis,”that learning and therefore 

assessment of it is very complex, and subject to time constraints.  

  

Some of the obstacles cited by Merz and Mark include: “lack of systematic and/or longitudinal 

access to students due to reliance on the good graces of classroom faculty; inadequate staffing, 

little or no access to appropriate teaching facilities, and lack of institutional support.”  

  

Sonntagg and Meulemans state that some of the challenges librarians face in starting an 

assessment program include a feeling that it will be “too burdensome given regular job 

responsibilities”; that the results may be negative and adversely affect programs and services and 

reflect poorly on job performance; the perception that they have few options in terms of making 



changes if the assessment suggests changes are necessary; lack of knowledge about assessment 

theories and practices; and lack of administrative support.   

  

Librarian Comments on Assessment  
  

“We are short staffed and three of our positions have been frozen due to the budget so 

assessment is on the back burner.”  

“We do not assess our program because our director thinks it is a waste of time.  We want it, 

however.”  

“We have ideas and drafts but we cannot work 24 hours a day.”  

“To be honest, I have always fought tooth and nail against assessment in library instruction. I 

spend all my time and energy building relationships with students and faculty, perfecting my 

jokes, and getting excited about what students are working on. This takes up all my time and I 

am convinced that this is the right thing to do and my administration is supportive of this, 

assessment is a waste of time.”  

(Kapoun, 2004)  

  

Follow up from the Discussion 
 

Approximately 90 people attended the discussion at ALA Midwinter 2008 in Philadelphia to 

share their thoughts on why assessment is so difficult.  Attendees divided into round tables and 

spent a few minutes discussing each of a series of questions among themselves.  Then we came 

back together as a large group and discussed their thoughts on each question.  The point of this 

discussion was not to belabor solutions, but rather to prompt us all to think about why we are 

often reluctant to assess our library instruction sessions.  Inevitably, however, solutions were also 

broached and some of these are definitely worthy of mention in this follow up. 

Question 1: Do we fear assessment?  If so, what are our fears? 

 

The overwhelming response to this question was "yes."  We are afraid of assessment for many 

reasons from lack of training and support to aid us in feeling like we know what we are doing to 

a fear that any assessment data we collect will possibly be used against us by library and 

university administration.  Below is a representative list of fears that were named by the 

discussion group attendees: 

 

It creates busy work 

It is hard to know what the best way is or what to do with the data 

Will come out not looking good / no one will be interested in the data 

Fear of the unknown 

It is frustrating to reduce our teaching down to numbers 

Will it be useful? Will it be valid? How to present the results? 



How to use it? How do we convince faculty to allow us to change what we do based on the 

results? 

Publishing and IRB 

Lack of faith in what institution will do with data 

Lack of buy-in by faculty and administration 

Writing learning outcomes can be difficult 

Deep fear that they are not learning 

Lack of knowledge of different assessment methods - one size does not fit all 

Do not have the support to deal with statistics 

What if we find out the skills we are teaching aren't needed? 

What if it's an assessment of your skills versus what you're teaching? 

If you don't have a standard "this is what you will teach in the classroom," but you have a 

standard assessment form, there's an incongruity. 

 

Question 2: What have you done with assessment that has worked? 

 

In spite of our collective fears, we have done a lot of successful assessing.  Some of the ideas 

attendees had included:  

 

Asking students to open their email and send an email to the librarian with one thing they learned 

and one thing they had a question about 

Using ETS tests and data 

Using the ACRL rubric models to develop a set of questions to send faculty 

Compare drafts of student papers and look for improvement 

Watching and learning in the classroom by looking over shoulders and listening to student 

responses 

Using a short pretest/post test survey 

Comprehensive exams 



Online graded tutorials 

The Bunge Reference Survey  

 

Question 3: Do you feel like you need to come up with a new assessment for each class? 

Many attendees agreed that they were fine with using the same assessment for each class if the 

learning outcomes were the same.  But others came from the different angle that their instruction 

sessions are usually tied to a specific assignment so they needed to assess it differently.  Most of 

us agreed however that if you are teaching to the ACRL standards then these basic skills can 

usually be assessed with similar instruments, but variation in assignments should be taken into 

account.  

 

Question 4: Why aren't librarians doing more assessment? 

 

A lot of people spoke of institutional resistance to assessment of library instruction.  This 

resistance can be from the larger institution's administration and faculty or from library 

administration or librarians themselves.  Others spoke of a lack of time to follow up on the data 

or a lack of knowledge about what to do with the data.  It was also mentioned that sometimes the 

goals and missions of a library instruction program seem too large to be assessable.  Assessment 

is also thought to get in the way of the rapport that the librarian built during the class session.  In 

answer to some of these issues, it was argued that librarians are doing assessment and in a lot of 

cases, more than faculty.  Faculty are not sitting around talking about it either! 

Question 5: Do we want to know the answers about why we find assessment difficult? 

Attendees had mixed responses to this question.  We talked about this being our "Oprah 

moment,"  in that we were asking attendees to really ask themselves if they truly wanted to know 

what the obstacles were so they could overcome them or do we like to talk about the obstacles so 

we can let ourselves off the hook when it comes to actually making assessment happen.  This 

brought up a lot of the same issues as question 1 and included responses from librarians such as 

"maybe getting the feedback is just for ourselves, even if nothing else is done with it we have 

feedback for ourselves" and "we're doing it for the students!  To make sure we're teaching them 

something!"  It also spurred a discussion about "evaluation" versus "assessment" and the urging 

to "keep putting the emphasis on student learning, not on anything personal.  If it's always about 

'learning outcomes' maybe we can talk around difficult things." 

Conclusion 

 Based on the number of attendees and the level of intensity of the discussion, assessment is still 

very much a “hot topic” in the lives of instruction librarians.  We are still struggling with how to 

do it well and continuously must confront obstacles as we strive to find the best approach.  Based 

on this discussion forum, however, it is also clear that we librarians as a group often have all the 

answers we are individually looking for, despite our fears. 



We would like to thank all of the attendees who graciously gave us their notes.  Your generosity 

made this write-up much fuller and more reflective of the group’s collective responses. 
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