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Why should I 

assess student learning?

• To respond to calls for accountability

• To participate in accreditation processes

• To inform decision-making regarding 

program structure/performance

• To improve teaching skills 

• To improve student learning

http://www.iconbazaar.com/stars/2star1b.gif
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One Perspective

• Take an educational research or action 

research perspective.

– Focus: impact & improvement 

– Application: decision-making

– Accountability: accreditation, answering to 

stakeholders

– Focus is not primarily on experimental design or 

―causation‖ 
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Focus on Academic Success

• Align with institutional mission for student learning

• Not students’ satisfaction levels

• Not librarians’ instruction skills

• Applicable standards
– Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher 

Education

– Objectives for Information Literacy Instruction: A Model 
Statement for Academic Librarians

– AASL Standards

– General education standards

– Academic department standards

– Accreditation standards

– Etc…see my Library Quarterly article in October!



Identify learning outcomes

Create learning activities

Enact learning activities

Gather data 

to check learning

Interpret data

Enact decisions

Review learning goals

(IL standards)

ILI Assessment Cycle
Adapted from Peggy Maki, PhD 

& Marilee Bresciani, PhD

By Megan Oakleaf, PhD
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Assessment 

Tools



Self Report
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Self Report

• Defined
– Ask students to estimate their learning

– Typical methods: survey, interview, focus group

• Benefits
– Capture students’ assessment of their learning

– Conveyed in student language

• Limitations
– Do not assess actual learning

– Skilled students underestimate learning

– Unskilled students overestimate learning



Tests
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Tests Defined

• Are primarily multiple choice in format

• Strive for objectivity

• Grounded in early behaviorist educational 

theory
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Tests – Benefits, 1 of 2

Learning

• Measure acquisition of facts

Data

• Are easy and inexpensive to score

• Provide data in numerical form

• Collect a lot of data quickly

• Tend to have high predictive validity with GPA or 
standardized tests scores

• Can be made highly reliable (by making them longer)

• Can be easily used to make pre/post comparisons

• Can be easily used to compare groups of students



© M. Oakleaf, TLA, 2010

Tests – Benefits, 2 of 2

If locally developed…

• Help librarians learn what they want to know about student 
skills

• Are adapted to local learning goals and students

• Can be locally graded and interpretation of results can be 
controlled

If non-locally developed…

• Can be implemented quickly

• Reduce staff time required for development and scoring

Other

• Are widely accepted by the general public
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Tests – Limitations, 1 of  2

Learning

• Measure recognition rather than recall

• Reward guessing

• Include oversimplifications

• Do not test higher-level thinking skills

• Do not measure complex behavior or 
―authentic‖ performances

• Do not facilitate learning through assessment
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Tests – Limitations, 2 of  2

Data

• May be designed to create ―score spread‖

• May be used as ―high stakes‖ tests

If locally developed…

• May be difficult to construct and analyze

• Require leadership and expertise in 
measurement

• May not be useful for external comparisons



Performance 

Measures
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Performance Assessments Defined

• Focus on students’ tasks or products/artifacts 
of those tasks

• Simulate real life application of skills, not drills

• Strive for contextualization & authenticity

• Grounded in constructivist, motivational, and 
―assessment for learning‖ theory



http://old.oslis.org/ima

ges/booleanterms.gif



http://library.uvic.ca/site/lib/instruction/images/conceptmap.jpg
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Performance Assessments –

Benefits 
Learning

• Align with learning goals

• Integrate learning and assessment

• Capture higher-order thinking skills

• Support learning in authentic (real life) contexts

• Facilitate transfer of knowledge

Data

• Supply valid data

Other

• Offer equitable approach to assessment
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Collaborating with Campus Partners

• Form partnerships with:

– Disciplinary faculty

• Achieve both disciplinary and information literacy 

learning goals/outcomes

– Student support personnel 

• Communicate about similar challenges

– Institutional assessment officers

• Tie into campus-wide efforts and practices



© M. Oakleaf, TLA, 2010

Performance Assessments –

Limitations 
Data

• May have limited generalizability to other 

settings and populations

Other

• Require time to create, administer, and score



Rubrics
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Rubrics Defined

Rubrics…

• describe student learning in 2 dimensions
1. parts, indicators, or criteria and 

2. levels of performance

• formatted on a grid or table

• employed to judge quality 

• used to translate difficult, unwieldy data into 

a form that can be used for decision-making
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Rubrics – Benefits, 1 of 2

Learning

• Articulate and communicate agreed upon 
learning goals

• Focus on deep learning and higher-order thinking 
skills

• Provide direct feedback to students

• Facilitate peer- and self-evaluation

• Make scores and grades meaningful

• Can focus on standards

Article forthcoming by 

Megan Oakleaf
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Rubrics – Benefits, 2 of 2

Data

• Facilitate consistent, accurate, unbiased scoring

• Deliver data that is easy to understand, defend, 
and convey

• Offer detailed descriptions necessary for 
informed decision-making

• Can be used over time or across multiple 
programs

Other

• Are inexpensive to design and implement
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Rubrics – Limitations

Other

• May contain design flaws that impact data 

quality

• Require time for development

• Require time for training multiple rubric users



Choosing the 

“Right” 

Assessment 

Tool
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Choosing the Right Tool 

PURPOSE
• Why are we conducting this 

assessment?

• Are we conducting assessment to 

respond to calls for accountability?

• Are we conducting assessment to 

strengthen instructional program 

performance?

• Are we conducting assessment to 

improve student learning?

• Are we conducting assessment for 

a formative or summative purpose?Article forthcoming by 

Megan Oakleaf

& Neal Kaske
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Choosing the Right Tool

STAKEHOLDER NEEDS
• Who are the stakeholders of 

this assessment effort?

• Are our stakeholders 
internal, external, or both?

• Will our audience prefer 
qualitative or quantitative 
data?  Will they have other 
data preferences?
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Choosing the Right Tool 

WHAT YOU WANT TO KNOW
• Will the assessment establish a baseline?

• Will the assessment reveal new information?

• Will the assessment be trustworthy and 

accurate?

– Will the assessment produce reliable results?

– Will the assessment produce valid results?

• Does the nature of the assessment data 

(qualitative or quantitative) match stakeholder 

needs?
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Choosing the Right Tool 

COST

• What time costs will we incur?

• What financial costs will we 

incur?

• What personnel costs will we 

incur?

• Will these costs be initial or 

continuing?
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Choosing the Right Tool

INSTITUTIONAL ISSUES

• Will the assessment support the 

goals of the overall institution?

• How will the assessment results 

be used by the overall 

institution?

• How might the assessment be 

used in a negative way against 

the library instruction program?
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Evidence-

Based 

Decision 

Making
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EBL Process

• Formulate a 

question

• Find evidence

• Appraise evidence

• Apply evidence

• Evaluate
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Sources of Evidence

• scholarly journals and databases

• your professional expertise

• your users' experiences

• grey literature such as reports 

and conference proceedings

• government/institutional 

websites 

• listservs, blogs, wikis

• any resource relevant to the 

question
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Research Methods 

for Librarianship

• Analysis

• Audit

• Autobiography

• Biography

• Case Study

• Cohort Design

• Comparative Study

• Content Analysis

• Data Mining

• Delphi Method

• Descriptive Survey

•Focus Group

•Gap Analysis

•History

•Meta-Analysis

•Participant Observation

•Program Evaluation

•Randomized Controlled Trial

•Summing Up

•Systematic Reviews

•Unobtrusive Observation
Eldredge, 2004
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Research Challenges to Overcome

• Not enough quality 
research.

• Not enough…
– Funding 
– Time 

– Experience

– Support

– Access

…to produce quality 
research.

Koufogiannakis & Crumley, 2006
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What Can YOU do?  Advocate for…

• Culture of evidence & 
evidence based decision 
making

• Research agendas

• Better research, rooted in 
previous research

• Better indexing of research, 
better access to LIS db’s

• Increased time and funding to 
produce research

• Better LIS research education 
& professional development

Koufogiannakis & Crumley, 2006
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Publish & Present…
then make sure you’re indexed!
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Don’t Go It Alone

• Partner with those 

required to publish 

research

–LIS Faculty

–LIS doctoral students

–LIS masters students



Documenting 

& 

Reporting 

Results



Identify learning outcomes

Create learning activities

Enact learning activities

Gather data 

to check learning

Interpret data

Enact decisions

Review learning goals

(IL standards)

ILI Assessment Cycle
Adapted from Peggy Maki, PhD 

& Marilee Bresciani, PhD

By Megan Oakleaf, PhD



© M. Oakleaf, TLA, 2010

Why Document & Report Results?

• No one knows you’re engaged in 

assessment unless you document and report 

it.

• Learning takes place when documenting—it 

enables you to ―close the loop‖.

• Documenting gives you evidence of 

accomplishments and evidence of a plan for 

improvement.

• Accreditation requires documentation.
Bresciani
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Documenting

• Articulate learning 
goals/outcomes

• Identify target student 
populations & stakeholder 
groups

• Explain rationale for 
assessment tool selection & 
consider pilot assessments

• Plan for staff responsibilities, 
especially data analysis

• Anticipate reporting processes
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The Reporting Process

• Briefly report assessment 
method for each outcome.

• Document where the outcome 
was met.

• Document where the outcome 
was not met.

• Document decisions made for 
improvements. 

• Refine and repeat assessment 
after improvements are 
implemented. Bresciani
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Know your Data & 

Tell a Story
• Understand your data.
• Consider professional 

literature 
and experiences.

• Look for patterns.
• Identify the data that tells you 

the most about your outcome 
and is most helpful in making 
improvements.

• Summarize. 
• Determine which audiences 

need to know about what
information in order to make 
improvements. Bresciani
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Reporting to Administrators

Use a 3-part reporting strategy:
1. Provide background about the 

assessment effort itself. 

2. Provide assessment results 
and answer questions 
stakeholders are likely to have.

3. Provide a follow-up on the 
status of efforts for 
improvement and effectiveness 
of changes.

What about ―bad‖ data?

http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/methods/assment/as600.htm



Overcoming 

Challenges
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What challenges might I face?

Difficulties with:

• Time (lack of time, difficulty reallocating time)

• Resources (staff, training)

• Knowledge & skills (IL assessment tools, producing 
assessment results, and using results)

• Centralized support (committee, coordinator)

• Collaboration with faculty & campus-wide assessment 
efforts

• Clear expectations of librarian roles in assessment

• IL assessment tools that don’t adequately measure or 
describe student IL skills

Bresciani; Oakleaf & Hinchliffe
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How can I surmount them?

• Educate

• Clarify

• Collaborate

• Coordinate

• Celebrate

• Be Flexible

• Keep It Simple

Bresciani; Oakleaf & Hinchliffe



Questions?
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Follow-up Readings

• Bresciani, Marilee J. Demonstrating Student Success: A Practical 

Guide to Outcomes-based Assessment of Learning and 

Development in Student Affairs. In Press.

• Radcliff, Carolyn J. et. al. A Practical Guide to Information Literacy 

Assessment for Academic Librarians. Westport, CT: Libraries 

Unlimited, 2007. 

• Oakleaf, Megan. "Are They Learning? Are We? Learning and 

the Academic Library." Library Quarterly. In press. 2010.

• Oakleaf, Megan. "Dangers and Opportunities: A Conceptual Map 

of Information Literacy Assessment Tools." portal: Libraries and 

the Academy. 8(3). 2008.

• Oakleaf, Megan.  "Using Rubrics to Assess Information Literacy: 

An Examination of Methodology and Interrater Reliability." Journal 

of the American Society for Information Science and 

Technology. 60(5). 2009.
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Follow-Up Readings

• Oakleaf, Megan. "The Information Literacy Instruction 
Assessment Cycle: A Guide for Increasing Student Learning and 
Improving Librarian Instructional Skills."  Journal of 
Documentation. 65(4). 2009.

• Oakleaf, Megan and Lisa Hinchliffe.  ―Assessment Cycle or 
Circular File: Do Academic Librarians Use Information Literacy 
Assessment Data?‖  Proceedings of the Library Assessment 
Conference.  Seattle, WA: Association of Research Libraries, 
2008.

• Oakleaf, Megan.  ―Writing Information Literacy Assessment 
Plans: A Guide to Best Practice.‖  Communications in Information 
Literacy.  3.2. 2010.

• Oakleaf, Megan and Neal Kaske.  ―Guiding Questions for 
Information Literacy Assessment in Higher Education.‖  portal: 

Libraries and the Academy. 9.2. 2009.


