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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction
Libraries and librarians have been involved in 
the teaching process since the 19th century when 
Melvil Dewey introduced the concept of librarians 
as educators, stating that, “The time is when a 
library is a school and the librarian is in the highest 
sense a teacher.”1 Over time, library instruction has 
evolved to support changes in information formats, 
student differences, programmatic changes, and 
library services. Libraries have seized opportunities, 
whenever possible, to introduce students and 
faculty in a meaningful way to print, nonprint, 
electronic, and online resources and to services that 
support academic and research pursuits.  Indeed, 
from the 1980s, library instruction services have 
expanded from general lectures to course-specific or 
discipline-specific presentations that integrate print 
and electronic resources into the instruction session. 
Today’s sessions, frequently presented in electronic 
classrooms, encourage interactive participation 
and hands-on experience with a wide variety of 
resources.

Evaluation or assessment is part of the 
instruction process. Each semester, universities 
typically provide students with an opportunity 
to submit course evaluations. The results are then 
shared with faculty members. But what about 
evaluation of library courses? How effective are 
library instruction sessions? How do librarians 
know whether students are learning what they 
are taught? Do library instructors routinely seek 

feedback regarding the content and effectiveness of 
the sessions conducted? If so, what is done with the 
feedback from faculty and/or students?  

In an age of accountability, libraries have become 
more interested in gathering data that validate the 
use of scarce resources and demonstrate support of 
the university mission and educational outcomes. 
For libraries seeking to enhance or develop effective 
evaluation strategies, it is enormously helpful 
to identify whether libraries evaluate library 
instruction, how assessment is conducted, and what 
is done with the information gathered. This SPEC 
Kit seeks to provide quantitative and qualitative 
answers to these questions with survey results, 
comments, and supporting documentation. It is 
the authors’ hope that this information will assist, 
encourage, and inspire libraries in instruction and 
assessments efforts.

The survey was posted in August 2003. By the 
September deadline, 67 of the 124 ARL member 
libraries (54%) responded to the survey. Of these 
respondents, all stated that they provide users 
with library instruction that included tours, class 
sessions, online tutorials, and other types of 
presentations. 

Library Instruction Program Characteristics
Types of Instruction
Survey respondents were asked to indicate which 
of 11 categories of library instruction they conduct. 
Responses  show that instruction programs offer 
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a wide variety of options. Nine respondents (13%) 
checked all categories. Two-thirds (45 or 67%) 
checked between seven and ten types of instruction. 
Thirteen (19%) checked between three and six 
categories. Several of these on the low end explained 
either that their offerings overlapped the survey’s 
categories or that they didn’t count some types 
of sessions separately. In addition, respondents 
identified a long list of other types of instruction 
that they offer.

Almost all respondents conduct undergraduate 
course-specific instruction sessions and guided, in-
library tours (90% to 91%). A second tier of common 
offerings includes research consultations (88%), 
introductory instruction (84%), and graduate course-
specific instruction (84%). Roughly three-fourths of 
respondents offer orientation tours, online tutorials, 
and specific product instruction (70% to 78%). Fewer 
than half offer self-guided or Web-based tours or 
for-credit library courses (39% to 46%). Other types 
of instruction include Web-based video instruction; 
sessions for the local community, such as middle- 
and high-school students and teachers, students 
from other local colleges, and book-collecting 
clubs; presentations in collaboration with a public 
library; credit courses in research methods for both 
undergraduate and graduate students; presentations 
at faculty/departmental meetings, residence halls, 
and library friends meetings; and sessions for 
students with disabilities, staff from across the 
university, and continuing education students.

Number and Duration of Sessions
Not all respondents could provide data on the 
number of sessions for each type of instruction. 
For those who could, the numbers covered a 
wide range. Some respondents cautioned that the 
numbers they provided probably underestimate 
their programs’ impact. Using the mean number 
of sessions as a measure of impact, it appears that 
research consultations and online tutorials reach 
the largest number of library users. A distant third 
is self-guided tours. This is followed by Web-based 
tours and undergraduate course-specific instruction 
sessions. Product-specific instruction reaches the 

fewest number of users.
The duration of instruction sessions is as variable 

as the number of sessions offered. Tours tend to last 
about 45 minutes. Classroom sessions and research 
consultations are about 60 minutes, with graduate 
classes running a bit longer. Few respondents knew 
how long it took to complete online tutorials or 
Web-based tours, but estimated between 15 and 30 
minutes.

Participants
Some surprises emerged in the categories of library 
users who typically participate in the various 
instruction sessions. While it is not surprising 
that undergraduate students participate in 
undergraduate course-specific instruction (96% of 
respondents) and graduate students participate 
in graduate course-specific instruction sessions 
(90%), it is somewhat surprising how dramatically 
the participants diverged in the other categories 
of instruction. Undergraduates are most likely to 
participate in introductory instruction sessions 
(84%), take guided in-library tours, and have 
research consultations (79% each). Although 60% of 
the respondents reported that undergraduates used 
online tutorials and 51% that they received specific 
product instruction, far fewer report that they took a 
Web-based tour or a for-credit library course (34% in 
both cases). 

Fifty-seven of the respondents (85%) reported 
that graduate students participate in research 
consultations, though far fewer (44 or 66%) that they 
took guided in-library tours. At 42 of the responding 
libraries (63%), graduate students received 
specific product instruction; at 41 (61%) they took 
orientation tours. Only 38 of the respondents (57%) 
stated that graduate students typically attend an 
introductory instruction session. At 23 institutions 
(34%), graduate students used online tutorials and 
at 21 (31%) they took the self-guided, in-library 
tour. Only 18 of the respondents (27%) reported that 
graduate students took a Web-based tour.

Faculty and affiliated researchers likewise 
share few similarities in their instructional needs. 
Research consultations are the dominant mode 
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of library instruction for both, accounting for 
79% of the faculty’s and 52% of the affiliated 
researcher’s instruction requirements. After this, 
the participation of these two groups  diverges. 
After research consultations, faculty are most 
likely to participate in specific product instruction 
(43 respondents or 64%), a guided in-library tour 
(43%), or an orientation tour (37%). A number of 
respondents report that faculty attend introductory 
instruction sessions (33%), graduate course-specific 
instruction sessions (28%), and undergraduate 
course-specific instruction sessions (25%). In these 
cases, they are probably observers of their students 
rather than participants. A smaller number of 
respondents report that faculty also learn about the 
library through a self-guided in-library tour (24%), a 
Web-based tour (21%), or an online tutorial (19%). 

Affiliated researchers take advantage of library 
instruction at only about half of the responding 
institutions. When they do, they seem to prefer 
guided in-library tours (28 respondents or 42%), 
specific product instruction (34%), introductory 
instruction sessions (31%), and orientation 
tours (28%). At a smaller number of responding 
institutions they have taken advantage of self-
guided in-library tours (21%), Web-based tours 
(16%), and online tutorials (15%). At a few 
institutions they have joined graduate (7%) and 
undergraduate course-specific instruction (3%).

At about a third of the responding libraries 
members of the community participate in library 
instruction. This group is most likely to join a 
guided in-library tour (23 respondents or 34%) 
or ask for a research consultation (30%). Next, 
they seem to favor specific product instruction, 
introductory sessions, self-guided tours, and 
orientation tours (22% to 24%). They are less likely 
to take Web-based tours or online tutorials (16% to 
18%).

Location
Almost all of the reporting libraries conduct  
instruction sessions in an electronic (interactive) 
library classroom (61 or 91%); fifty-one (76%) use an 
electronic lecture room elsewhere on campus.  When 

an interactive facility is not available, sessions are 
held in a campus lecture hall (82%) or library lecture 
classroom (78%). Far fewer library instruction 
classes take place in a computer lab (40% to 60%). 
A mere ten respondents (15%) report that library 
instruction classes are conducted in a residence hall 
lab. Other places sessions are conducted include 
Special Collections, librarians’ offices, and academic 
department meeting rooms. Several respondents 
mentioned possessing wireless units that they can 
use anywhere.

Instructors
Librarians are the predominant category of 
instructor at the 66 reporting institutions. The 
number of librarians at each institution who give 
instruction ranges from 6 to 140, with an average 
of almost 27 per institution. They appear to be 
heavily involved in all types of instruction with 
course-specific sessions and research consultations 
leading the list. On average, librarians lead over 500 
different sessions at each library.

Support staff participate in library instruction 
at 36 of the institutions (55%), though in smaller 
numbers.  The maximum  number at any one library 
was 30, with a mean of 7.4. They are most likely to 
lead tours and introductory sessions, though across 
all respondents they have a role in every type of 
instruction session. On average, they lead about 60 
sessions at each library.

At 31 of the reporting institutions (47%), 
department heads participate in instruction. As do 
other librarians, they most often conduct course-
specific sessions and research consultations, 
though they lead tours and introductory sessions 
at about a third of the libraries. Department heads 
are responsible for 53 sessions at each library, on 
average.

Although eight institutions (12%) reported that 
faculty were participants in library instruction, some 
respondents interpreted this to mean library faculty.  
On average, ten faculty conduct 87 sessions at each 
library. These are mostly course-specific instruction 
sessions.

Vendors led instruction sessions at eight 
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institutions. Not surprisingly, these were almost 
exclusively specific product sessions. One institution 
each reported using a vendor for course-specific 
instruction and for research consultation. The 
maximum number of vendors involved at any 
one institution was five. These instructors taught 
between 2 and 75 sessions at each library, with a 
mean of about 13.

A small number of respondents indicated that 
they either didn’t record the status of instructors 
or couldn’t match the type of class with the type of 
instructor. These respondents submitted aggregate 
figures for numbers of instructors and number of 
sessions. 

In addition to the staff categories mentioned 
above, some libraries use local library school 
students, student staff, and volunteers as tour 
leaders and instructors. Other assistance came from 
Student Ambassadors from the admissions office 
and staff in an online writing lab.

Content Development
Sixty respondents (94%) indicated that the content 
of library instruction sessions was developed 
in conjunction with faculty or other staff in the 
institution outside of the library. Descriptions 
of these collaborations indicate that there is 
considerable contact by phone, e-mail, and in-person 
between librarians and academic faculty to set goals 
for the sessions and develop content, library-related 
assignments, and evaluation instruments.

Assessment of Library Instruction
Barely two-thirds the responding libraries (42 
or 63%) formally assess the effectiveness of the 
library instruction program. At the majority of 
these libraries, assessment of library instruction is 
voluntary and anonymous for both the participants 
and faculty. Examples of the few cases in which 
evaluations are not voluntary (or anonymous) 
for session participants include for-credit library 
courses, courses where assessment is part of the 
grade, a library component of a freshman writing 
class, and when participants have a specific question 
that requires follow up from the instructor. Several 

respondents pointed out that faculty often evaluate 
instruction sessions in-person or by e-mail. One 
respondent explained that evaluations are for the 
personal use of the instructing librarian and are not 
shared with others. 

For formal feedback, paper forms remain very 
much the norm. Mostly, such forms are used for 
course-specific sessions, introductory instruction 
sessions, specific product instruction, and for-
credit library courses.  Very few libraries use paper 
forms for tours, research consultations, or online 
instruction. As expected, online forms are most often 
used for online instruction, though a significant 
number of respondents report using online 
evaluations for undergraduate and graduate course-
specific sessions.

Informal feedback is the norm  for tours and 
research consultations and is received almost 
as often as formal feedback for classroom-
based instruction sessions. About a third of the 
respondents do no evaluation of in-library tours. 
Questions about the effectiveness of library 
instruction were included in campus-wide 
user satisfaction surveys at only 16 (38%) of the 
responding libraries. Survey responses indicate 
that there are a wide variety of techniques used to 
evaluate instruction programs and that individual 
libraries rely on many different ones. When asked 
to rate the most effective techniques for each type of 
session, replies mirrored the responses above.

In the majority of cases (36 or 86%), assessments 
are conducted immediately after the tour or class 
session. In slightly fewer than half of the cases 
(45%), the evaluation is conducted within the 
semester (or quarter) after the session or after the 
class assignment is completed. Slightly more than a 
third (15 or 36%) of the assessments are done within 
a month after the session. Thirteen respondents 
(31%) conduct assessments immediately 
before class. Only 11 (26%) poll the class twice, 
immediately after class and again after the class 
assignment is completed. 

In almost all cases (40 or 93%), the evaluation 
instrument is designed for the session participants 
to assess the content of the instruction session. 
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In 86%, the session participants assess their own 
learning and in 79% they assess the instructors’ 
presentation skills. In slightly more than two thirds 
of the instruments (29 or 67%), faculty assess the 
content of the instruction session; in 60%, faculty 
assess student learning as related to the instruction 
session. In about half (22 or 51%), faculty assess the 
instructor’s presentation skills. 

An overwhelming number  of respondents (38 
or 88%) indicated that assessment instruments for 
library instruction are developed by instruction 
librarians. Librarians at five of these institutions 
received assistance from support staff; at four 
from faculty; and at three from an outside agency. 
Librarians also work with a variety of other partners 
including the Process Improvement Specialist, a user 
education committee, a committee of instruction 
librarians, Management Information Services, and 
the university. One respondent described a grant 
project collaboration among librarians, the graduate 
school, and library administration to study the 
impact of digital images on learning. 

There were only five reported cases where 
a librarian was not involved in developing 
the assessment instrument. In one, the library 
assessment coordinator developed the evaluation 
instrument; in another this was done by an outside 
agency. In two cases, a subcommittee of instruction 
librarians or a library instruction committee had the 
responsibility. One respondent explained that the 
head of reference and reference staff developed the 
assessment instrument for their freshman writing 
class.

Uses of Library Instruction Assessment
There is almost total correlation between who 
develops the assessment instruments and who 
compiles and analyzes the feedback on library 
instruction. The individual, collaborative group, 
committee, or agency that develops the instrument 
almost always has a primary role in reviewing 
the feedback. Support staff play a larger role at 
this stage—probably in compiling data—and 
library directors also get involved—most likely 
in analyzing the impact of the results on the 

program. At one institution, librarians turn to the 
university computing center to process formal 
course evaluation forms; at another, the Information 
Literacy Round Table also interprets feedback.

All but one of the responding libraries uses 
the feedback on library instruction for program 
improvements. At the other one, individual 
instructors use feedback to determine their own 
effectiveness. The majority of respondents also use 
feedback for program reviews, marketing purposes, 
and staff training. Fewer than half (18 or 44%) 
use feedback for staff evaluation or to determine 
user satisfaction. A quarter use feedback for staff 
allocations and tenure and promotion reviews. Only 
nine respondents (20%) use feedback for budget 
considerations.

Despite all of the indications that library 
instruction programs are being measured and 
that the data are being used in a variety of ways, 
33 respondents (57%) indicated that the current 
assessment tool was not able to provide adequate 
information about the success of the instruction 
program in the previous year. Respondents’ 
comments revealed some common themes. Several 
lamented that they did not have a good method 
for assessing the impact of library instruction on 
student learning. Several others recognized that 
they needed a more formal and/or comprehensive 
assessment approach. Still others lacked the level of 
detail that they needed to answer questions about 
the program.

Conclusions
A number of conclusions may be drawn from the 
data reported by the ARL member libraries. First 
and most positive is that librarians have apparently 
integrated themselves and their library instruction 
curricula into the learning community at large. 
This integration has led to librarians teaching in 
settings that have traditionally been considered the 
purview of instructors and teaching faculty:  lecture 
halls, academic electronic classrooms, academic 
computer labs, and computer center labs.  This 
apparently successful integration bodes well for 
those concerned that libraries and librarians might 
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have become too isolated. The fact that questions 
about the effectiveness of library instruction are not 
included in campus-wide user satisfaction surveys 
at the majority of responding institutions indicates  
there may be room to reach a greater number of 
evaluators, though.  

Perhaps because of their increasing integration 
into the learning community, librarians are 
increasingly aware of and working to improve their 
performances. Consistent assessment of library 
instruction is not undertaken lightly. Ninety-
eight percent of all respondents who assessed 
library instruction used the feedback for program 
improvement and 86% used it for program review. 
Such numbers represent a serious commitment to 
assessment on the part of the library. 

Increasing evidence of library commitment to 
the instruction process is evident in the survey 
responses that librarians are permitting their classes 
to be assessed by nonlibrarians. A cautionary note, 
however, must be sounded: although assessment by 
nonlibrarians may likely lead to better performances 
by librarians, it also carries the potential for risks, 
particularly since a quarter of the respondents 
indicated that such assessments are used for tenure 
and promotion review. One respondent indicated 
that results were reported to the university provost 
and dean and for informing the strategic planning 
process. Assessment should ideally be a two-
way street. Respondents indicated considerable 
collaboration between librarians and faculty in 
developing instruction sessions and both parties 
should be evaluated on the effectiveness of  that 
working relationship. Unless librarians can assess 
the performance of faculty, with such assessments 
given the same weight and importance as that given 
to the faculty’s assessment of librarians, long-lasting 
and genuine improvements in library information 
literacy may not be possible.  

Moreover, although one should draw some 
positive conclusions from the data presented herein, 
additional questions can be raised. First, this study 
has assessed evaluation of library instruction. 
It has not addressed the methods by which the 
librarians successfully integrated themselves into 
the instructional curricula, nor has it assessed the 
methods by which successful collaborations were 
established between the librarians and teaching 
faculty. There is thus a need for a study of the 
ways in which the different groups succeeded in 
collaborating to promote university objectives 
regarding information literacy. We believe there 
is likely to be a strong correlation between group 
collaboration to establish the instructional content 
and the learning outcomes.  

Finally and quite surprisingly, with all of the 
improvements and apparent successes documented 
above, there was significant dissatisfaction 
among respondents with the measures by which 
assessments are conducted.  A significant majority of 
respondents indicated that their current assessment 
tools were not able to provide information about 
the success of the instruction program. Numerous 
respondents indicated that they did not have a 
means for documenting the long-term impacts—if 
any—on student achievement and student learning.  
Respondents indicated too that different methods 
and styles of instruction led to different assessments, 
with several mentioning the problems of assessing 
and comparing online tests, workbook log 
assessments, and hands-on vs. lecture presentations.  
All agree that consistency and standardization 
needed to be established. These are definitely 
subjects worthy of additional study.  

1 Dewey, Melvil. “The Profession.” American Library 
Journal 1 (September 1876): 5.


