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C o l l e g e  & R e s e a r c h  L i b r a r i e s news

Designing instruction for a renovated library

by Katherine Furlong and Michael C. McGuire, w ith  Paul Welch and Jill A. Reny

The library staff was jubilant. The 1998 
spring sem ester was finished, building 
renovations w ere com plete, the jack h

mers fell silent, and the plaster dust settled. 
Staff vacancies w ere filled, and the library’s 
electronic classroom was fully functioning. 
The University of Maine at Farm ington’s 
(UM F) M an to r 
Library had  sur­
vived an extraor­
d in a ry  y e a r  o f 
change, and it was 
tim e for a well- 
deserved rest.

T he c rea tio n  
of an elec tronic 
classroom had re­
sulted in a four­
fold increase in in­
struction over one 
sem ester. W hile Library Instructor Michael McGuire works w ith  

a student in the classroom portion o f the 
instruction session.

th e  in s tru c t io n  
team  o f five li­
b ra r ia n s  ( tw o  
w ere new  staff mem bers) and one parapro­
fessional sometimes thought they w ouldn’t 
survive the long, cold winter—they had made 
it through. Springtime in Maine, and an easy 
summer ahead. Life was looking up.

am

And then  cam e the faculty senate m eet­
ing.

­ The faculty senate, after much discussion 
of a common core of learning, implemented 
a new  class, Liberal Arts (LIA) 101, “Explo­
rations in Learning.” A one-credit class re­
quired  of all incom ing first-year students, 

LIA 101 w ould 
be a common in­
t r o d u c t io n  to  
college life and 
c o lle g e  r e ­
sources. The li­
brary  w as one 
such resource , 
and it w as d e ­
cided that each 
class would have 
a formal visit to 
th e  lib ra ry  at 
least once during 
the semester. Up 
to this point the 
library’s instruc­

tion program  w as focused on course-inte­
grated instruction at the point o f need, not 
general orientation sessions. We would need 
to  shift our focus for these 31 new  instruc­
tion sessions, while accommodating the fact
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Students retrieving clues from  a mystery tou r pos

that there would be no reduction in the num­
ber of English Composition and other disci­
pline-specific classes. The result: nearly 100 
instruction sessions were anticipated for the 
1998 fall sem ester, doubling the library’s 
teaching load. It w as now  sum mer, and  a 
m em ber of our instruction team  announced 
her in tention to  start a phased  retirem ent 
program . W hile a search com m ittee was 
form ed, w e knew  w e w ould  not only face 
this increased course load w ith no increase 
in staff o r funding, w e w ould  be  function­
ally decreasing our num ber o f instructors.

The river was rising
Of course the staff changes and building 
renovations w eren’t the only challenges fac­
ing the library. That same summer, the UMF 
system migrated to a Web-based catalog, add­
ing 20 public access PCs w ith Internet con­
nections, w hile rem oving the fam iliar am­
ber-screened VT100 terminals that had been 
in place for nearly ten years. Some databases 
form erly on  CD-ROM w ere sw itched  to 
W eb versions w ith a new  vendor. The end 
result, while a powerful system of databases, 
was very different from the resources avail­
able at the end of the previous academic year. 
We w ere also continuing com m unity ou t­
reach through a Bell Atlantic Excellence in 
Education Inform ation Literacy Grant, al­
low ing us to  teach classes to area school 
teachers and children.

We needed help. The idea of using under­
graduate teaching assistants had been  sug­
gested. UMF has a strong education depart­
m ent, providing a rich pool of talent, but 
the library had no m eans of paying stu­

dents for their work. W hile the idea 
of using interns or work-study students 
w as suggested, staff m em bers felt that 
som ething m ore was necessary. It was 
then  that the un iversity ’s p res iden t 
created  a new  Student Em ploym ent 
Initiative, providing funds to hire stu­
dents for innovative projects. We wrote 
a proposal for a teaching assistant, and 
it w as funded. D uring the interview  
process, w e discovered the possibili­
ties and talents possessed by students. 
We had  so m any qualified applicants, 
w e decided  to  hire a second  teaching 

ter. assistant using the traditional federal 
w ork-study program .

We had help. We had classes scheduled. 
We still d idn ’t know  w hat w e w ould  be 
teaching the students in LIA 101. We needed 
goals and objectives.

The basic goal of the library’s part o f LIA 
101 w as to provide an in troduction  to  the 
library, its staff, and resources. We w ere hop­
ing to  dovetail the LIA classes w ith sessions 
students w ould  likely receive in their first- 
y ea r E nglish  C om position  co u rse . LIA 
would provide a foundation, allowing librar­
ians teach in g  th e  English C om position  
courses to offer more advanced searching and 
information evaluation techniques.

The LIA 101 session w ould  feature a 
physical tour, o rien ting  studen ts to  the 
library’s resources. This w ould be followed 
by a hands-on introduction to our online re­
sources in the electronic classroom . We 
knew  w e w anted to em ploy active learning 
techniques, and have students perform sev­
eral searches on the catalog as well as physi­
cally finding books on the shelves. We wanted 
the experience in the library to be positive and 
fun, and to ensure student success.

But how  w ere w e going to  reach these 
goals? We had a worksheet on using the cata­
log that had been  developed  several years 
ago, bu t that seem ed deathly boring to our 
student teaching assistants, and many of the 
teaching team  agreed. The User Education 
librarian had been learning Java scripting and 
had started creating a self-paced online tuto­
rial, bu t it w ould  no t be ready for the start 
o f classes in Septem ber. It was past time to 
find out how  o ther libraries coped.

A literature search revealed many articles 
and ideas. The most helpful proved to be Pro­
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grams that Work, papers that were presented 
at the 24th National LOEX Library Instruc­
tion Conference. After reading about several 
of the m odel programs, we w ere intrigued 
by the University o f Puget Sound’s “Library 
Mystery T our.”

This program  was, in turn, based on an 
ALA National Reading Program. Students 
played the role of detective and follow ed 
clues that led them  throughout the library 
to solve the mysterious death of the much 
despised Professor Tweed.1

The Pugent Sound m odel seem ed ideal, 
and it was created by a library facing a simi­
lar situation. Designed as an individual, self- 
directed orientation, the Puget Sound Mys­
tery Tour involved little librarian interac­
tion. But the lack of librarian interaction, 
w e felt, was also its w eakness. We w anted 
librarians to be active partners in instruction, 
a relevant part of the university experience. 
It was time to modify the model.

We knew  that group interaction was a 
strong aspect of the LIA 101 framework, and 
we decided to incorporate the group into our 
library orientation. Instead of individual de­
tectives setting out to solve the puzzle of the 
dead Professor Tweed, our design added the 
twist of detective agencies.

Class size was expected to be small, b e­
tween 12 and 16, so we created four differ­
ent sets of clues that would allow the groups

Students searching the stacks fo r clues 
during the mystery tour.

to explore the building and learn about the 
library’s services and resources. We w ould 
start the class together, provide a ten-minute 
physical orientation and tour, then proceed 
to the electronic classroom for a brief intro­
duction to the online catalog. Once each stu­
den t had  successfully used the catalog for 
some basic searches, w e w ould then  break 
the class up into teams or agencies of three 
or four students. Each agency w as given a 
letter w ith background inform ation and its 
first clue. The first team  to solve the mys­
tery w ould receive a reward.

Sandbagging
We had help, we had goals, w e had a plan to 
m eet those goals. The levees w ere holding, 
and w e thought w e could w ithstand the 
flood. We presented  our modified mystery 
tour to the full instruction team, only to find 
out that the library director, a very influen­
tial team  m em ber, hated  it. He had grave 
misgivings about the appropriateness of the 
exercise and thought it was a bit too cute 
for our audience. Instead, he preferred our 
existing worksheet exercise.

In a spirit of compromise, w e decided to 
try both, and to let the evaluations show  
w hich teaching m ethod was better. Having 
options for teaching LIA 101 accommodated 
different teaching styles and m ade it easier 
to persuade all teaching team  m em bers to

participate.
W e n o w  h a d  to  m o d ify  th e  o ld  

w orksheets for our new  W eb-based cata­
log and resources, but this w as no p rob­
lem. We had to find a w ay to  physically 
create the Mystery Tour clues so that they 
w ould w ithstand repeated assault. Again, 
no problem . We also had  to teach all of 
the other English Composition and subject 
specific classes, coordinate the community 
outreach sessions, and hire new staff mem­
bers. And train our student teaching assis­
tants and cover the reference desk and 
maintain the technology and all the “other 
duties as assigned.” We were starting to see 
a few problem s after all.

What really happened
By the end of the semester, we taught over 
90 instruction sessions, including 29 sec­
tions of LIA 101. The student-teaching as­
sistants often led the physical tours, while
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staff members w ould work in the electronic 
classroom  to introduce the catalog. The li­
brary w orksheet was adapted to conform to 
our group w ork model. Students w orked in 
pairs to  answ er the w orksheet questions, 
w ent out into the library stacks to retrieve a 
book specified on the worksheets, and then 
brought it back to  the classroom.

Roughly half the LIA sections w ere given 
the Mystery Tour. Even those instruction 
team  m em bers w ho initially disliked the 
Mystery Tour idea liked the w ay it required 
students to visit rem ote parts o f the often- 
confusing library building.

Faculty m em bers provided m ixed com ­
ments. Those w ho actually participated  in 
the tour with their students gained the most 
from the exercise. As w ould be expected, 
some teams simply ran like mad through the 
library, frantically seeking the distinctive 
black skull-and-crossbones Mystery Tour 
m otif designed by our teaching assistants. 
O thers took their time and painstakingly 
pondered each clue.

Just as the Mystery Tour initially polar­
ized our instruction team, the students w ho 
returned the evaluation survey either loved 
or hated  the exercise. Those w ho hated  it, 
really hated  it. Various evaluations rated  it 
as condescending, childish, stupid, and point­
less. Others found it “strange, yet amusing”; 
som e thanked  us for the great experience. 
More than 70 percent of respondents thought 
w e should continue to use the tour. No one 
m entioned the chocolate w e provided as a 
rew ard to the victorious detective agencies. 
But regardless o f w hich LIA 101 program  
they participated in, over 70 percen t o f re­
spondents indicated they w ere comfortable 
using the technology in the library, could 
locate a book in the catalog and  on the 
shelves, and would ask a question of a librar­
ian if they needed help.

In various faculty meetings, feedback has 
been mostly positive. Many instructors have 
been  p leased by the hands-on focus o f our 
program. Faculty m em bers w ho had  never 
scheduled subject-specific library sessions be­
gan to bring their other classes to the library 
because of positive experiences in LIA 101.

If we had it to do all over again
Given the chance to do it all over again, we 
might politely decline. The challenges of

learning a new position, learning new  library 
resources, teaching those resources to  new  
students, and conducting a regional Informa­
tion Literacy Program  are daunting at best. 
Adding to that the challenge of creating a 
curriculum  for 500 first-year students was 
truly overw helm ing.

Using undergraduate teaching assistants 
as part o f the solution has been  one of the 
most rewarding aspects of the past semester. 
We gained valuable insights into the under­
graduate psyche and  w ere able to create a 
stronger instruction program  due to their 
input. The assistants participated directly in 
20 percent of the sessions as well as supported 
all aspects o f the library’s instruction p ro ­
gram. We hope that the teaching assistants 
also gained w orthw hile experience. W ork­
ing w ith the program  may, how ever, have 
had an unforeseen impact. Both teaching as­
sistants, w ho started the sem ester as educa­
tion majors, have switched out of education 
into o ther fields. Nevertheless, w e will be 
expanding the program in the upcom ing se­
mester.

We are still trying to find the perfect ex­
ercise, one that com bines dem onstrations, 
student participation, and actually walking 
through the building. Part o f our problem  
in refining our w ork is due to the failure of 
our initial evaluation instrument. The evalu­
ation return rate was very low, and w e made 
the mistake of trying to evaluate the Mys­
tery Tour and the w orksheet exercise on the 
sam e form, assum ing that students w ould 
know  w hich part o f the form to com plete. 
We now  know  that w e have to have sepa­
rate, distinct evaluations for every class and 
exercise.

LIA 101 has given the library new  expo­
sure, has introduced first-semester students 
to  the library in an entirely new  way, and 
has allow ed us to expand our role on cam ­
pus. It’s been a fun semester. We just hope it 
gets easier from here!

Note
1. Lori Ricigliano, “The Library Mystery 
Tour: a Freshman Orientation Program that 
W orks,” in Programs that Work, Papers a n d  
Sessions Material Presented at the 24th National 
LOEX Library Instruction  Conference, ed. 
Linda Shirato (Ann Arbor, MI: Pierian Press, 
1997), 207-212. ■
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