Lyda Fontes McCartin, Brianne Markowski, and Stephanie Evers

Developing an assessment plan for
information literacy learning outcomes

Process and planning

he introduction of the ACRL Framework

for Information Literacy for Higher Educa-
tion provided an opportunity for libraries to
revisit student learning and instruction practices.
At the University of Northern Colorado Librar-
ies, we embarked on a process of revising our
shared student learning outcomes (SLOs) for
all 100-level information literacy credit courses.!
The credit courses, taught by librarians, are
offered in conjunction with programs on
campus, like the Honors program and Center
for Human Enrichment, or as a major require-
ment for Criminal Justice, History or Audiology
and Speech Language majors. The courses are
1-credit, 8-week classes that introduce students
to the research process and focus on the fol-
lowing SLOs:

SLO 1: Students will be able to develop a
research process.

SLO 2: Students will be able to demonstrate
effective search strategies.

SLO 3: Students will be able to evaluate
information.

SLO 4: Students will be able to develop an
argument supported by evidence.

Once our SLOs better reflected concepts
and practices from the ACRL Framework, we
began to develop an assessment plan for our
credit course program in order to determine if
students were meeting our SLOs. As the impor-
tance of assessment in library instruction has
gained attention, many have developed SLOs
and assessments for individual sessions, but
program-wide evaluation can seem daunting.
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This article covers the steps we took to develop
a program-wide assessment plan, including the
lessons we learned along the way.

The process

Assessing student learning outcomes across
courses and instructors requires significant
buy-in from all who will teach in the library’s
instruction program. Instructors must give up
some of the freedom they enjoy in the class-
room in order to systematically collect useable
assessment data, which can provide evidence
of learning and information for curriculum
changes. Thus, involving all teaching librarians
in the development of the assessment plan is
essential. Our assessment plan for the shared
100-level SLOs was collaboratively developed
by the libraries’ Curriculum Committee, com-
prised of all librarians who teach in the infor-
mation literacy credit course program.

In the first year, we agreed we would use sig-
nature assignments to assess the 100-level SLOs.
Signature assignments are course-embedded as-
signments, activities, projects, or exams that are
collaboratively created by instructors to collect
evidence for a specific learning outcome. These
assignments are then embedded in all sections
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of a course, regardless of instructor.? We worked
on developing our assessment plan one SLO at
time using the following process:

Step 1: Develop signature assignment. Each
librarian was asked to bring an idea for an as-
signment that would assess the SLO to a Curricu-
lum Committee meeting. The proposals ranged
from assignments that we were already using
to assess the SLO in our courses to ideas drawn
from the literature. At the meeting, everyone
briefly described their proposed assignment
to the group. We then discussed the merits of
the various assignments as tools for assessing
student learning. Discussion prompts include:

e What do you like about a proposed as-
signment?

¢ Do you feel the assignment would assess
the outcome in a meaningful way?

e How would the assignment work in
your course?

After vigorous debate, we agreed upon a sig-
nature assignment to pilot. Because the original,
proposed assignment often evolved based on
our group discussions, a librarian was tasked
with revising the assignment to reflect changes
we had discussed, as well as developing instruc-
tions for students and instructors.

Step 2: Pilot signature assignment. The fol-
lowing semester, two librarians volunteered to
pilot the proposed signature assignment. The
librarians revised their course schedules to
integrate the assignment as either an in-class
activity or take-home assignment. Student
work was evaluated by the course instructor for
grading purposes and collected for subsequent
analysis. At the end of the semester, the librar-
ians shared their experiences at a Curriculum
Committee meeting by reflecting on the follow-
ing questions:

e How did the assignment fit in your course
schedule? How and when was the assignment
introduced? What instructional activities did
students engage with before completing the
assignment?
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e Were the assignment instructions clear
to students? What revisions may be necessary?

e Based on your experience, what would
you recommend to other instructors?

Piloting allowed us to gather valuable infor-
mation on how the proposed signature assign-
ment would work in the classroom before em-
bedding the assignment in all 100-level courses.

Step 3: Determine analysis procedure. While
the pilot was underway, we discussed how we
would analyze the data (student work) once
collected. The analysis procedures included
descriptive statistics on the percent of students
answering a test question correctly, rubrics,
and qualitative analysis. Depending on the an-
ticipated complexity of the analysis procedure,
one or two librarians were tasked with look-
ing for examples of how others had assessed
similar learning outcomes and modifying those
procedures to fit our needs.®> At the end of the
semester, these librarians presented their rec-
ommendations to the rest of the Curriculum
Committee. Then we tested the recommended
analysis procedure on data collected from the
pilot using the following questions:

e Does this assignment and analysis pro-
cedure assess the desired learning outcome?

¢ Does this assignment and analysis proce-
dure produce information you feel is useful for
improving teaching and learning?

e What, if any, changes should we imple-
ment to the assessment?

Step 4: Set achievement benchmark. Af-
ter discussing the results from the pilot, we
agreed upon an initial benchmark level of
achievement for the SLO. This would be used
to measure our success in achieving the SLO
once we fully implemented the signature as-
signment. For example, we use a standards
benchmark for SLO 3—75% of students will
correctly identify each source type (primary
research, secondary research, non-research/
opinion). There are various types of perfor-
mance benchmarks, and it is important to
consider what type of benchmark you want
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to set for your SLOs.*

Step 5: Document the assessment method
Jor the SLO. Two documents help us keep the
assessment process on track: the Summative
Assessment Overview and the Assessment Plan.’
The Summative Assessment Overview provides
instructors with the information they need to
embed the signature assignment in their course
and collect data for assessment. It also includes
a detailed description of the analysis procedures
and reporting practices. The Assessment Plan
provides a big-picture summary of the assess-
ment methods for all program SLOs and docu-
ments who is responsible for data collection,
analysis, and reporting. It also describes when
and how often assessment occurs.

In the second year, we implemented the
first signature assignment in all sections of
the 100-level courses and began the process
again for the next SLO. Now in the fifth year,
we have successfully embedded signature
assignments for each SLO into all sections of
100-level information literacy courses taught
at the University of Northern Colorado. At the
end of the 2019-2020 academic year, we com-
pleted one full cycle of our assessment plan.
We continue to meet regularly to analyze data
collected from the signature assignments and
to discuss how we can use what we've learned
from the assessment data to improve teaching
and student learning.

Conclusion

Similar to the process we used to develop our
SLOs this process for developing a program-
wide assessment plan is meant “to be flexible
and work within the context of any instruc-
tion program.”® While the process described
here was used to assess shared credit course
SLOs, the process can be used by librar-
ies looking to assess library-wide SLOs for
one-shot or embedded information literacy
instruction programs. Below are some sug-
gestions for successfully implementing this
process at your library.

Be prepared to rewrite SLOs. During this
process, we revised multiple SLOs as we
discovered the SLO language did not truly
reflect what we wanted to know about stu-
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dent learning. We recommend reviewing each
SLO before you begin developing signature
assignments to make sure you are satisfied
with the language and that the SLO describes
what you want to assess. Then, regularly re-
visit the SLO while developing the signature
assignment. Sometimes it is the process of
creating the assessment that indicates an issue
with the learning outcome being assessed. It
is also a good idea to review the SLO as you
review the pilot data. This is often where we
determined that the data we collected for the
SLO was not what we really wanted to assess
in our program.

Do not skip the pilot phase. The pilot phase
is critical to project success. The pilot indicates
issues with the signature assignment, SLO, and
the data collection and analysis process. We
piloted each SLO in multiple courses, which
allowed us to look at a small sample of data
and get feedback from the instructors about the
logistics of implementing the assignment. The
pilot allows you to make changes to the assess-
ment and start over, if needed, before full-scale
implementation of the signature assignment.

Work on one SLO at a time. When we first
began developing our assessment plan, we
believed we could develop it in two years
by working on one SLO each semester. We
underestimated the amount of time it would
take to develop, pilot, analyze data, and revise
the signature assignment for each SLO. We
slowed down our process and focused on
one SLO each academic year. This made the
process longer, but easier to manage. As we
made progress, we were often able to have
one signature assignment in pilot phase and
another in development phase. A timeline
will help keep the process on track, but be
prepared to adjust as needed.

Set aside time for this process. Our Curricu-
lum Committee meets monthly. We were able
to accomplish a lot during these meetings, but
we also had other business to attend to. At the
end of the first year, we held our first, daylong
assessment retreat. This gave us more time
for in-depth discussions. We have continued

(continues on page 40)
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highlight and share their experiences during
the “corona.”

While some experiences and solutions
were different depending on local financial
and personnel resources, infrastructure, and
institutional COVID-19 mandates, allowing
institutions to do more or less, the prioritiz-
ing and commitment to personnel and their
user community were unwavering. Of the
many strategies reported, three priorities
were unmistakable when it came to dealing
with corona: the safety of staff and users, the
security of library materials, and the security
of jobs while keeping employee morale up.
I have learned that despite all of the differ-
ences due to languages, borders, and nation-
state mandated regulations, what unites us,
as library and information practitioners, is
our enthusiasm for helping our users while
supporting ourselves. We have much more
in common than linguistic, political, and
socio-cultural differences. As the pandemic
continues to thrust itself upon us, we have
learned to keep the library going to serve
our community. Instead of building walls, we
have built bridges, leveraging our ingenuity,
technology, and collaborative spirit.
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to hold yearly assessment retreats to analyze
data and discuss changes to the curriculum
for the following year.

Document every decision. Early on we did
not take extensive notes during meetings,
which we regretted. With all the changes
you will make to your SLOs, assessments,
and curriculum throughout this process, it
is important to document each decision you
make. Assign a notetaker for each discus-
sion, and keep notes in a central location
for easy access.

Determine a project manager, but share
the work. There are a lot of moving parts to
this process, and a project manager is key.
Our project manager was the committee
chair. This person determined the timeline,
set meetings, kept track of each phase, and
assigned tasks. While it is important to have
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a project manager, the work must be shared.
For one, it is too much work for one person.
More importantly, sharing the work builds
buy-in and ownership of the process for all
instruction librarians.

Developing an assessment plan for shared
information literacy learning outcomes is a
time-intensive process, but it is possible with
teamwork, organization, and a willingness to
revisit past decisions.

Notes
1. Andrea Falcone and Lyda McCartin, “Be
Critical, But Be Flexible: Using the Framework
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to our changing campus environments made
ever more uncertain under the pandemic. Rap-
id prototyping is one way to adopt such a shift,
but it isn’t the only path forward. There are no
perfect sprints, scrums, or development cycles
that will reframe academic libraries in a mod-
ern light. Agility, risk-tolerance, and think-tank
operational attitudes should be our takeaways
from industry.

We need to learn how to fail faster and share
our mistakes publicly as much as we celebrate
our successes. If academic libraries can fail faster
together, we just might have a shot at emerging
from the pandemic as the transformational campus
leaders that higher education desperately needs.
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