OLA Presentation, January 31, 2004

Information literacy and library instruction programmes are key services in academic libraries. It has been established that the most successful of these programmes are those that have faculty backing. One way of obtaining this backing is for faculty to see information literacy and library instruction making a beneficial difference in their own work.

 A few years ago at Wilfrid Laurier University, when we were actively seeking buy-in to an information literacy initiative, we contacted the Instructional Development Office on campus to see if we could give one of their noon hour presentations to faculty. Our session began with a scenario from the Library’s perspective of how a student goes about doing an assignment poorly and where the library and the faculty have let them down. This was followed by a description of what information literacy is and its importance. Normally the Instructional Development noon hour presentations last exactly one hour; everyone leaves the minute the clock strikes one. After this particular presentation by the Library, however, many faculty stayed around for almost an additional hour to discuss the scenario, their own classroom and assignment experiences, and the place of information literacy and library instruction. We knew that we had struck a chord.

The scenario which captured the faculty’s interest was a fictional description of a general essay assignment going wrong. It was written by an experienced reference librarian and vetted by other reference librarians and staff, and also by a few randomly selected undergraduate students who were using the library. The following is a somewhat abbreviated version of the scenario, just to give you a taste of how it was presented and what it tried to cover.  It began by giving a overview of the Student Perspective on Time which gave a general idea of just how much time students have to spend on assignments..

(Student Perspective on Time) (1 overhead)

This perspective made the library and faculty realized that students have enough time for assignments but not a lot, so they should not be thwarted in any way.

This is followed by a description of the assignment and how it is handed out and suggestions are made on how this process could be improved from the way it is done in the scenario.

(Assignment) (1 overhead)

(Suggestions) (1 overhead)

From here we follow the student’s progress, through their procrastination, their anxiety about the assignment, and the glaring lack of research skills exhibited on their first visit to the Library . Again suggestions are made on how these problems could be addressed.

(Next 4 overheads)

Eventually we have a very frustrated student finally going to the professor for assistance with very little time left to complete the assignment. Needless to say this meeting also goes wrong and due to surprising small details. Again suggestions are made to prevent such problems.

(Consultation with faculty) (1 overhead)

The student arrives back in the Library, but by this time is so completely frustrated and panicked, they are no longer really paying attention even when they do receive assistance and find some information.

(Back to the Library) (1 overhead)

Finally the essay produced shows a  lack of focus and offers a very incoherent discussion of the topic. The sources in the sparse bibliography are outdated and cited inconsistently.

(The Essay, Final Results) (2 overheads)

Needless to say, more unfortunate things happen to the student in the scenario than would likely happen in reality. But, it was interesting to hear one of the students, who was originally  asked to vet the scenario, comment  that he found reading it quite helpful. His explanation was that, what goes wrong in the process of doing an assignment is usually not one or two big things but a whole lot of little things and so, it is hard to tell exactly when, where and why the process stops working. The scenario had helped him get a handle on the impact of those little things and how one or two slip ups can happen and a student is still able to cope. The combined weight of a lot of little things going wrong, however, can critically affect the outcome of an assignment.

On the success of our noon hour presentation, the Instructional Development Office suggested that we give the presentation at their day-long symposium for new faculty at the end of August. Again the session was well received. It was at this point that we began to understand that the reason for the success of the scenario was that it addressed the need for information literacy and library instruction from the very practical perspective of actual assignments. Research is a major part of faculty  work but so is teaching and the assignments that teaching entails. The library regularly helps faculty with their research needs, so why should it not assist them also with their assignment needs. We came to realize that information literacy and library instruction should perhaps also consist of an outreach programme which would provide consultation to faculty on their assignments. 

On the basis of this idea, we created a guide for faculty on the creation of assignments from the library’s perspective and put it up on our web site. 

Then we asked to do one of the training sessions in a course designed to introduce new PhD graduates to aspects of their future life in the academic world as faculty.  In this session we presented the assignment scenario again and followed it by critiquing actual assignments created by the PhD students themselves. And Helene in a very few minutes is going to walk you through that process. This was then followed by a discussion on how to go about efficiently and effectively “infiltrating” an academic library and finding out what services it offers and who you need to know. And Sophie is going to walk you through the points of that discussion following Helene’s presentation.

Another initiative that we took was to ask faculty for copies of their assignments and syllabi. And when we did this we discovered just how possessive and sensitive faculty can be about their assignments. We had to rephrase our initial request to allay some imagined fears and provide more background and explanation as to why we wanted the assignments.

Finally we included information about assignments in the Library’s Faculty Handbook. And, of course, we continue to talk to faculty about assignments every chance we get. 

We are definitely aware that when dealing with faculty about their assignments that we are treading in a  sensitive area. The assignments that faculty create are very much their work, a personal reflection of their teaching skills and goals. As a result, when we approach them about assignments we make it clear that we are coming from a library perspective and that puts very specific limits on our comments and our assistance. The primary assignment relationship is between the professor and the student, the library has only a third party consultative role. Nevertheless we see many more assignments from more courses and disciplines than faculty do, and we actually get to observe assignments being done. We see good assignments and bad assignments and  often get immediate, unedited student feedback We also see the duplication of assignments across courses and disciplines. The library is in a good position to offer valuable insights that may not be as readily available and obvious to faculty or students. We are in a unique position.

We have discovered that new faculty in particular are open to consulting with the library about assignments. They are just starting to establish themselves in their field and it is important to them that they make a good impression. They want good evaluations from their students and assignments can play a significant part in this. With the increased class sizes and the reduction of many courses to only one term, new inexperienced faculty are finding that the creation of viable assignments in such a daunting environment can be a major hurdle. They are generally willing to take advantage of any assistance available. This situation has created fertile ground where the library can foster information literacy skills and library instruction, and by  focusing as well on faculty assignment consultation as a significant and valid part of information literacy, faculty will find IL initiatives of specific interest and benefit and they will support them. This in turn will lead to a  greater impact on students as well.

So now, I will turn the floor over to Helene who will discuss the critiquing of assignments.

