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INTRODUCTION

The University Libraries at the University of South Carolina participated in the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) service, “Effective, Sustainable, and Practical Library Assessment.” (http://www.arl.org/stats/initiatives/esp/) This ongoing activity is under the aegis of the ARL Statistics and Measurement Program, Martha Kyrillidou, Director.  ARL Visiting Program Officers Steve Hiller and Jim Self conducted the evaluation of the University Libraries assessment efforts which was capped with a visit on December 3-4, 2007.  In addition to a presentation on effective library assessment, they met with library staff and discussed a wide range of assessment and measurement related issues.  The University Libraries also responded to a request for information about assessment activities, needs, and issues before the visit.   The following report summarizes the current environment and offers options and suggestions for developing effective and sustainable assessment at the University of South Carolina University Libraries.
CURRENT ASSESSMENT ENVIRONMENT AND ACTIVITIES

The University Libraries are responsible for providing library collections and services for the flagship University of the state.  While the University has well-established programs in the humanities, social sciences and professional schools, major investments have been made recently in enhancing science research. The University ranks in the top 100 American research universities (TheCenter 2006) and the University Libraries is in the top sixty ARL libraries as measured by the ARL Index.  
During the past five years, the University Libraries have conducted the LibQUAL+® survey on an annual basis, and this has comprised the main assessment activity.  However, recent years have seen very low response rates to LibQUAL+® and results cannot be generalized for the population.  The Libraries has run a few focus groups and usability studies involved with online applications, notably the ones dealing with federated searching.  There has also been some input from students as to hours and services desired for the Thomas Cooper Library.  Recently, the Assessment Information Management (AIM) team was formed to coordinate library-wide assessment activities and prepare for SACS Accreditation in 2011. The charge of the AIM team is:
· Advise and assist the University Libraries with assessment initiatives:

· Review, analyze and discuss data that the library has collected.

· Examine ways in which this data can be communicated internally and externally.

· Assist in developing a process that incorporates new and current assessment activities with the strategic plan.

The interim Dean, Tom McNally, strongly supports developing the Libraries assessment capacity but understands the need for external review to identify issues related to priorities, needs, and resources.  Many of the University Libraries initiatives for 2007-08 rely on the provision of assessment data, and expanding assessment activities is also listed among these initiatives. The addition of a new Advancement office (development, public relations/marketing, and publications) under the leadership of Pam Cowart, the anticipated hire of a new Director of Administrative Services in 2008, and the formation of AIM will provide additional support and need for good assessment information.
In addition to assessment activity carried out by the Libraries, the School of Library and Information Science has used student projects to do case studies of specific areas within the University Libraries.  
ISSUES AND CONCERNS
The University Libraries identified a number of assessment-related issues and concerns prior to our site visit:

· Developing a shared staff understanding of the value of assessment 
· Integrating assessment in a more systematic and structured manner within the University Libraries
· Developing and defining the  role of the newly formed Assessment Information Management Team
· Integrating data and evidence into the decision-making process
· Developing the technical infrastructure to store, analyze, and present data

· Diversifying assessment efforts beyond LibQUAL+® 

· Presenting assessment information to the University of South Carolina community

During our visit we found that while there was interest in assessment, there was a general lack of understanding of how to conduct assessment activities and use results or other related data for improvement.  There was a clear need to develop the assessment skill base of staff as well as to clarify the role of assessment within the organization.  
THE VALUE OF LIBRARY ASSESSMENT

An ongoing, sustainable assessment program can help supply information that enables the University Libraries to make good decisions in rapidly changing library, information, and institutional environments.  Assessment is not just the collection of data but a process that can assist in better understanding the teaching, learning and research needs of the academic community and the library resources and services that support them.  In an era of tight or flat budgets the margin for error narrows and assessment can be a critical tool in assuring the wise allocation of resources that provide the most value and beneficial outcomes for the University.  Assessment can help give the Libraries the necessary agility and nimbleness to maneuver quickly in this era of near-continuous change.  Assessment should not be seen as the sole responsibility of one area in the organization or a single library.  For assessment to work effectively it needs to be part of the overall library culture and integrated into planning, decision-making, and operations.  
SUGGESTIONS AND OPTIONS FOR MOVING ASSESSMENT FORWARD

Assessment at the University Libraries should focus on the academic community – understanding how faculty, students and staff work - and the ways the library can add value and contribute to their success.  We offer the following suggestions and options for moving assessment forward at the University Libraries. They are not intended to be prescriptive, but rather outline some best practices for developing and sustaining a viable library assessment program at the University of South Carolina University Libraries.
1.  Clarify and strengthen the roles of the Assessment Information Management Team 
The recently formed Assessment Information Management Team is an important step towards moving assessment efforts forward at the University Libraries.  The appointment of this group recognizes the value of assessment to the organization, increases its visibility, shows leadership support, and addresses the need for a more structured approach.  However, the role of the team and its relationship to other assessment efforts and position in the organization should be clarified and made more prominent. As part of this recognition, we recommend that the Library Survey Team be disbanded and its responsibilities become part of the Assessment Information Management Team.   There is no one “best” reporting line or place in the organization for an assessment group.  We have observed that for assessment to become an integral part of the organization and its culture, the group should report to an administrator who has standing and a strong commitment to a successful assessment program.  
While we were impressed by the keen interest and vitality of the committee members, most have little previous assessment experience.  The lack of an assessment coordinator position, or someone who has been given time and authority to develop an assessment program, adds to the difficulty of addressing assessment in a consistent and structured manner.  We discuss these two issues in greater detail below.           
a. Clarify AIM member roles 
All AIM team committee members have extensive primary responsibilities outside assessment.   While there is interest in doing good assessment, we found a need to raise the knowledge base of AIM members as well as other librarians and staff in such areas as research methodology and data analysis and use.  Awareness and understanding of different methods is critical in taking a nuanced approach to assessment that produces results that demonstrate value and lead to improved services and programs.  While some members have experience with data analysis, all need to develop a deeper understanding of assessment methods and applications.  
As with any individual or group that has a range of other responsibilities, creating sufficient time for assessment and maintaining or enhancing assessment skill sets remains a continuing challenge. Opportunities to acquire assessment-related skills or advice are often available through other campus units such as the library and information school, statistics department, computing center, and office of institutional research.  Additional workshops and sessions are often presented at professional conferences and meetings.  The 2008 Library Assessment Conference in Seattle, for example, will have series of half-day workshops on such topics as learning outcomes, usability, performance indicators and measures, and other qualitative and quantitative methods.  The Association of Research Libraries offers an annual weeklong “Service Quality Evaluation Academy” (also known as “assessment boot camp”) that provides good understanding and grounding in commonly used quantitative and qualitative methods and analyses.  Regardless of the type of training provided, it is important for staff to have an opportunity to use these skills, whether in design of assessment efforts or in critical examination of the methods used by others. More complex methodological and analytical skills can either be handled internally by knowledgeable staff or through the use of external consultants or other assistance.
b. Address leadership for the assessment program
We believe that effective and sustainable assessment at the University Libraries cannot succeed without someone who has a designated portion of time devoted to assessment.  Ideally, this would be the AIM team leader who would serve as the de facto assessment coordinator.  While committees can provide some level of support for ongoing work or accomplish specific projects (such as LibQUAL+®), committees cannot sustain programs.  We believe that the development of a sustainable assessment program with  an effective coordinator requires an initial quarter-time commitment.   

The assessment coordinator would not necessarily conduct all assessment activities, but would serve as the assessment spokesperson and leader. An assessment coordinator can help in moving efforts forward, integrating data into the decision making stream, and providing both guidance and support to assessment practitioners. This person would coordinate efforts, serve as a resource person, know best practices, promote understanding of the value of assessment to the organization, chair the AIM team, and help establish a “culture of assessment” in the University Libraries.  The following interests and abilities are important for the coordinator position:

· Interest in assessment

· Commitment to the library as a customer-centered enterprise 

· A broad perspective on issues that affect academic libraries and higher education

· Understanding of the value of assessment in improving library services

· Skill in summarizing and presenting results effectively to diverse audiences

· Ability to work effectively with staff, managers, and administrators throughout the organization
Support needs for the person coordinating assessment should also be determined during this process.  Given the newness of AIM and the assessment inexperience of most members, it is vital that the person in the coordinating role be provided appropriate training and is given the opportunity to participate in the broader assessment community. 
2.  Develop an assessment plan

Developing the AIM team charge, defining the role of committee members, and addressing assessment leadership will provide excellent preparation for development of an assessment plan for the University Libraries.  The assessment plan can cover both short term and long term goals and objectives.  It should be grounded in a realistic appraisal of resource availability and the scope of an assessment program and consider what is possible in the way of assessment, what is a reasonable timetable, who can do it, and how can it be sustained. Broad consultation within the organization would also assist in understanding unit and subject area needs.  

We suggest that the plan cover an initial two year period with periodic review and realignment.  

The assessment plan should link directly to the University Libraries goals, initiatives and priorities and assist in the development of outcome measures or indicators for the annual list of initiatives.  A comprehensive plan would establish priorities for information and data collection use that can improve library performance as well as identify opportunities for effective marketing and outreach.  A focus on outcomes to show contributions to teaching, learning and research would assist in demonstrating the value of the University Libraries to the University of South Carolina academic endeavor.  Assessment results will also provide information that can be used effectively in marketing and advancement.  The assessment plan should consider the use of both quantitative (surveys, user statistics) and qualitative (focus groups, interviews) methods to provide a balanced perspective of the Libraries role in supporting the academic community.    
3.  Re-examine the use of LibQUAL+® on an annual basis
We recommend that LibQUAL+® not be run in 2008.   The University Libraries has run LibQUAL+® on an annual basis since 2003.  The past five years have seen a diminishing number of responses to the point where the survey results are too few in number to be used in any reliable manner.  We also find that the results haven’t been used, except for the comments, and they’ve not been reported to the University community.   The University Libraries, AIM and the assessment plan should determine the need for and the type of user surveys, and then work to maximize both the response and the use of the results.  
4.  Expand use of qualitative assessment methods

We encourage the use of qualitative techniques—focus groups, structured interviews, and usability testing - as well as direct observations for a wide range of applications.  These methods, for example, would help provide a rich mine of user input and support for the much needed renovation of the Thomas Cooper Library.  Observational studies are very useful in understanding space utilization and needs; we would recommend this method to achieve a better understanding of how space is currently used.  Focus groups and interviews can obtain direct and unfiltered information from users about both current use and future needs. A short in-library survey can gather input from a larger population.  

We also recommend the development of a limited, but ongoing usability program that routinely involves students and faculty before library websites are created or significantly revised. Usability testing is a relatively inexpensive, but very effective, assessment tool.  This may be an area that could benefit from a partnership with another University of South Carolina program.  
5.  Integrate information literacy efforts with University programs

The upcoming SACS reaccreditation review in 2011 offers an excellent opportunity for the University Libraries to better integrate information literacy efforts and learning outcomes assessment with University activities in these areas.  The Center for Teaching Excellence recently brought Patricia Senn Breivik to lead a colloquium on information literacy, so there is growing University awareness of the value of information literacy within undergraduate education.  We believe it is critical for the University Libraries to integrate instruction activities with the relevant University instructors and programs, and to work on a common set of learning outcomes.  The University Libraries, given its support for and connection to all University academic programs, has much to offer the University community and can play a vital role on committees concerned with student learning.  Information literacy concepts and competencies comprise a tool kit that students can carry with them in their academic endeavors as well as their post-University work and life. 

The University has put together a structured set of academic opportunities through the University 101, 201 and 401 (capstone) courses.  The University Libraries is already involved in University 101 where it presents a session on library and information literacy. However, many of the other library instruction efforts seem to be ad hoc or responding to instructor initiatives.  While there is some evaluation of the instruction session, there doesn’t seem to be an assessment process that examines how information literacy and library instruction contribute to the success of students in their courses and programs.  We believe that such efforts would provide better justification and visibility for the Libraries efforts in these areas.  
6.  Strengthen and make more consistent Libraries connections to academic programs and research. 

The University of South Carolina is committed to developing and enhancing its research programs. The University Libraries need to keep abreast of the changing nature of research and academic programs and show how libraries add value to the research endeavor.  In our discussions with librarians we found that the Libraries connection to academic programs varies considerably and there doesn’t seem to be a consistent set of expectations or responsibilities for librarian liaison.   The practice of having faculty in the academic programs responsible for monograph purchases again seems uneven in execution and may lessen the visibility of the subject librarian.  We recommend that the role and responsibilities of librarian liaisons be reviewed and the effectiveness of faculty selection of monographs assessed.  

The 2007-2008 initiatives call for acquiring assessment tools that will help evaluate collections. 
At this time we believe that getting good usage statistics for e-resources should be the top priority.  There are some products now on the market (Scholarly Stats, the new Serial Solutions 360 Counter) that can provide these statistics.  The recent NISO approval of the SUSHI standard should facilitate the process of getting good usage data. 
While usage statistics are important they only tell part of the story.  Standardized user satisfaction surveys such as LibQUAL+™ can provide useful information at a macro scale but often do not supply the “hows and whys,” the more detailed information on reasons for the level of satisfaction with collections and services. Such qualitative methods as interviews, observation, and focus groups, as well as regular reports from subject librarians are very appropriate to find out the library and information needs of faculty, the impact of the Library on their research, and their satisfaction with library collections and services.  While this information has been provided anecdotally in some areas, a structured, systematic process would give a more consistent overall picture of the program needs and library contributions.  These efforts will also better delineate the communication and services needed to work effectively with academic programs that go beyond collection development.  Understanding these connections and partnership opportunities will enable the Library to better demonstrate the overall value provided to the University community and effectiveness of library outreach and communication efforts.   
7.  Review collection and dissemination of statistical information 

The University Libraries collects many types and forms of statistics. Some of these data are reported to ARL and other external agencies. Other statistical tallies have obvious uses within the Libraries. However, it appears a significant amount of time in the Libraries is spent collecting a variety of internal statistics that are not reported to external agencies, and not used internally. We suggest a review of all the statistics collected, as well as an examination of alternate methodologies such as sampling and automatic data capture. 

The University Libraries should consider maintaining and presenting a list of important library statistics.  Such a compilation would not only assist library staff in finding the data they need for management but also put the imprimatur of the Libraries on those statistics that are worthwhile.  At the present time, those looking for library statistics on the University Libraries Web site will find a few collection size numbers while the University Fact Book provides more extensive information on library holdings and some use statistics.   The presentation of this information would also assist in telling the Libraries’ story and highlight the high use made of University Libraries facilities, services and resources. 

CONCLUSION

We are impressed with the commitment to moving assessment forward at the University of South Carolina University Libraries. We believe the next step is to better define the scope of the assessment agenda and build an effective, practical and sustainable assessment program that will enable the Library to improve services and demonstrate value to the academic community.  As part of the Effective, Sustainable and Practical Library Assessment service, we stand ready to work with the Library in this effort by assisting in the review and development of a realistic assessment plan.

