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Assessing Hands-on Learning in Special Collections: A Pilot Study
Sarah M. Horowitz, Curator of Rare Books and Manuscripts and Head of Special Collections, Haverford College and formerly
Special Collections Librarian; Stefanie R. Bluemle, Research and Instruction Librarian; Ellen Hay, Professor of Communication
Studies and Director, Community Engagement Center; Mark Salisbury, Director of Institutional Research
Claims & Contributions
Research Question

Our data was inconclusive, showing significant change in only one set of
scores in each part of the study. There are several potential reasons for this:

Data

What is the effect of hands-on time with original primary
source materials on first-year students’ information literacy and
critical thinking skills?

Document Analysis pre- and post-test evaluation
• Rubric created by team leader
• Scale of 1 to 4
• Faculty evaluators
• Pre- and post- not identified for evaluators

Selected 5 first-year course sections

Pre-Test

Pre-test analyzing primary documents
What type of document is this?
Who were the creator and audience?
Why was the document written?
What questions do you have?
What was surprising, unexpected, or emotionally engaging?

Pre-test document: Letter to a
congressman about a missing
World War I soldier. Easy for
students to connect to and to
read.

Class instruction
Librarian instruction
Hands-on time with materials

Research and writing

Paper analysis
•AAC&U rubric for information literacy with no
search section
•Scale of 0 to 4
•Faculty evaluators
•Whether students used Special Collections not
identified, though might be obvious from context

Post-test document: A
program from an early
Augustana student group
event, with many decorative
elements but little obvious
historical context.

Post-Test

Difference
Score

Sig. test of
difference

Mean Score

St. Dev.

Mean Score

St. Dev.

Variables
Observation

2.654

0.598

2.514

0.454

-0.140

p = 0.158

Interpretation

2.020

0.594

1.899

0.534

-0.121

p = 0.251

Materiality

2.099

0.722

2.264

0.521

0.165

p = 0.160

Used SC (N=27)

Evaluation

1.975

0.533

1.937

0.496

-0.038

p = 0.692

Engagement

2.092

0.785

1.743

0.586

-0.349**

p = 0.008

Overall

2.171

0.482

2.071

0.802

-0.100

p = 0.417

We saw a decrease in four of five scores on post-test
 Only engagement/cultural understanding was significant
 Materiality scores increased
o Working with original materials led students to
 think more deeply about the nature of materials
 to look beyond the text
o Students comment on fonts, borders, and ornamentation

Did not use SC (N=25)

T-Test for Sig.
Diff.

Avg

St Dev

Avg

St Dev

p-value

Extent

2.019

0.833

2.140

0.638

0.558

Evaluate

1.519

0.844

1.700

0.750

0.422

Use

1.889

0.916

1.840

0.826

0.836

Ethics

1.444

0.994

1.640

0.941

0.461

Overall

1.718

0.822

1.830

0.708

0.609

Special Collections

Recommendations
2

Explore options for having students come in more frequently as a group in
order to work together to build skills.

1.5

1

Evaluate the same students at the end of their sophomore or junior year to
see if further experience with original primary materials shows an effect.

0

3

extent

evaluation

use

ethics

overall

Further Research

2

1
0.5

Paper

Using the same test but a
different document

Compare with papers from
other sections not using
special collections

However, we were pleased to see students making good rhetorical and
critical moves such as:
• Asking about the future of the society featured in the post-test
• Commenting on the tone used by the Congressman.

Post-Test

1.5

Post-test

Papers:
Papers came from multiple classes with different assignments and teachers.

2.5

2.5

Return visits to special collections

Document analysis exercise:
Differences in the pre- and post-test documents . . .
• Pre-test document: had an obvious empathetic connection
• Post-test document: required more specific contextual knowledge
. . . may have contributed to the lower scores on the post-test, especially the
statistically significant decline in the engagement category.

Conclusions & Recommendations

Not

0.5
Pre-Test

Time and exposure:
Many students visited Special Collections only one to three times.

0
Observation

Interpretation

Materiality

Evaluation

Engagement

Overall

No significant differences in student scores
• The ability to communicate, organize, and
synthesize information (“use”) is the category in
which students using Special Collections scored
higher
• Looking at disparate materials may have caused
students to better compile and blend their sources

This project is part of the program “Assessment in Action: Academic Libraries and Student Success” which is undertaken by the Association of College and Research Libraries
(ACRL) in partnership with the Association for Institutional Research and the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities. The program, a cornerstone of ACRL's Value of
Academic Libraries initiative, is made possible by the Institute of Museum and Library Services.

“Match” pre- and post- test documents for
• Depth of historical knowledge required to contextualize well
• Physical elements
• Obvious moments for empathy
so as to minimize questions about whether differences between the
documents contributed to student performance.

We hope that this pilot study provides the special collections community
with a useful example of assessment of student learning, as well as
examples of methods, that could be useful in developing more robust
performance assessment programs.

