Vox Populr, Vox Dez; or
Measuring the “Goodness” of College
Libraries:

A Case Study

Plummer Alston Jones, Jr.

The history of the development and imple-
mentation of college library standards and,
indeed, the college library accreditation process
in general represent two of the more exasperating
chapters in the saga of academic librarianship.!
While there is wholehearted agreement within the
college library community that colleges should
have “good” libraries, there are at least three
proponents of college libraries, in addition to col-
lege librarians themselves, who have a vested
interest in determining how to measure “goodness”
—funding bodies, state and regional accrediting
agencies, and professional library associations,
the collective vox: dei of the academic community.

Of these three groups, only the professional
library associations and, to a lesser extent, fund-
ing bodies have espoused quantitative as well as
qualitative standards. Regional and state accred-
iting agencies have lobbied quite vigorously and
effectively in the past for purely qualitative
standards, viewed as more flexible and thus more
applicable to a wider range of institutions. More
recently, however, there has been a noticeable
trend among regional accrediting agencies, nota-
bly the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools (SACS), toward standards calling for
“educational outcomes assessment” which in itself
implies the need for quantifiable data.?

Where are these quantifiable data to be
found? One obvious source is library use statistics
collected in various categories which represent in
objective numerical terms the use and amounts of
library resources and services. While the catego-
ries of statistics may well vary from college to col-
lege, all North Carolina college libraries pre-
sumably keep statistics in categories called for in
the annual North Carolina Higher Education Data
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(NCHED) survey form for The University of North
Carolina and, in turn, the Higher Education
General Institutional Survey (HEGIS)—now Inte-
grated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS)—form for the United States Department
of Education.? These statistics and ratios provide
the basis for constructing state and national sta-
tistical norms for comparing the performance of a
particular college with similar colleges in the state
or the nation.*

While these statistical norms are valuable
and objective data, do they really reflect the sub-
jective value of a library collection to its user
groups or the use patterns of the “average” user?
For many college librarians, the answer is a
resounding “no” The often neglected source for
such subjective data is the opinions of the users of
college libraries themselves, the vox populi—stu-
dents, faculty, staff, and, in many cases nowadays,
Friends of the Library. College library users in all
these categories represent the internal proponent
of library services and resources and a critical
source of input which is often untapped.

The library survey, administered on a regu-
larly scheduled basis, is the most effective method
to gather useful data on issues of concern and
trends of use among college library users’
Although it is true that each college library is uni-
que in terms of mission, clientele, and curriculum,
there is nevertheless a vast amount of experience
in the design and implementation of a library use
survey that is transferable from one setting to
another. Therein lies the usefulness of the often
maligned case study approach and the justifica-
tion for this article.®

Setting for the Survey

Elon College, a four-year private liberal arts
college with master’s degree programs in business
administration and education, has approximately



three thousand students, almost half of whom live
on campus.” The Iris Holt McEwen Library and
LaRose Resources Center (LRC) provide resour-
ces, including over 150,000 volumes, and services
to support curricular programs in over thirty
academic disciplines as well as to foster inde-
pendent learning among the campus community
and the community at large, and to provide
recreational materials for the residential student
body.

In the spring of 1988, the Head Librarian/Di-
rector of Learning Resources at Elon College
together with the Faculty Library/LRC Commit-
tee explored ways to measure the effectiveness of
library services and resources in preparation for
an upcoming SACS reaccreditation visit. The
unanimous choice of the committee was to
employ the survey method to solicit the candid,
confidential opinions of three types of library
users: undergraduate students, graduate students,
and faculty/staff.

Design and Implementation of the Survey

There was considerable discussion about the
merits of survey questions eliciting short answers
as opposed to those eliciting open-ended re-
sponses. After consultation with the administra-
tive computing services office on campus, it was
decided to employ a standard answer sheet which
could be read by a computer but which also pro-
vided blank space for comments. Answer Sheet C,
available from National Computer Systems, ful-
filled these requirements. Each question elicited a
short answer from up to five choices given, but
respondents were encouraged to offer comments
or suggestions related to any or all questions on
the survey. Respondents were instructed to write
their comments in the blank space provided on
the answer sheet and to preface specific com-
ments with the number of the corresponding
question. The tabulation and analysis of the sur-
veys required the use of the IBM-PC and Sentry
300 scanner for hardware and the National Com-
puter System Microtest Score II software.

Since many potential library users never avail
themselves of the services and resources provided
by the library, it would have been counterproduc-
tive to survey random library users in the library
itself. Also, the size of the undergraduate student
population to be surveyed was problematic. The
committee therefore agreed on the desirability of
administering the survey to all faculty/staff and
graduate students since the numbers involved
were manageable, but to only a stratified random
sample of the undergraduate student body.

Since the Library/LRC Committee was made
up of representatives of the four major divisions
of the College—Humanities, Sciences and Mathe-
matics, Social Sciences, Teacher Education/Phys-
ical Education/Health—as well as six different
disciplines—English, Education, Computer
Science, History, Biology, and Psychology—the
decision was made for each of the six faculty
members of the committee to administer the sur-
vey to students in one of their regularly scheduled
lower-level courses, primarily composed of fresh-
men and sophomores, and in one of their upper-
level courses, primarily composed of juniors and
seniors.

... there is ... a vast amount of
experience in the design and
implementation of a library use
survey that is transferable from
one setting to another.

Each faculty member administering the sur-
vey gave a brief introduction to the survey itself,
how answers were to be marked, how comments
were to be made, etc. The faculty member was
also available to answer questions should they
arise during the survey. The same basic procedure
was followed for graduate classes with the nota-
ble exception that all graduate classes were sur-
veyed, whereas only a representative sampling of
undergraduate classes was surveyed. No one took
the survey more than once, however.

Each faculty/staff member was sent a form
letter written by the chair of the Faculty Libra-
ry/LRC Committee. The letter pointed out the
rationale for the survey and particularly its
importance for planning new services and improv-
ing old ones. The letter indicated that copies of
the survey booklet, printed and bound by the
campus print shop, and the standard, computer-
readable answer sheets, as well as a tray for com-
pleted surveys, were available in a well-marked
area of the mailroom.8 Since initial faculty/staff
response to the survey during the first week was
something less than desired, the chair made an
announcement at the subsequent monthly faculty
meeting that more input was needed to make the
survey worthwhile.

Content of the Survey

The content of the survey engendered con-
siderable discussion and debate with the resul-
tant decision that questions would be framed to
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obtain background information on users and to
address the following content areas: (1) library
collections and availability of materials; (2) inter-
library cooperation; (3) library services; and
(4) library hours and study atmosphere. Members
of the Committee volunteered to submit sample
questions in one or more of the four content
areas. These questions were discussed at length
with the result that many were combined, new
questions written, and others eliminated.

In terms of background information on
library users, the Committee wanted to collect
data on the status of our users. Student respon-
dents only, both graduate and undergraduate,
were asked their classification; when they at-
tended classes, whether during the day or in the
evening or both; whether they lived on campus or
off campus; how many hours, if any, they were
employed outside of their class schedule; how
many hours they were taking during the semester
in question; and in which area of study they were
majoring or intending to declare a major. All
respondents, students as well as faculty/staff,
were asked to describe their typical pattern of
library use as daily, weekly, monthly, once a
semester, or never; and to estimate the number of
times they had already used the library during the
semester in question.

Perhaps the most helpful ques-
tions ... were designed to deter-
mine the strategies and tools
library users employ to find
materials or information ...

The first content area of the survey, library
collections and availability of materials, was
designed to elicit the personal opinion of the
respondents on the quality and quantity of
resources collected by the library and, specifically,
the availability of materials in various formats
needed for course-related and personal or recrea-
tional use. Respondents were specifically asked
how many times during the semester in question
they had used circulating materials as well as ref-
erence materials restricted to library use only,
and whether they usually, sometimes, hardly ever,
or never found the materials they needed in the
library. Respondents were polled as to their
awareness and use of the government documents
collection. Perhaps the most helpful questions in
this area of the survey were designed to deter-
mine the strategies and tools library users employ
to find the materials or information they need.
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Specifically, respondents were asked if they use
the card catalog, use a printed index such as
Readers' Guide to Periodical Literature, use the
Monthly Catalog of US. Government Publica-
tions, ask a librarian and/or a student assistant,
read printed brochures or guides to the library,
browse the Pamphlet File, browse the stacks or
display areas, use a required reading list or biblio-
graphy, or do something as basic as refer to direc-
tory signs posted in the library.

Since no library has either the financial
resources to purchase, or the space to house, all
the materials that may be required to fulfill the
research and personal information needs of
users, the second section of the survey on inter-
library cooperation was essential. Elon College
library users were asked if they were aware of
shared borrowing privileges with member libraries
of the Piedmont Independent College Association
(PICA), composed of Elon College, Greensboro
College, Guilford College, Bennett College, Salem
College, and High Point College. Users were also
asked if they were aware that other academic
libraries in the area were available for reference
purposes. Finally, users were asked if they were
aware of the interlibrary loan service and, if so,
were they satisfied with the service received.

The most critical part of the survey in terms
of potential usefulness for library planning was
the third section on library services. Users were
asked to give their opinions on the quality of ser-
vices offered including reference service from pro-
fessional librarians, directional and general assis-
tance from library student assistants, biblio-
graphic instruction sessions, library tours and
displays, and computerized database searching.
Users were asked if they needed help using any of
the following library resources, some of which are
unique to Elon College: (1) card catalog, (2) peri-
odicals card catalog, (3) government documents
shelflist, (4) Dewey Decimal Classification,
(5) indexes (e.g. Readers’ Guide), (6) bibliogra-
phies (e.g. MLA Bibliography), (7) microforms,
(8) computer software services (e.g. NEWSBANK),
and (9) audiovisual equipment.

Since the questions of hours of opening and
adequacy of study facilities loom large in the minds
of college librarians, the fourth and final section
on library hours and study atmosphere contained
questions pertaining to the adequacy or inade-
quacy of the current library schedule and the ar-
rangement and availability of study facilities and
equipment including tables for group study, car-
rels for individual study, meeting rooms, type-
writers, photocopiers, microforms readers and print-
ers, and audiovisual equipment. Users were also



asked to indicate which block of time they nor-
mally reserved for library study and research.

Analysis and Interpretation of the Survey

Since the first question on the survey elicits
the status of the respondent, it is relatively easy to
sort the surveys visually into categories and run
separate analyses on target subgroups or run all
respondents as a general sample. For purposes of
comparison, the decision was made to try both
methods of tabulation. Survey results were there-
fore tabulated for the following subgroups:
(1) freshmen/sophomores; (2) juniors/seniors;
(3) graduate students; and (4) faculty/staff as
well as for the combined respondents. The cor-
responding numbers of respondents in each sub-
group were: (1) 35, (2) 43, (3) 48, and (4) 38
respectively; the combined group represented 164
respondents.

After a careful, item-by-item analysis of the
survey responses, it is possible to construct a
composite summary for each user group in terms
of background and to compare responses in the
four content areas of the survey. Most of the ques-
tions were designed so that, for purposes of anal-
ysis, responses in the 0-25% range were considered
insignificant, and responses in the 75-100% range,
significant. Responses in the range 26-74% could
possibly represent potential area of concern.

The summaries which follow naturally reflect
local conditions, but nevertheless they illustrate
the types of observations that can be made from
an analysis of the survey results. The ways the
data can be paired and compared are almost lim-
itless.

Faculty/Staff

Beginning with the faculty/staff, we find that
this group of library users is characterized as
moderate library users with eighty-nine percent
responding that they used the library weekly
(39%) or monthly (50%). Most of these users
incorporate the standard strategies for finding
materials (76-100%), and all (100%) had used the
library at least one to five times during the semes-
ter in question. Although many (74%) use other
area libraries to supplement local holdings, it is
surprising that less than half (45%) of this group
have used interlibrary loan service. They use the
library most heavily for reference materials with
only five percent reporting that they had not used
the library at least one to five times during the
semester in question for these materials. This
group is generally quite complimentary with
regard to reference service (71%), library tours
(61%), and library displays (74%). Of those incor-

porating bibliographic instruction sessions into
their teaching, forty-two percent found them
quite helpful; however, another forty-two percent
have never planned a bibliographic instruction
session in conjunction with a librarian. This group
feels comfortable using the library as evidenced
by the fact that they find the library schedule
adequate for their needs (79%), the library
atmosphere conducive to study and research
(66%), and the physical layout of the library pleas-
ing (87%). They use the library most frequently
during the regular work day, Monday-Friday, 8:00
am. to 5:00 p.m. (74%) and never on Saturdays
(100%). The library facilities they use the most are
the meeting rooms (84%), and the most popular
library service is the new book shelf (85%).
Graduate Studenis

Graduate students, based on this survey,
attend classes primarily in the evenings (81%), live
off campus (96%), work 31-40 hours outside class
(75%), and take one (63%) or two (21%) classes.
Their typical use pattern is weekly (46%) or
monthly (38%). Their use of the library is heavily
related to course work with sixty-nine percent
responding that they never use library books for
personal or recreational reading. They are not
aware of PICA borrowing privileges (33%), but are
aware that other libraries are available to them
for reference purposes and have taken advantage
of their resources (77%). They are either unaware
of or do not use interlibrary loan service (67%).
They need help with microforms (58%) and com-
puter services (67%). Most use the library at night
(40%) and on weekends (44%). While only fifty-
four percent find the library schedule adequate
for their needs, they feel the library is conducive
to study (85%) and find the physical layout of the
library pleasing (85%). The library facilities used
the most by graduate students are the photo-
copiers (69%).

... mercifully, only one percent
report that they never use the
library/LRC at all.

Juniors/Seniors

The Junior/Senior sample respondents live
off campus (79%) and attend classes both during
the day (53%) and in the evening (44%). Over half
of them work 1-20 hours outside their class sche-
dule (52%) and are taking thirteen or more
semester hours of work (63%). They are majoring
primarily in education/psychology (44%) or mathe-
matics/science (including computer science)
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(36%). They use the library on a weekly (49%) or
monthly (40%) basis. Most of their library use is
course-related rather than for recreational pur-
poses (63%). Over half (51%) have never had a
bibliographic instruction session with a librarian.
They use the library primarily on Monday-Thurs-
day, 5:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. (51%). While only fifty-
one percent find the current library schedule
adequate, most junior/senior respondents find
the arrangmeent of study facilities (65%) and the
overall physical layout of the library (77%) satis-
factory and the library atmosphere conducive to
study (63%). They use the library mainly for quiet,
individual study (75%) rather than group study,
and use the photocopiers heavily (83%).
Freshmen/Sophomores.

The freshmen/sophomore respondents attend
day classes most frequently (83%) and live on
campus (74%). They are not employed (63%) and
are taking thirteen or more semester hours of
course work (89%). They are majoring in busi-
ness/economics (37%) or education/psychology
(23%). They are weekly (43%) or monthly (40%)
users as a group. Their use of the library is pri-
marily for course-related work; seventy-one percent
respond that they never use books for recrea-
tional reading. They are not aware of PICA bor-
rowing privileges (60%) or that they may use
other libraries for reference purposes (51%).
Neither are they aware of interlibrary loan service
(34%). They find the library orientation tours
helpful (89%). Over half (51%) have never attended
or were unaware of bibliographic instruction ses-
sions, but the forty percent who have attended
one or more of these sessions rated them highly.
They use the library primarily Monday-Thursday
5:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. (60%). The majority of
them (71%) find the current library schedule ade-
quate for their needs. A substantial majority
(80%) like the study arrangement of the library
and find the library atmosphere conducive to
study (86%). They like to study in the library in
groups as well as individually (65%), and find the
physical layout of the library satisfactory (94%).
Total Respondents. .

When the combined subgroups are analyzed,
the strengths and weaknesses of the library/LRC
become more apparent. Library use is basically on
weekly (44%) or monthly (39%) basis. Only six
percent characterize themselves as daily users
and, mercifully, only one percent report that they
never use the library/LRC at all. Most of the
respondents report that they use the library for
course-related research and study with exactly
half (50%) reporting that they never use books
from the library’s collection for personal use. With
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regard to the satisfaction of patrons with books
and periodical resources in general, eighty per-
cent reported that the library usually or some-
times (the other two choices being hardly ever or
never) had the books they needed, and seventy-
nine percent reported the same for periodicals.

Only twenty-four percent reported that they
use the government documents collection, and
twenty-one percent were not aware of them at all.
Since the Elon College Library has been a selective
depository for government documents since 1971,
here is a substantial collection which is under-
utilized. It is possible that since many documents are
cataloged and shelved in the general stacks,
library patrons may not be aware that they are
indeed using government documents. However,
this low use and sense of awareness seem to
correlate with the fact that eighty percent do not
use the Monthly Catalog as a research strategy
and sixty-six percent need help with using the
government documents shelflist.

... there is not enough aware-
ness of existing resources and
services.

While thirty-eight percent of the combined
subgroups use other libraries in the area for ref-
erence purposes, ninety-three percent either do
not use PICA libraries or are unaware that PICA
library borrowing privileges are available to them.
Significantly, only eleven percent were aware of or
had used interlibrary loan service.

Reference service is quite popular, with only
four percent reporting that it hardly ever meets
their needs. Only five percent reported that stu-
dent assistants were not helpful in providing
directional and general information.

With regard to passive and active methods of
bibliographic instruction, some interesting facts
became apparent from a study of the survey
results. While fifty-two percent of the respondents
were not aware of or had not attended/planned a
subject-related library seminar conducted by a
librarian, the respondents who had participated in
the seminars rated them highly. Library orienta-
tion tours were quite popular (78%), whereas
brochures (40%) and displays (49%) were helpful
to less than half of the respondents.

The majority of library users use the library
either in the evenings during the week (50%) or on
the weekends (20%). With regard to four critical
areas of library service, the results were quite
heartening. A substantial majority of the respond-
ents found the current library schedule adequate



for their needs (73%), the study arrangements in
the library satisfactory (79%), the library atmos-
phere conducive to study and research (76%),
and the physical arrangement of library facilities
satisfactory (87%).

Conclusions

The Faculty Library/LRC Committee is over-
whelmingly supportive of and committed to con-
tinuing its evaluation of library use utilizing the
survey method. The timing of the survey during
the spring semester is appropriate since most of
the respondents, including the freshmen, will
have been on campus and exposed to library ser-
vices for at least one semester. Other sampling
techniques should surely be investigated for
administering the survey to a large student body,
as well as additional methods planned to increase
the response of faculty/staff and other popula-
tions to be surveyed totally.

It is quite apparent that while the methods of
bibliographic instruction being employed by the
library are sound and have been successful in
teaching basic research strategies and in orient-
ing the campus community, the subject-related
library seminars are not available in the quantity
that is needed to reach the majority of the library
users. Efforts must be continued to incorporate
bibliographic instruction into a regularly sche-
duled required course, preferably freshman Eng-
lish. Library hours, while appropriate for the
majority of our users, are not adequate for the
newest clientele, graduate students in business
administration and education who use the library
most often on the weekends. Additional staffing,
however, will be required to increase the number
of hours of bibliographic instruction available and
the number of hours of opening on the weekends.

Throughout the survey, responses indicate
that there is not enough awareness of existing
resources and services. Publicity for these services
and resources, notably the government docu-
ments collection, interlibrary loan, and computer-
based services such as DIALOG and NEWSBANK,
must be increased. Here again, when awareness is
raised and demand heightens, staffing in relevant
areas must be increased.

The library use survey administered at Elon
College in the spring semester of 1988 will be the
first in a series of attempts to gather subjective
data on the value of library resources and services
to library users. The fact that the survey was devel-
oped and implemented as a joint effort between
the library staff and the Faculty Library/LRC
Committee (representatives of one of the most

serious library user groups, the faculty/staff) is
assurance that results of this effort will be mean-
ingful to a large segment of the campus commun-
ity. It will be imperative in the future, however, to
include students, both graduate and undergrad-
uate, as well as Friends of the Library in the deci-
sion-making process concerning the content of
the survey and in the formulation of questions.

What is clear after administering this survey
is that while quantitative statistics are very
important indicators of “how many” patrons are
using various library resources and services, the
vox populi is the source for qualitative data on
“who” is using the library, “why” and “when” are
they using it, and, most importantly, “what” is the
degree of satisfaction obtained. College librarians
must neither neglect to gather this input nor be
tempted to dismiss the findings lightly if library
services and resources are to be developed, main-
tained, improved, and otherwise seen as “good” by
those who pass judgment on them.
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