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Student Information Skills Assessment 
Report Comparing Lower and Upper Division Results 

INTRODUCTION 

In Spring Quarter 2010, the Kennedy Library conducted a student information skills assessment at the 

California Polytechnic State University at San Luis Obispo.  Information skills are a foundational 

component of the University Learning Objective (ULO1) of Lifelong Learning2

1. Assess Cal Poly student competencies in the set of skills identified by the Association of College 

and Research Libraries (ACRL)

.  This survey was 

undertaken to gauge student competencies in information skills that have been identified as key to 

information literacy, and which are viewed as contributing to lifelong learning. Although the survey often 

focuses on library-related resources available to Cal Poly students, this is fully appropriate to the 

particular setting, for these library resources are provided to the students, and variously employed in 

developing written communication and critical thinking. An assumption often made in information 

literacy literature is that information skills internalized in this environment become transferable to other 

contexts. This is an assumption with which we concur. But we also feel that the use of library resources is 

only one component in the development of information skills, and should not be viewed apart from 

expertise in the wider range of information resources, and, more particularly, should be viewed as 

working synchronously with collegiate curricular assignments that nurture critical thinking and written 

communication skills.  

The survey was designed to: 

3

a.  Identify a research question or thesis statement 

 as characterizing an information literate student. The 

information literate student can: 

b. Determine the information requirements for a research question 

c. Identify a search strategy using a variety of resources 

d. Locate and retrieve relevant information 

e. Understand the ethical and legal issues surrounding the use of information 

2. Assess whether there is measurable progress in these competencies between lower and upper 

division students. 

                                                             
1 University Learning Objectives website, http://www.ulo.calpoly.edu/  
2 Lifelong Learning website, http://www.ulo.calpoly.edu/facultyandstaff/lifelong_learning.html  
3 ACRL Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education, 
http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/acrl/standards/informationliteracycompetency.cfm  
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3. Assess whether a correlation exist between higher levels of competency and student participation 

in library instruction sessions. 

4. Assess particular weaknesses in student competencies to inform steps for improving library 

support for student information skills and lifelong learning. 

 

ABOUT THE SURVEY 

The scenario-based questions for this survey were designed to identify student competencies by 

measuring performance as aligned with specific Information Literacy Learning Objectives established by 

the Kennedy Library in 2009.  Two surveys were administered: one for lower division and one for upper 

division students.  The survey was administered from May 10 through June 11, 2010.  Invitations to 

participate were delivered via email to 1,332 lower division and 2,905 upper division students. In 

addition, an open invitation was posted on the Kennedy Library website, and faculty and instructors who 

had previously brought students for library instruction were encouraged to announce the surveys to their 

current students.   Approximately 2% of the responses came from these latter invitations, but the majority 

came from the email invitations.   Without adjusting for these 2%, the lower division response rate to the 

email invite was 28% (367/1332) and the unadjusted upper division response rate was 20%  (578/2,905).  

The high response rate was doubtless encouraged by the promise of cash prizes.  After a summary of 

recommendations, this report presents detailed results and analysis of the upper-division survey. 

KEY FINDINGS  

I. The information skills assessment survey provides evidence of improved overall selection of 

appropriate responses from the lower division to the upper division. 

     Method: we measured differential between appropriate responses of two categories: 

1) All upper division respondents (UD) 

2) All lower division respondents (LD) 

II. The information skills assessment survey provides consistent evidence of a positive 

correlation between higher percentages of appropriate responses and student attendance in 

library sessions at both the lower division and upper division levels considered 

independently. 

 Method: see III, immediately below. 
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III. The information skills assessment survey also provides evidence of comparable results 

between lower division respondents who attended library instruction and upper division 

respondents who did not attend.  This suggests multiple factors in improvement of 

information skills, but also suggests that early attendance may jump-start the acquisition of 

those skills. 

Method: we compared results between four categories of respondents: 

1) Lower division students who did not attend instruction (LDNA) 

2) Lower division students who did attend (LDA) 

3) Upper division students who did not attend instruction (UDNA) 

4) Upper division students who did attend (UDA) 

COMPARISON OF LOWER AND UPPER DIVISION RESULTS 

For the sake of legitimate comparison, the only results examined here are drawn from responses 

to questions that were identical or nearly identical on both the upper and lower division surveys.  

There were 8 such questions, and analysis is applied on occasion to multiple responses within 

each question. 

PARADIGMATIC QUESTION AND ANALYSIS 

What follows immediately below is a paradigmatic example of our procedure and the pattern we 

detected in this and other questions.  Details for other questions are provided afterward, but this 

sample serves as a fully explicated model. 

I. Comparison of Question 13 (LD) and Q 9 (UD) (Identical in each survey) (Using 

FIND IT to locate full-text.)   

Table 1. (Overall Results) conveys the differential in the percentages of lower division and upper 

division respondents who selected the most appropriate response. 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

59% 48% +11% 

 Table. 1 
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Table 2. (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) conveys the differential between 

the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

65% 53% 53% 42% 

 Table 2. 

In this result, we see 

a) An increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA) of 23% 

b) Identical percentages for lower division respondents who attended instruction and upper 

division respondents who did not.  In the comparison of several questions we will see a 

similar pattern, with the LDA’s ranged close to, or even above, the UDNAs.    

We draw several conclusions from the evidence of such patterns provided in this and other 

comparisons: 

1) The percentages of appropriate responses consistently rise from the lower to upper 

division level.  This is evidence that information skills improve in the whole population 

as students advance from freshman year to graduation, with or without the support of 

library instruction. 

2) However, the highest percentages of appropriate responses for LD and UD groups were 

consistently provided by students who attended library instruction.  The most 

consistently high percentage of appropriate responses were provided by upper division 

students who attended instruction.  This suggests a strong correlation (not necessarily causal) 

between high percentages, upper division status, and attendance at library instruction 

sessions. 

3) In this question, the differential between LDNA (43%) and UDNA (53%) is 11%, and the 

differential between LDA (53%) and UDA (65%) is almost the same, at 12%.  Improvement 

is seen, then, in both groups.  But because the LDA starts at a higher level, that 12% 

improvement constitutes a higher absolute number.   
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Although this is not a longitudinal study, and we are not studying the same individuals, Point 3 

suggests that library instruction should be particularly targeted at lower-division students to get 

them as far along as possible as early as possible so as to optimize their information skills. To 

use a baseball metaphor, if we can get them on first base more quickly, they should have a better 

chance of reaching third base or home plate. 

By this reasoning, we hypothesize that by continuing to target information skill instruction 

delivery to lower division students from 2010-2013, we should see improvements in scores when 

this survey is again administered in 2013.  

Recommendations:  

1) Continue to target lower-division GE courses and time instruction with writing component 

1) Add new question to follow-up survey in 2013 to determine if the students attended sessions 

while they were a) lower division students; b) upper division students; or c) both.  This might 

allow further insight into the role of early direct exposure to library resources. 

2) While it is good to see overall improvement from lower division to upper division, the overall  

percentages are not as high as one would like, and avenues for increasing information 

literacy skills should be explored in order to address the ULO of lifelong learning. 

DETAILED COMPARISON RESULTS 

II. Comparison of Q. 1(LD) and Q. 1 (UD) (Thesis/Research statements, questions 

nearly identical) 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

70% 54% +16% 

 Table 3 

Table 4 (showing four categories LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differentials 

between the four categories: 
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UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

75% 64% 58% 49% 

 Table 4 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 25%. 

LDA and UDNA percentages clustered closest together (within 8%). 

III. Comparison of Q. 6 LD and Q. 3 UD (Identical)(Tool identifications: A) PolyCAT 

and B) Link+) 

A. PolyCAT  

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

75% 69% +6% 

 Table 5 

Table 6 (showing four categories LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differential 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

77% 73% 73% 64% 

 Table 6 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 13%. 

The LDA and UDNA percentages are identical. 

B. Link+ 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

47% 46% +1% 

 Table 7 
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Table 8 (showing the four categories LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differential 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

54% 40% 54% 37% 

 Table 8 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA, LDA): 17%. 

LDA surpassed UDNA by 14% and scored equalled UDA (54%). 

IV. Comparison of Q. 11 LD and Q. 6 UD (Identical) (Keyword Search with operator 

OR) 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

55% 43% +12% 

 Table 9 

Table 10 (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differential 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

57% 53% 45% 41% 

 Table 10 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 17%. 

LDA and LDNA are clustered closest together (within 4%). 

V. Comparison of Q. 12 LD and Q. 7UD (Identical) Subject Search with operator 

AND) 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

69% 53% +16% 
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 Table 11 

Table 12 (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differentials 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

71% 56% 71% 48% 

 Table 12 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 23%. 

LDA surpassed UDNA by 15% and equalled UDA (71)%. 

VI. Comparison of Q. 9 LD and Q. 4 UD (Identical) Identifying appropriate Database: 

A/PsycINFO; B/ ERIC) 

A. PsycINFO 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

53% 35% +18% 

 Table 13 

Table 14 (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differential 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

60% 45% 38% 31% 

 Table 14 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 29%. 

LDA equidistant between LDNA and UDNA (8%). 
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B. ERIC 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

53% 52% +1% 

 Table 15 

Table 16 (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differentials 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

56% 49% 55% 48% 

 Table 16 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 8%. 

LDA surpassed UDNA by 6% and nearly equalled UDA (- 1%). 

UDNA and LDNA percentages were nearly identical (49% vs. 48%) 

VII. Comparison of Q. 16 LD and Q. 12 UD (Identical) correctly identifying a citation as 

belonging to an article) 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

44% 26% +18% 

 Table 17 

Table 18 (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differential 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

48% 40% 35% 20% 

 Table 18 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 28%. 
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LDA clustered with UDNA by (-5%) 

VIII. Comparison of Q. 19 LD and Q. 17 UD (Identical) Ethical use of Information 

Overall Results 

UD LD Differential & Overall increase from LD to UD 

76% 68% +8% 

 Table 19 

Table 20 (showing four categories, LDNA, LDA, UDNA, UDA) expresses the differential 

between the four categories: 

UDA UDNA LDA LDNA 

76% 75% 73% 61% 

 Table 20 

Increase from the lowest category (LDNA) to the highest category (UDA): 15%. 

LDA clustered with both UDNA by (-2%) and UDA (-3%). 


