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While broad assessment projects are often used to steer library strategic 

planning initiatives, this article will present the benefits of qualitative 

interviews with distance learning constituents as a framework for 

developing a focused vision and targeted services. This paper will describe 

the planning and execution of an assessment project used to build a 

foundation for future library resources and services to target off-campus 

users. The benefits of this analysis will be detailed. Based on the data, 

implementation strategies were devised to strengthen and further develop 

the distance learning unit at Florida State University Libraries.  

 Keywords: distance learning, assessment, interviews, academic 

libraries, strategic planning 

 

Introduction 

 

During the spring semester of 2014, Florida State University hired an Extended Campus 

and Distance Services (Distance) Librarian charged with providing distance learning students 

and faculty equitable access to library resources and services. In collaboration with the Distance 

and Outreach Coordinator, the new position was allowed flexibility in planning and 

implementing projects in order to create a comprehensive strategic plan for the University 

Libraries’ distance learning unit. The ACRL Distance Learning Standards (2008) provide 

essential guidelines for any college or university librarian attempting to build a distance learning 

unit but, at the time of this assessment project, the Standards were in the process of revision. 

These edits were representative of the changing nature of distance learning resources and 

services provided by academic libraries. There is no need for this paper to explore the larger 

effect of the digital revolution on academic libraries as this subject has been well discussed 

throughout prominent information science journals. Instead, this paper aims at providing a 

method of assessment for any academic library attempting to devise proactive and pertinent 

distance learning services while creating relationships with key stakeholders. 

 

While recent literature provided essential insight into the trends of distance education and 

academic librarianship, it is fundamental for any new librarian in a recently created position at a 

higher education institution to complete a needs assessment as unique services are required in 

this highly specialized online environment. There is no better substitute for learning a particular 

population than engaging in personal interactions with constituents. In order to best serve the 

information needs of Florida State University’s diverse community, the Distance Librarian 

devised a strategic assessment project based on qualitative, open-ended interviews with a limited 

number of students and faculty who possessed experience in the distance learning environment 

with the goal of aligning feedback with initiatives established through the current Balanced 

Scorecard 
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Background 

 

With the main campus located in Tallahassee, FL, Florida State University is a public 

research university with a strong tradition in arts and humanities and a growing role in the 

sciences. The university’s sixteen colleges offer more than 275 undergraduate, graduate, 

doctoral, professional, and specialist degrees in a broad array of disciplines with over 32,000 

FTE. Florida State University first implemented distance learning in 1999 and began providing 

centralized support for its distance education services in 2001 through the Office of Distance 

Learning (ODL), situated within the Office of the Provost and Vice-President for Academic 

Affairs and advised by the university’s Faculty Senate Distance Learning Committee.  

 

Literature Review 

 

As the trend of online learning continues to grow, institutions respond with evaluation 

and planning for future services. Two broad quantitative studies were examined as applicable 

case studies. White’s (2010) literature review surveyed assessment planning in library and 

information science with specific attention to distance learning services. Overall, White 

concluded that strategic planning using evaluation and assessment techniques in academic 

libraries is minimal and largely ineffective as online learning must include “a more flexible and 
engaging” process (p. 1021) and “explorations of possible new assessment planning techniques, 

components, and focuses need to be explored to allow for the transitions, innovations, and 

improvements suggested” (p. 1023). In 2008, Arizona State University Libraries (ASUL) 

participated in a university-wide task force to address the unique needs of online students (Shell, 

et al., 2010). ASUL faced several of the same challenges experienced at academic libraries 

nationwide in regard to adequately surveying the distance population (issues identifying 100% 

online users vs. students who enrolled in part-time and online courses, identifying how many 

students lived in local area vs. geographically isolated locations).  The results allowed ASUL to 

complete a long-term plan of services. Several other academic libraries have utilized surveys to 

evaluate services and practices for off-campus library users (Bancroft & Lowe, 2008; Nwezeh, 

2010).  

 

In contrast, qualitative inquiries are not a common methodology used within academic 

libraries to measure distance education outcomes. However, there are a small number of 

examples. One recent study includes an online assessment project by John Hopkins University 

utilizing virtual focus groups (Hill & Patterson, 2013). Hill   Patterson claimed that “the first-

hand student responses greatly enhanced librarians’ knowledge of how students use and view the 

online library” (Hill & Patterson, 2013). Additionally, based on the literature, it was clear that a 

significant majority of library assessment projects were framed on the needs of student 

populations, largely overlooked the role of faculty input into strategic assessment projects 

(Kvenild & Bowles-Terry, 2011).  Even with the prevalence of online library services, studies 

indicate that students continue to prefer face-to-face library interactions over chat or email 

services (Ismail, 2013; Magi & Mardeusz, 2013). Though primarily focused on reference 

interaction preference, the data acquired in these studies influenced the qualitative methodology 

used in the FSU Distance Learning interviews. 
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The assessment project conducted at FSU aimed to fill the literature gap by directly 

applying findings from qualitative interviews to immediate plans of action for distance services 

in academic libraries. As more positions are created in libraries based on such trends in higher 

education as data management, emerging technologies, and distance learning, it is imperative for 

academic librarians to conduct assessment projects to create short and long-term strategic plans. 

Cannady, Fagerheim, Williams & Steiner’s (2013) article was influential in the formulation of 

this service as part of the enhanced Distance Learning unit especially in terms of building 

relationships and aligning unit goals with larger organizational initiatives. This strategic 

assessment aimed to create a foundation for future partnerships with instructors and students as 

well as their respective departments. 

 

 Purpose and Design of the Study 

 

Two reports, a 2008 ethnographic study focused on the study habits of students, as well 

as a 2012 LibQual survey, conducted by a team of Florida State University librarians, were 

analyzed throughout the planning process to further inform the interview questions and 

evaluation practices. The Distance Librarian also used the library’s Balanced Scorecard to 
coordinate the objectives of the analysis with the larger goals of the institution. The assessment 

project purpose and questions was developed in late June 2014 and the IRB application was 

completed by mid-July. Interviews with participants began in late July with the last interaction 

completed in October 2014. The following questions were developed: 

 What is your major/minor? (Students)  What is your academic department? (Faculty) 

 How many classes are you currently taking online vs. traditional or hybrid (face-to-face 

time with online component) classes? How about in past semesters? (Students) How 

many classes are you currently teaching online vs. traditional or hybrid (face-to-face time 

with online component) classes? How about in past semesters? (Faculty) 

 How far do you live from the main FSU Campus in Tallahassee? 

 How often do you use the library's online resources (including the library's website)? 

 Which library resources or services do you use (databases, journals, articles, research 

guides, etc.)? 

 How often do you use the physical libraries?  

 What aspects of the library are you most satisfied with as a distance learner? 

 What aspects of the library are you least satisfied with as a distance learner (Students)/ an 

online instructor (Faculty)? 

 What library services and/or resources are most important to you? 

 What sort of improvements could the library make to support distance learning? 

 

The interviews were conducted using a convenience sampling. A majority of the 

participants were selected through referrals provided by a contact at the ODL. While some 

respondents had never been on Florida State University’s main campus, 100% of the faculty and 
57% of students had visited one or more of the main campus libraries. More than a simple needs 

assessment project, the interviews were aimed at determining overall perceptions of library 

resources and services including what the participants found most important and useful about the 

library as well as what improvements could be made. The feedback acquired would be vital to 

the Distance Librarian in planning and implementing distance learning services. As the limited 

participation only totaled fourteen participants, different communication methods were made to 
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suit the preference of the interviewee: seven of the interviews were in person; three on Skype; 

one on Google Hangout; and three by telephone. Differences in communication modes were 

taken into account when analyzing the data. 

 

The qualitative examination method was chosen for a number of reasons. As observed in 

the literature review, the predominant method of online education research has been conducted 

using quantitative measures, attempting to provide a comprehensive picture of distance learning 

needs. While these studies are important in the fields of higher education and information 

science, one-on-one, qualitative interviews are often a method overlooked, partially due to the 

considerable amount of time required to plan, conduct, and analyze data. In preparing the 

interviews, the Distance Librarian chose to frame the interactions as conversations when 

contacting participants with the hopes that responses would be as open as possible. These in-

depth, personal interactions provided a distinct perspective into the users’ needs.  

 

As a new librarian at a large, Research I institution attempting to provide broad services 

to a wide-ranging population, it was imperative for the Distance Librarian to establish 

connections throughout the university and create relationships with key stakeholders (R. 

Cannady, B. et al., 2013). The interviews were purposely framed to persuade participants to 

continue the conversations with the librarian at a later date by providing contact information as 

well as a summary of the support services offered by the new position and following up with 

personalized emails after the project was completed. This goal was certainly successful. Students 

involved in the survey invited the librarian to be part of their online course Facebook page, and 

faculty continued to provide useful feedback and invite the librarian to selected department 

meetings.  The limited participant pool and one-on-one aspect of the qualitative method was also 

beneficial for the level of willingness to participate; seven out of the eight faculty first contacted 

agreed to be interviewed and seven out of the nine students contacted responded positively to the 

request, as well. One of the issues discussed within the literature was the low level of 

participation from the web form sent out to the student population as noted in Hill & Patterson 

(2013). By initiating these interviews on a case-to-case basis, the participation was high and 

individuals expressed enthusiasm to provide feedback. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

In analyzing the qualitative data from the interviews using a modified systematic text 

condensation method (Malterud, 2012), six unique codes were identified as themes throughout 

the project: databases (including discussion of electronic journals and article accessibility); 

outreach and orientation; the library website; the learning management system Blackboard; 

videos and tutorials; and the idea of the embedded librarian. A description of each code and 

associated responses from participants is detailed below. 

 

Six students and two members of the faculty interviewed identified databases and access 

to scholarly journal articles as their most important interaction with the library. Many 

respondents indicated that they defined their relationship with the library solely through their 

interaction with library databases, and a limited number of databases, at that. Students were 

introduced to the library through undergraduate research projects that involved the use of 

scholarly sources, and they seemed overall pleased with off-campus experiences. When students 
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were asked which library resources and services had the highest level of satisfaction, responses 

in regards to resources were most common. Students said they were “happy with the amount of 
articles and journals” and “found it easy to find scholarly articles”. When discussing their use of 

databases, it was clear that distance learning impressions were narrow. It took further 

questioning to get students to explain what specifically was meant by their use of library 

“resources”. Many began the interview explaining their overall satisfaction with resources and 

material but when asked to further clarify, they explained that this was almost solely in reference 

to database usage. Three out of the seven students interviewed received an introduction to the 

library databases through their instructors and their first research assignments.  

 

The interviews illustrated one of the most noticeably frustrating aspects of patron library 

usage was the library website. The website was an issue of contention throughout the faculty and 

student interviews. Six out of the fourteen participants identified the website as an area in need 

of improvement to support distance learning. Students indicated the website was “hard to 
navigate,” “not user friendly,” and claimed that “logging in is still a hurdle.” One out-of-state 

student expressed that it had taken her “quite some time to feel comfortable” but, as she spends 

the time to continue to learn the interface, she uses the library resources more and more. Faculty 

were even more critical of the library website but ambiguous with their complaints. Even an 

experienced department chair claimed the website was “too much” and felt overwhelmed by the 

front page. Another instructor suggested we consider a “participatory design” and the topic of 

engaging and guiding users was raised several times throughout the interviews. There was 

variance within the responses: some thought the search process was easy, but others found it 

confusing; the chat service was complimented but overall interactivity was criticized.  

 

The topic of videos and tutorials offered another major theme identified throughout the 

assessment. Three students brought up videos during the interviews and two faculty members 

mentioned tutorials, as well, though none of the interview questions specifically addressed 

library multimedia. The level of media instructors included within their current curriculum 

correlated with their suggestion of whether videos and tutorials should be a part of library 

interaction. One social science faculty member saw the library as having a major role in media 

collections and video assistance. Another in criminology had used video tutorials in an 

embedded librarian model and found this to be “very successful” in his course as the students 

received library instruction through videos in connection with the assigned research projects. 

Students had similar ideas about the role of library videos and tutorials. One student suggested 

that tutorials should be used to “anticipate questions that students don’t want to ask.” Participants 
often linked the use of videos and tutorials to other topics throughout the interviews such as 

methods of outreach and instruction for using the website and learning the interface. 

 

Along with videos and tutorials, the learning management system, Blackboard, was also a 

point of discussion, especially in the faculty responses. Three faculty participants saw the 

learning management system as the easiest way for librarians to interact with students and 

become involved in relevant coursework. Blackboard was connected to several suggestions for 

outreach and embedding, two subjects to be discussed below. One of the faculty members 

explained how she hoped to include information about the library in Blackboard but that she was 

hesitant to include anything that would “bulk up weekly content”, in regards to the 

communications and information needed in Blackboard for weekly coursework. One of the most 
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notable interviews with a faculty member in computer science detailed that the library should 

partner with faculty to institute a learning community system, not just a learning management 

system, in order to engage in active relationships with distance learning students. A few of the 

students mentioned Blackboard in their interviews but only as a secondary thought. 

 

One of the most referenced matters throughout the interviews was the idea of outreach, 

suggested by five out of the seven students and five out of the seven instructors participating in 

the evaluation. Students and faculty expressed the need for librarians to be proactive in 

establishing relationships, marketing services, and teaching resources. Participants suggested an 

“all-out outreach effort” in Blackboard, through the library liaison program and the ODL. Many 

faculty and students expressed a need for the library to work closely with this department as they 

are the main point of contact for distance learning constituents. Faculty participants expressed 

that instructors “don’t go looking for the library” and need improved communication, especially 

when resources change. Several students suggested a more engaging library orientation as 

opposed to the current model, trying to introduce the library as “fun and focused on distance 
students.” One student expressed a desire to attend on-campus library workshops and social 

events. He noted that these type of events could somehow happen online, as well as in person. 

 

The last theme identified through the faculty interviews was the desire and importance of 

the ‘embedded librarian’ for the distance learning population in response to suggested 

improvements that the library could make for distance learners. It was clear that there were at 

least three different meanings expressed: embedded in pedagogy, embedded in research process, 

and embedded in a course site through Blackboard. The last version was the most frequently 

discussed embedded librarian model. Putting a link in Blackboard to the library’s research guides 

seemed to be the easiest transition for some participants. One faculty member had experience 

with the embedded librarian model and stressed the importance of faculty-librarian relationships 

throughout the interview. He envisioned a library wide initiative where liaisons would 

pedagogically embed in online courses. Students on the other hand described embedding more 

vaguely. One in particular noted the importance of “keeping people surrounded by library 
information” in an online environment. 
 

It is important to note another point of contention discussed by participants throughout 

the interviews though this matter was not formally included within the data analysis and results 

discussion. Two faculty members and two students, one enrolled in a graduate certificate 

program and another who was close to completing his undergraduate courses, stated that the 

library was not necessary for research in their courses. Information science professionals 

routinely discredit this type of feedback by claiming non-use is associated with lack of awareness 

of library resources or overall low satisfaction with services (Kisby 2011; Toner 2008). Due to 

the open-ended nature of the qualitative interviews, participants providing these types of 

comments were asked to expand on these beliefs and the discourse produced revelatory data. 

One faculty member discussed that in their own research they valued the ability to use Internet 

sources “and use the Internet well.” Another claimed that the research in his field was not rooted 
in using library material but gaining skills through experiences.  In a large institution, librarians 

must focus their efforts in an efficient and effective manner. It could be argued that, instead of 

trying to focus outreach efforts on departments who have not characteristically utilized library 

services, attention should be appropriated to heavy library users as an initial and strategic tactic.  
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Considerations 

 

In the data analysis process, multiple considerations were addressed in terms of the 

validity and reliability of the results. First, the sample size was too limited to use as a 

comprehensive and general basis for the entire student and faculty population, though this was 

acknowledged at the initial planning stages. Second, as the Distance Librarian served as the only 

interviewer and data analyst, there was a lack of collaborative evaluation utilized in many 

assessment programs. While these drawbacks are worth careful consideration, it is important to 

note that the goal of this assessment project was to construct a foundation for a distance learning 

strategic plan tied to the University Libraries Balanced Scorecard in a quick and efficient 

manner.  

 

 Implementation 

 

The first plan of action was to establish a connection within the ODL and improve the 

library’s presence within the required student orientation modules. When these edits began, the 

library’s portion of the orientation consisted of screenshots and step-by-step instructions on a 

PDF document. The Distance Librarian was able to work with the ODL Instructional Technology 

and Media team to create a dynamic video that included a tour of the main campus library with a 

playlist of short and focused tutorials on utilizing off-campus resources. The librarian was also 

invited to present at a series of faculty workshops, targeting faculty who were new at teaching in 

an online environment. This allowed the librarian to work with several faculty members to create 

a customized orientation announcement that included the welcome video within Blackboard 

course sites and establish connections between the online instructors and their respective library 

liaison. The ODL is also the content and technical manager for the Blackboard learning 

management system. Collaboration with this team of staff was also fundamental for further 

embedding the library into online course environments. Instructors now could easily add a 

library page to their Blackboard site and this was marketed to new and veteran instructors using 

the ODL internal listserv.  

 

Creating collaborative working relationships between members of the ODL and the 

Distance Learning Unit within the library has produced several unexpected benefits. Questions 

about library services and resources were added into the designated distance learning student and 

faculty surveys disseminated each semester via email, allowing for ongoing assessment and 

evaluation in association with other distance learning evaluation strategies. Staff and faculty 

within the Office of Distance Learning have acted as ambassadors for University Libraries, 

providing numerous referrals for library services.  

 

Certain points discussed throughout the interviews were divided into short-term and long-

term plans of action due to the prevailing need of widespread collaboration throughout the 

library and the university for large-scale implementation purposes. For instance, the website was 

given more attention after the interviews were completed. A distance learning page for students 

and faculty existed but this page was further enhanced by further development and the creation 

of designated LibGuides created for distance learning faculty and students. As the website is 

managed by many departments in the library, the Distance Librarian encountered certain 
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impediments in instituting immediate changes regarding layout and usability. In addition to 

joining website-related library committees, the librarian also chose to focus on enhancing and 

marketing virtual reference services with special attention given to quality assurance of the 

service.  

 

While a small collection of videos and tutorials were produced with the intention of 

assisting distance learners in navigating the website, the Distance Librarian identified the need 

for a staff member devoted to media production projects. This staff member is expected to 

provide the necessary support needed to create a diverse collection of tutorials and videos that 

will be embedded within courses and available through the library’s social media. Establishing 

the necessary staff support is an important step in creating a robust distance learning unit and the 

data procured throughout the interviews provided reinforcement for creating this media focused 

position.  

 

Several of the projects initiated from the assessment are in different stages of completion. 

This paper reflects the implementation strategies actualized within a year of the qualitative 

interviews. Moving forward, it is critical for the Distance Librarian to strengthen partnerships 

and continue to advocate for distance learning constituents. As Florida State University Libraries 

utilizes a liaison librarian model for outreach to different departments, relationships between key 

constituents within the library have been necessary during the planning stages. This is principally 

applicable to the embedding theme identified throughout the interviews. While the Distance 

Librarian has experimented with embedding in a small number of courses at extended campus 

study centers, it would be impossible for one librarian to attempt embedding within each online 

section based on the size of the distance learning population at Florida State University. Instead, 

the librarian works with interested liaison libraries to discuss strategies and opportunities for in 

the future. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Recent library literature highlighted the continued importance of one-on-one contact even 

with students who choose an online path in higher education. Librarians are located in an ideal 

position to fulfill these needs.by integrating themselves in pedagogy and research. In an online 

environment, it is increasingly easy for students to experience college in an impersonal manner. 

These qualitative interviews conducted at Florida State University were planned with this 

challenge in mind. This type of interview has multifaceted benefits for any academic library in 

regard to assessing current services and planning for the future. With customer service in mind, 

academic librarians have always provided a unique environment for students and faculty in 

higher education. It order for librarians to maintain an essential role of support, it is imperative 

that one-on-one attention and assessment continue to be offered, especially to distance learning 

students. 

 

While these interviews were influential in the initial phase of strategic planning for the 

distance learning unit at Florida State University Libraries, this is only the first project conducted 

in a long-term assessment program. Strategic plans require continual development as academic 

libraries attempt to keep up with, and advance ahead of, the wide-ranging needs of students and 

faculty. Aligning unit evaluation projects with Balanced Scorecard or similar strategy 
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performance measurements is crucial to ensuring department and library-wide support for 

program initiatives. Strategic assessment projects can be an effective and pragmatic tool for 

library planning, notably in terms of new and innovative organizational units.  
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