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Evaluating information skills training courses
 

What is evaluation?
 

"Evaluation is the collection of, analysis and interpretation of information about any aspect of a programme of education or training as part of a recognised process of judging its effectiveness, it efficiency and any other outcomes it may have" (Mary Thorpe in "Handbook of Education Technology", published by Ellington, Percival and Race in 1998) (1). 
 

The terms 'evaluation' and 'assessment' are often used synonymously, but, "assessment refers to measuring learner performance... Thus, assessment can be part of an evaluation, but assessment and evaluation aren't synonymous" (2).
 

 

What is formative and summative evaluation?
 

There are two types of evaluation; formative and summative.  "Formative evaluation mimics internal quality control and summative evaluation reflects how well the final object works in the real world" (2): 
 

 

1. Formative evaluation
 

Formative evaluation helps to improve information skills training courses by providing information during planning and development (2). "Data collected during the design and development process provides information to the designers and developers about what works and what doesn't, early enough to improve the system while it remains malleable" (2). "Formative evaluation is the best way to ensure quality in a unit or course before its release" (2).
 

 

2. Summative evaluation
 

Summative evaluation is carried out upon the completion of courses and it helps to determine if the information skills training course was successful (2). The information from summative evaluation can be used to suggest changes and additions for future training courses (2). In addition, the information may also be used to secure funding for future courses (2).
 

This briefing will concentrate on summative evaluation.
 

 

 

What is the purpose of evaluating information skills training courses?
 

 

Evaluating information skills training courses allows trainers to ascertain the effectiveness and success of their courses. In designing an evaluation, it is important for trainers to be clear about their own goals for the study. These goals are usually related to the effectiveness of teaching and learning.  However, it is also important for trainers to take into account the goals of others that have a significant stake in the training course (3). These stakeholders may include (3):
· The students of the course 

· Those responsible for the funding of the course 
 

The results of information skills training course evaluations can:
 

· Help trainers to improve upon the planning and design of future courses 

· Encourage potential students to enrol on future training courses 
· Help to justify the funding for the course and future training courses 

 

 

Which aspects of information skills training courses can be evaluated?
 

 

1. Learning
 

For example (3):
· Have course objectives been met? 

· Have the students attained the intended learning outcomes? 
In order to evaluate if course objectives have been met, upon the conclusion of the course, the course topics, materials and exercises etc can be reviewed to see if they match the course objectives.
 

Learning outcomes can be evaluated by incorporating questions about students' information skills abilities as a result of the course into student evaluation forms (see the next section). If you intend to formally assess your students' learning, learning outcomes can be assessed through the marking of assignments and exercises that you have set during the training course. 
 

In addition, the impact of your training course on students' learning can be evaluated by asking the students to complete a pre-training questionnaire and a post-training evaluation questionnaire. In the pre-training questionnaire, questions which ask students about their current level of knowledge and skills of the training course topic should be set. In order to measure if your training course has had an impact on the students learning, at the end of the session, students should complete and submit a post-training questionnaire. The results of the pre and post-training questionnaires should then be compared to see if the training course has had an effect upon the knowledge and skills of the students. 
  

 

 

2. The opinions of students
 

For example:
· Did the students enjoy and engage with the course? 

· Did the students feel that they have improved their information skills as a result of the course? 

 

The opinions of students can be evaluated by asking the students to complete evaluation forms about their views and experiences of the course.  For convenience's sake evaluations typically take place immediately after a training course while you still have a captive audience. 
 

 

'Open' and 'Closed' questions
 

Student evaluations forms should contain a mix of both 'open' and 'closed' questions (4). 
 

 

Closed questions
 

Closed questions limit the respondents to a range of fixed responses on particular points and enable trainers to collect quantitative information about students' opinions (4). For example:
 

 

 

 

       1. [Closed question] 'Did you find this course enjoyable?'   
           

               (select one answer):               'yes'          'no'              'don't know'
 

 

 

       2. [Closed question] 'Having completed the course, I feel that I know more about the topic'
 

           (select one answer):
 

 

               Strongly disagree
               Disagree
               No opinion
               Agree
               Strongly agree    
 

 

        
Open questions
 

Open questions enable respondents to have a certain amount of freedom in their answers and enable trainers to collect qualitative information (4). For example, after some of the closed questions, it may be useful to allow respondents to expand upon their answers:
 

 

 

               'Did you find this course enjoyable?'- (select one answer)         'yes'          'no'              'don't know'
 

 

               If your answer is 'yes', please state why...
 

               If your answer is 'no' please state why...
 

 

 

 

At the end of the evaluation form it can be useful to add an open question along the lines of 'Is there anything else that you wish to comment upon'. This type of open-ended question enables respondents to express opinions which may not have been included in the closed questions of the feedback form.
 

 

Examples...
 

For an illustration of the above, see the following information skills training evaluation forms:
· University of Leeds: http://www.evalued.uce.ac.uk/resources/docs/Leeds/Standard%20training%20questionnaire%20link.doc 
· University of Manchester: http://spreadsheets.google.com/embeddedform?key=0ArJzn-fSSRXudFJLR1pCSHNoakhtalUwX3A0c05CWHc
Likert Scales
Some student evaluation forms feature Likert scales (5). Likert scales enable students to rate aspects of training courses and enable trainers to collect quantitative data. For instance:
 

          1. How difficult did you find this critical appraisal training session? (1=very easy, 5= very difficult):
 

              (Please circle your choice)  1        2        3        4        5
 

 

In order to enable trainers to collect qualitative data, 'open' questions can be added to the end of the evaluation form (along the lines of 'Is there anything else that you wish to comment upon') or they can be combined with the Likert scale ratings:
 

 

           1. How difficult did you find this critical appraisal training session? (1=very easy, 5= very difficult):
 

               (Please circle your choice)  1        2        3        4        5
 

               Please provide an explanation for your choice. ___________________________________
 

 

 

Examples...
 

For an illustration of Likert scales, see the following information skills training evaluation forms:
 

· Middlesex University. http://www.lr.mdx.ac.uk/hc/chic/Documents/Training%20Evaluation%20Form.pdf 

· University of Manchester Business School: http://www.mbs.ac.uk/corporate/libraryservices/documents/InfoSkillsFeedbackForm2007.pdf  
 

 

Alternative evaluation methods: Critical Incident Technique
 

You may wish to evaluate a longer term effect, other than the "halo" or "feel good" effect that is still present immediately after the end of a course. One possible method is the "critical incident technique" where you ask trainees to complete critical incident technique questionnaires perhaps as much as six months after training has taken place. A Critical Incident Technique questionnaire for a training course would ask questions such as "I'd like you to describe one instance or example where you have been able to put into practice what you learnt during the course." The purpose of this type of questionnaire is to assess the impact that training has had on students. Please be aware that participants may not be able to recall such an instance or their responses might not be as positive as you hoped! 
 

For more information about the Critical Incident Technique, see the 'Methods to analyse impact' section of the 'Knowing your users: Analysing impact' briefing. This briefing was disseminated during the 'Maximising the impact of your service (Maxim)' FOLIOz course.
 

 

Follow-up interviews
 

Where possible, it is highly useful for evaluation questionnaires to be followed up by interviews (6).  The interviews can allow more detailed information about the opinions of the students to be expressed. 

 

 

 

3. Resource issues
 

For example:
· Was the course cost-effective to run? 

· Were staff and time resources used effectively? 

Resource issues can be evaluated by monitoring and recording the amount of time, money and staff that were required for information skills training courses.
 

 

 

Presenting evaluation findings
 

The presentation of evaluation findings can range from a formal report for external stakeholders to an informal internal overview. However, for all types of presentation, it is important to consider the following questions (4):
 

· Who is the main audience? 

· Should the outcome be reported to more than one group of stakeholders? 
· Are the findings likely to be disseminated beyond your own organisation? 

For an illustration of how to present evaluation findings, see the following formal evaluation report: 
· Kings College London, Information Literacy Outreach Project Evaluation report December 2006:  www.kcl.ac.uk/content/1/c4/94/76/outreachevaluationReport.doc
 

Conclusion
 

Evaluation should be seen to have a positive outcome, even if the results are negative. Whatever the results, evaluation should be used in a positive way by allowing it to inform the improvement and enhancement of future information skills training courses (6).
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