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Qualitative methods for engaging students in performance measurement

Background and introduction

This article will look at how libraries can engage with students in their performance
measurement activities. In the modern ‘student focused’ university setting, quality assurance
and continual service improvement have become increasingly important in the delivery of
academic library services. Working in partnership with their students, academic libraries can
enable meaningful engagement, through qualitative methods which allow individual students
to contribute to service development. Student engagement within universities is not a new
phenomenon, but clarity as to what makes a strong student partnership has become more
and more important as students and their institutions seek to define what sort of
“collaborations” they are involved in together (Streeting and Wise, 2009). Working together
on ‘quality’ is one such area and this manifests itself in libraries through engagement in
performance measurement. The 2011 white paper “Higher Education: Students at the Heart
of the System” set out a clear strategy for making the higher education system in the UK
more accountable to students and to put them into a stronger position to influence the sector
(Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills, 2011), and more recently this has been
further validated through the 2016 white paper “Success as a Knowledge Economy:
Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice” which stresses the importance of
quality in higher education and student involvement in defining and shaping this (Department

for Business, Innovation, and Skills, 2016).

Method

Through a review of relevant UK and US literature sources, discussion around the emergent
themes and some case study examples, this paper will illustrate how effective student
engagement through qualitative methods can contribute to the quality assurance,
performance measurement and ultimate service improvement of academic libraries.

A wide range of literature has been consulted including papers from both library and
information science and educational studies disciplines. Much of the discussion from the
literature is triangulated through referenced examples of student engagement in academic
libraries and these are used throughout the paper. Many of the student engagement
examples used are around the development of academic library space and a significant case

study is used in order to illustrate some of the qualitative methods under discussion.

Objectives
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The main aim of the paper is to present, in a cohesive manner, a variety of qualitative
methods used to engage students in order to measure performance in academic libraries.
Where theory is discussed, real life examples are used to link this to practice and specific
objectives of the paper include: establishing ‘partnership’ at the heart of student engagement
and in doing so providing a framework for discussing particular student engagement
practices; breaking down different approaches to student engagement in academic libraries
and using ‘space planning’ as a real-life activity in which students are often engaged;
discussing the application of specific qualitative methods of academic library student
engagement including focus groups, reflective activities, and the ethnographic and

anthropological techniques afforded from a User Experience methodology.

Performance measurement in academic libraries

In discussing the theme of assessing the value and impact of academic library services it is
necessary to review the literature available about quality and performance measurement in

libraries.

“Performance measurement is central to library management, since without a firm grasp on
what is actually being achieved it is impossible to move forward to improved service, or even

to maintain the status quo” (Brophy, 2006, p.1)

Academic librarians have measured the quality, performance and the impact of their services
for a long time in order to inform how they operate in the present and how they might
operate in the future. That is to say the present measure of performance, and the judgement
made on how well the library is performing provides the benchmark as to how the library
should be performing in the future. Essentially, performance measurement and evaluation is

used in order to make comparative assessments against standards and targets

With this in mind, academic libraries have always attempted to measure their performance in
order to justify themselves through demonstrating value and impact, and to make business
cases for resources and developments. Such measurements previously focused on usage of
libraries and resources and metrics around quantities (e.g. number of visits, number of
loans, number of downloads). Being able to generate quantitative data about library usage
provides evidence as to how libraries are being used, how busy they are and how usage
compares over time. In addition there are examples of many academic libraries use metrics
and learner analytics to demonstrate impact on outcomes such as retention and
achievement by students in their respective institutions. The JISC Library Impact Data
Project is such an example, in that it demonstrates a quantitative method of assessing library
impact which goes beyond standard usage metrics and attempts to demonstrate a causal
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relationship between library use and academic achievement (Stone, Patten and Ramsden,
2012)

However, alongside the use of quantitative methods, library managers are increasingly
turning to qualitative methods in order to further enhance and strengthen their performance
measurement activities. Qualitative and quantitative research methods are often dealt with
separately and along with this division there is, according to Berg (2009, p.2) an unwritten
hierarchy in research circles that quantitative research is considered to be more rigorous,
more reliable and more precise. Traditionally, librarians, wishing to demonstrate rigour in
their measures tended to favour the quantitative approaches as favoured by other social
scientists. However with emergence of the importance of the ‘library user’ methods needed
to be deployed which “attempt to understand behaviour and institutions by getting to know
the persons involved and their values, rituals, symbols, beliefs, and emotions” (Nachmias
and Worth-Nachmias, 2008, p.257). In other words the measures that today’s academic
librarian requires need to be meaningful and need to be able to describe the value and the

impact that the library has on individual students.

“Quantitative methodology assumes the objective reality of social facts, where qualitative
assumes social constructions of reality” (Gorman and Clayton, 2005 ; 24) This suggests that
where quantitative data obtained through survey questions and statistical returns presents
us with definitive factual information (i.e. x number of book issues, x% of satisfied users,
etc.), qualitative methods will help to validate those facts through ‘real life’ examples.
Qualitative methods for performance measurement in library and information services are
often more revealing when they are based on direct contact with library users. Indeed, such
direct contact can help to validate quantitative findings. Qualitative methods encourage
observation, discussion and reflection and can help librarians to identify issues and problems
and get to the details of such situations, or conversely can help to demonstrate the impact
and value that a library service has on its users.

Partnership and student engagement in Higher Education

Historically, student engagement has been around for some time and in recent years has
become a catch all term for involving students in collective problem solving in higher
education institutions (Owen, 2013). In most higher education institutions student
engagement is used effectively as a tool to enhance learning and teaching (Trowler, 2010),
and indeed, until recently, student representation and student feedback into teaching and
learning activities was the accepted means of achieving such engagement (Little et al.
2009). Engagement occurs when there is a strong partnership between the student and the
area of the university in which they are working or dealing with. An effective partnership, in a
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university setting requires a relationship with the students which enables dialogues or
activities which are mutually beneficial. The whole concept of a partnership is that there are
multiple “partners” involved (e.g. academics, libraries, service departments, students, etc.),

all of whom need to be proactive in the relationship.

A piece of research by Carey (2013a) into student participation and engagement in their
curriculum development demonstrated that partnership is not a one off exchange but should
be an ongoing process that should characterise the whole student experience. The case
study actively engages students at all stages of the curriculum development cycle and the
subsequent research provides an opportunity to explore engagement procedures that extend
beyond the reliance on performance and evaluation data (e.g. from post module surveys,

etc.) which are often a proxy for an authentic student voice (Coates, 2005)

At this point it is worthwhile looking at the concept of “students as customers” or the
‘consumer model’ of higher education in the UK. This notion brings with it much discussion
with many commentators suggesting that a consumer culture within higher education in the
UK is detrimental to the pedagogical aspects of the university experience in that the
educational experience becomes viewed as a commodity and the actual value of that
experience is lost (Molesworth et al. 2009). However, it can also be argued that the concept
of ‘the student voice’ has come directly from this consumerist model. Subsequently, higher
education has sought many ways in which to engage the student as ‘customers’ and the
notion of the student as such has been widely embraced by universities (Little et al. 2009).
The “consumer” model has also brought with it many positive “student engagement” and
“student experience” initiatives and universities are now increasingly concerned about
meeting students’ needs and demands and ensuring that students have a “voice” where
decisions about the student experience are made (Maringe, 2010). It is important to note,
that whilst some scholars accept that a ‘consumer model’ of higher education exists and
might be the cause of an increase in student engagement activity, there is an equal amount
of research which questions the notion of this model entirely and concludes that students
themselves do not see themselves as customers or consumers of higher education and
don’t display consumerist behaviours in their engagement with their studies (Saunders,
2015; Tomlinson, 2017)

Regardless of its origins, student engagement is now seen as a means by which universities
can get to understand and enhance the student experience and this is often now achieved
by having student representation on decision making bodies (Trowler, 2010). Carey (2013b)
suggests that student engagement has become increasingly part of higher education rhetoric
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and is seen as a means for universities to understand and enhance the student experience.
This has resulted from a growing consumerism in higher education and a drive for

universities to form partnerships with students.

Student engagement in libraries

This drive to provide excellent student experiences have had a profound effect on how
academic libraries engage with users, in order to seek feedback, work in partnership and to
continually improve and develop services in a responsive manner. There are many example
of progressive and proactive student engagement methods in academic libraries in general

over recent years.

Everitt (2015) talks about how at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) library, a
range of tools are used to engage students in order to understand their needs and
requirements. This includes techniques such as process mapping, web surveys, exit surveys
and observational techniques, as well as suggestion and course feedback forms.

As well as developing library services, student engagement can also assist in performance
measurement and provides key evidence to the impact and value that the modern academic
library needs to continually demonstrate. Tilley (2013) suggests that being able to
personalise library services, through a range of engagement activities, allows her to
demonstrate the impact that her [personalised] library services have on her students.
Another example of engagement demonstrating impact can be found in ‘Customer Value
Discovery’ approach deployed at Nottingham Trent University, which asks the basic and
fundamental question: what was it about the library service that helped you [the student],
achieve success (McKnight and Berrington, 2008). In both these examples having a clear
customer focus and an embedded approach to service evaluation is important in developing

and demonstrating ‘valued’ academic library services.

As well as ‘capturing the student voice’ through methods such as those illustrated above,
student engagement lends itself to more discursive techniques, which would fall naturally
into the ‘qualitative’ side of research methods. Whether intentionally operating within a
consumerist model, or driven by external kite-marks such as Customer Service Excellence,
more and more academic libraries are engaging their students in dialogue in order to affirm
their partnerships, measure their performance and ultimately improve services. What is
interesting about this is the willingness of most, if not all, academic libraries (certainly in the
UK) to adapt to this ‘new managerialsm’ has led to lots of creativity and innovation when it

comes to qualitative methods of engaging with students. A selection of such examples
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include: the ‘Are students at the heart of our processes’ initiative at the University of
Leicester library, in which students and library staff work in partnership reflecting on library
processes (Aitkens et al, 2015); library critical friends and focussed discussion forums at
Liverpool John Moores University (Appleton and Abernethy, 2013); and customer journey
mapping in order to see how students interact with services and facilities at Birmingham City
University (Andrews and Eade, 2013)

Student engagement in library space planning

Students can be engaged in all kinds of planning for academic library services an some of
the above examples feature engagement initiatives in which students are consulted about
the resources and facilities available to them in their libraries, as well service models and
staff support activity. Qualitative methods can be applied in all of these areas, but one of the
main areas of provision in which qualitative methods can be used to best effect is in the
planning and design of library space. Students have opinions and thoughts about all aspects
of library provision. With regard to the selection and availability of learning resources for
examples (e.g.: texts, monographs, journal, e-journals, etc.) librarians will often to react to
comments such as ‘I can never find the books | need’, ‘there aren’t enough psychology
books’ or ‘not enough copies of reading list items’ when they appear in surveys. Such
reactive behaviour is almost expected within quality assurance and performance
measurement frameworks in academic libraries, in that the library needs to be responsive
and being able to acquire additional titles or copies of books is regarded as positive and
responsive action. However, it is the area of library design and space planning, where
students can truly have a ‘voice’ and effect decision making and continuous improvement,
especially where qualitative techniques have been used in a proactive manner. There are
some excellent examples in existence of this in academic libraries. It is also not a new
concept as there is evidence of engaging students and users in academic library space
design spanning the last twenty years. For example, in 2006, Bennett discusses the notion
of asking key questions and setting objectives when designing higher education learning
spaces and identifies student engagement through questioning them about their learning
needs and behaviours as being a fundamental part of this (Bennett, 2006). Andrews, Wright
and Raskin (2015) examine the various qualitative student engagement they have deployed
at Cornell University over a period of eight years (2007 — 2015). Their longitudinal reflection
includes techniques such as interviews, usability testing and anticipatory design exercises,
all have which have helped to redesign the collaborative study spaces at their university
library. A similar study from Victoria University of Wellington discusses different qualitative
customer engagement techniques and illustrates this with some interesting case studies
around how users were engaged in library space planning across a number of different
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initiatives. This included interactive feedback boards for a new build project and focus
groups aimed at specifically engaging Maori students in planning the spaces in which to
house library material with significant Maori content (Esson et al., 2012)

Engagement through focus groups

“Focus group interviews typically have five characteristics or features: (1) people,
who (2) possess certain characteristics, (3) provide qualitative data (4) in a focused

discussion (5) to help understand the topic of interest.” (Krueger & Casey, 2009)

Focus groups had originally been popular in the commercial world amongst market
researchers, but have since become an acceptable method for academic research.
Once this was the case, the focus became less about consumer products and more
about issues such as community, education, social issues and public policy (Morgan,
1997). Focus groups encourage discussion and reflection and well-constructed
questioning can reveal deep and focused data, which is why this has become a

standard method for data capture in social science research (Bloor et al., 2002)

The focus group is now a well-established qualitative method used in the social
sciences and is used to generate broad discussion amongst participants which then
narrows down to focus on particular key issues. The role of the facilitator in these
situations is very important in encouraging positive discussion without actually

directing or controlling the flow of the discussion.

Where this lends itself to academic libraries as a performance measurement method
is in the discussion and reflection that it affords amongst student users. Students can
often go into far more detail of a current issue or situation based on their own
observations and experiences and their focused discussions can help to validate or
triangulate data obtained through other quantitative methods such as surveys or

observations.

Used in isolation and without any objectives, focus groups can sometimes become
‘moaning sessions’ for those participating. For this reason, it is important that the
facilitator is skilled and focused and is able to lead the discussion effectively. Focus
groups are one of the more common qualitative methods used by academic libraries

and there is no shortage of examples of their effective use. Conrad and Alvarez
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(2016) provide a very informative discussion of why academic libraries should use
focus groups and concentrate specifically on using focus groups to discuss library
Web interfaces and platforms with students. In their discussions they suggest that
focus groups can be an effective starting point, and whilst often don’t lead to any
immediate significant service improvements they do in fact provide lots of relevant
data for larger decisions and often validate findings and data from elsewhere (i.e.

library surveys)

Similarly, current examples of where focus groups have been used effectively in
library space planning and design include an initiative at Newcastle University where
a deliberate and systematic approach to student engagement was used to inform the
refurbishment of two floors of the main university library. As part of a mixed method
approach students were employed to take part in a number of engagement initiatives
including observations and conducting exit polls as a well as conducting focus
groups (Oddy, 2015). This is quite typical of academic libraries, in that those that are
able to engage students, make use of focus groups as part of a wider mixed method.
Often multiple sources of data are useful for triangulating and validating findings.
Another useful example of this is the piece of work conducted at Liverpool John
Moores University in which focus groups were used to initially surface student
thoughts and feedback on their library and learning spaces, before being invited to
complete reflective diaries in order to explore more deeply what students felt and

thought about the spaces in which they learnt (Appleton, 2014)

Engagement through reflective activities

Reflective logs and diaries are also useful for confirming and validating data
retrieved from other methods. That is they can provide anecdotal evidence of the
findings of surveys or usage statistics, or further discussion to add to the findings of
a focus group. As both a research method and a performance measure reflective
diaries and logs come in for quite a lot of criticism. Slater (1990) regards them as
recorded self-observations and as such suggests that they are too subjective to be
effective as performance measurement. However, in her book “Research methods in
information” Pickard suggest that they are unfortunately, largely overlooked and
argues that they can be of use by offering insight into the behaviour, feelings and
thoughts of those taking part (Pickard, 2006, p. 211).
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The above example from Liverpool John Moores University illustrates how reflective
logs can be used alongside other methods such as focus groups and after first using
reflective logs for engaging students in library space planning a further initiative was
carried out where students were invited to the focus was on accessibility of electronic
library services. Sykes (2015) discusses how the method has been effective, but its
limits can be improved upon through some minor revisions (e.g. timing of reflective
logs, encouraging students to discuss ‘feelings’, etc.) and there are plans to continue
using reflective logs to engage students in future space planning and design

projects.

A similar technique has been very successfully deployed in the library at Edge Hill
University, who adopted a student diary mapping approach having discovered the
success of the ERIAL" project and the Library Study? at Fresno State University
(Delcore et al., 2009). Students were asked to complete real time diaries in which
they recorded all their activities related to learning, including thoughts, feelings and
barriers. The diaries included illustrative maps and photographs and students were
then asked to reflect, through discussion with library staff, on their diary findings. The
method has allowed for a unique insight into how library spaces are used by
students and this will help to inform continual service improvements (Ramsden &
Carey, 2014)

Engagement through User Experience (UX)

The above mentioned focus group and reflective methods have become increasingly popular
performance measurement methods utilised in academic libraries. This leads neatly into the
final qualitative area that this paper will discuss, as both aforementioned methods fall under
the User Experience umbrella. UX has become very popular as a qualitative research
method in academic libraries over recent years. Priestner and Borg (2016) suggest that this
is a response to the fact that the traditional quantitative metrics and measures used by
academic libraries (e.g. statistics on footfall, holdings, loans, renewals, database use,
downloads, views, social media followers, etc.) don’t reveal anything about the success or
quality of the interaction experienced by the library user and ultimately the value or impact
that this has on the user, and that increasingly this is what academic libraries are asked to
evidence. They suggest that the focus in UK higher education on ‘student experience’ has
led library managers to look at how and why library users use libraries in the way that they
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do (as opposed to the ways in which librarians think that they use them) in order to better
understand what users want from libraries. (Priestner & Borg, 2016)

UX for libraries involves a suite of techniques based around first understanding and then
improving the experience that users have when using libraries. One of the fundamental
principles of UX is that it uses ethnographic methods to achieve this. Ethnography is “a way
of studying cultures through observation, participation and other qualitative techniques with a
view to better understanding the subject’s point of view an experience of the world”.
(Priestner, 2015). Until recently UX was largely applied by libraries to the design and
usability of websites and systems interfaces, but academic libraries have now shown
willingness to interpret UX in a broader approach and now increasingly use ethnographic
methods when exploring the UX experience in the design of their physical spaces (Bryant,
Matthews & Walton, 2009). The notion of ‘design’ is a key one within UX. The delivery of
high quality, high performing library services is the aim of every library manager and
effective services need to be ‘designed’. Schmidt (2010) suggests librarians are quite often
unknowingly involved in design, in as much as every operational management decision (e.g.
about loan periods, where to house a collection, how to create access to a collection,
introducing new services, etc.) are all decisions about the design of the library service. What
UX does is ensure that the users’ behaviours, use and expectation of the library service are

behind any such decisions.

Ethnography and anthropology

UX in academic libraries makes use of a suite of techniques based around first
understanding and then improving the experience that students have when using libraries.
One of the fundamental principles of UX is that it uses ethnographic methods to achieve this.
Ethnography in libraries has been around for some time and there exists a wealth of
excellent and interesting case studies of successful ethnographic and anthropological library
studies (Foster and Gibbons, 2007; Suarez, 2007; Delcore et al., 2009; White, 2009; Duke &
Asher, 2012). Similarly, there are well documented examples of library user engagement
and involvement in academic library service deign (Trischler & Kelly, 2016). In all these
examples ethnographic techniques are used to observe and then further inform
developments in many different aspects of library and information services and activity (e.qg.
collection management, resource discovery, information seeking behaviour, library

instruction, space planning, etc.)
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In a similar way to the qualitative methods which have already been discussed, UX is
particularly useful for engaging students in library space planning and design. UX effectively
makes use of ethnographic approaches in order to see how library users actually use the
resources, services and spaces provided by the library, which in turn can contribute to

service improvement and development.

UX methods

Examples of UX methods include: observation of user movement in the library (to see where
users naturally physically travel to within their library spaces as opposed to where the
librarians think they travel to); observation of activity within given spaces (to see how users
naturally behave in demarked spaces and environments); walking though library spaces with
users to observe and discuss how they use the library; focused discussion with library users
about what works for them and what doesn’t; diaries and reflective exercises about users’
experience of the library; observation of alternative library spaces; directed storytelling;
unstructured interviews; photo studies; cognitive mapping, etc.

By engaging students using one or more of these methods, library managers are able to
generate significant quantities of data which then needs to be analysed. Ramsden (2016)
discusses how data from UX projects needs to be effectively collected and analysed, and

that there needs to be a coding process and a critical standpoint needs to be assumed.

UAL UX case study

A good example of the use of UX as a means to engage students in the planning and design
of library spaces is that of the University of the Arts London (UAL) (Appleton et al., 2016).
During 2015, the university announced several estates and new build projects, all of which
had huge implications for the university’s Library Services. Being involved in new build
projects allowed Library Services the opportunity to consider how best to engage and
consult students in the development of their physical library spaces. In seeking a method for
such student engagement it was necessary to take into account some particular

circumstances:

e The long term nature of some of the new build projects (5 years for London College
of Communication and London College of Fashion) means that any students involved
now, are unlikely to still be students when the new builds are completed.

e Ascertaining learning space needs and requirements in the future

e Engagement current students in order to have an impact on both the long term and

the short term? (i.e. whilst they are still students)
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UAL Library Service therefore embarked upon a substantive UX project, which was designed
in order to engage students in the design and planning of the new library spaces, but also in
the performance measurement of the existing library spaces. This was regarded as a key
objective of the project in that students would potentially see the benefits of any
developments themselves in the short term. The UX project at UAL allowed Library Services
to explore current student learning behaviours in order to effectively develop library and
learning spaces both presently and in the future. The UAL Library Services UX project used
specific specific observational and qualitative methods for gathering intelligence within the

overall methodology:

e Observation of student movements within library spaces — this is achieved through
placing observers at vantage points throughout the libraries and Learning Zones, and
at specific times of the day to observe and map how students move through given
learning spaces. This is a popular way to see if signposting works, or whether
students use particular preferred routes through the library and of there are particular
physical paths of least resistance within spaces. It is also a good method to see
where the popular or unpopular destinations are.

e Observation of static spaces — this technique places observers at particular vantage
points (i.e. communal areas, silent zones, photocopy areas) to see how the area or
space is naturally used. This achieves some of the objectives of the space
observations, but also allows the observer to see which natural behaviours occur
within given areas.

e Touchstone tours — Touchstone tours involve walking around the Library or Learning
Zone with the user being observed in order to question and discuss the user’s regular
experience of the space. This allows for individuals to present their subjective views.
Obtaining a critical mass of these within a given learning space can help to establish
well used and underused areas of the space as well as common likes and dislikes. It

is also a useful channel for getting suggestions for service improvements from users.

One of the unique elements of the UAL UX project, and why it can be used as a good
example of how to engage students, is the way in which current students were deployed in
order to complete the anthropological field work. As well as needing to observe students and
engage them in touchstone tours, students were also engaged in facilitating the project, and
a team of 12 current UAL students, representative of the university’s six colleges, was
recruited and deployed to spend two weeks carrying out the observations in all of the college
Libraries and Learning Zones. The team was trained in the observational techniques and

their time was split evenly amongst the three observational methods described above. Once
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the observation phase had been completed the student observers took part in a ‘debrief’
day, where their insight into what they had observed was surfaced as well as engaging in a
discussion about the actual observation methods, in order to find out what worked well, and
what could be refined in the methods, if the UX approach was to be used again in the future.
One of the outputs from the ‘debrief’ day was the headline themes which had come from the
observations. These were then used in a series of focus group, held at each college in order
to research the students’ experiences of their library spaces more deeply. More students
were then engaged in participating in the focus groups and in completing reflective journals

about their use of learning spaces.

Student representatives were then further engaged during the data analysis period in the
summer of 2015, as some of the original observation team were then employed to perform
the data analysis on all the individual element of the UX project (i.e. observations, focus
groups, reflective logs) for the final reporting and recommendations for both short and long
term library space design and planning.

Conclusion

The UAL UX project has provided a useful example of using a mixed qualitative method
approach for engaging students in library space planning. Being able to adopt such a
methodology as a formal channel of student engagement and as an instrument for
consultative service improvement has proved invaluable for UAL Library Services in this
instance. Throughout the paper other examples have been provided which have aimed to
illustrate how a range of qualitative method can be used in order engage students in
performance measurement of libraries. The examples have focused largely on focus groups,
reflective journals and UX and all have been applied to student engagement in the planning
and design of library space, a an easily accessible area for students to be engaged in.
Through placing the user at the heart of the method. The qualitative methods discussed
really harness the concept of the student as the customer and really focuses on the quality
of their experience. The methods seek to identify how the library has a positive impact on the
user by finding out exactly how the user interacts and uses the library’s services, facilities
and resources. In particular, UX is proving to be an invaluable method in providing deep

insights into what the student values about their library and similarly what they don't.
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