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Reflective Assessment: Opportunities and Challenges

By Anne Jumonville Graf and Benjamin R. Harris
Abstract

Purpose: Librarians engage in assessment for several purposes, such as to improve teaching and
learning, or to report institutional value. In turn, these assessments shape our perspectives and
priorities. How can we participate critically in the assessment of information literacy instruction
and library programming while broadening our view and making room for questions about what
we do? This paper explores self-reflection as a method for building on existing assessment
practices with a critical consciousness.

Design/Methodology/Approach: In tracing the trajectory of assessment and reflective practice
in library literature, the authors conducted a selective literature review and analyzed the potential
impact of incorporating librarian self-reflection into assessment practices, particularly for
instructional services. The authors’ experiences with strategies informed by these conversations
were also described.

Findings: Self-reflection has typically been employed to improve teaching or as a method of
assessing student learning. However, it can also be used to develop a critical awareness of what
we accomplish through the act of assessing. The authors develop and present self-reflective
strategies and discuss their benefits and limitations.

Practical Implications: An extensive list of strategies was developed to illustrate practical
examples of a reflective approach to assessment.

Originality/Value: Although librarians have used reflection as a type of assessment strategy, we
have not viewed self-reflection as a method for evaluating other assessment techniques.
Librarians interested in exploring reflective practice and thinking critically about assessment will
find strategies and suggestions for doing so.
Introduction

The assessment of information literacy instruction, learning, and programming more
broadly has been a primary area of concern for librarians, before and well after the publication of
the ACRL Competency Standards (see Brown and Niles, 2013; Hufford, 2013; Oakleaf, 2008;
Pausch and Popp, 1997; Rockman, 2002; Samson, 2000; Smith, 2001; Tancheva et al., 2007;

Walsh, 2009). We have faced challenges and seen successes in our efforts to find viable ways to

assess information literacy teaching, learning, and development, and the Competency Standards



were crucial to our professional conversations about assessment. At the same time, as we have
incorporated ourselves into the cultures of assessment that have grown in our schools and
universities, we may have become co-opted into assessment-driven-teaching strategies that
encourage us to value assessment to a greater degree than we value the teaching and learning
experience.

In 2015, with the shift toward the Framework for Information Literacy, we have openings
for conversations that help us think again and anew about teaching and learning and the roles that
assessment plays in these efforts. As Heidi Jacobs notes, “on a pragmatic level, we do need to
evaluate how our programs and initiatives are working but we also consider the modes by which
we judge or quantify our information literacy ‘successes’” (2008, p. 257). Our aim in this article
is to suggest methods for doing both, specifically, by considering the ways that reflective
practice takes us from assessment focused on recording and reporting toward practices that

ensure greater understanding about information literacy teaching and learning.

Situating “Assessment”

Professional conversations on the assessment of information literacy often focus on
assessment tools and strategies, deliverable products, the uses of assessment data to portray the
value of the library or institution. As a consequence, the word “assessment” may mean
something different depending on the context or objective of the use. For many, “assessment” as
an activity may reflect either formative or summative approaches. Formative assessment,
focusing on the process of determining “what is happening” in the classroom during the
teaching/learning situation, may involve quick surveys of students’ comprehension or progress
on a topic, note-taking on student activities during a session, or informal observations of student

behavior and action during the class. Another active assessment technique, summative



assessment, seeks to determine “what happened” in the classroom after the session has ended.
The forms of summative assessment may include authentic assessments such as the evaluation of
student work, post-tests, and reflective narratives written either by students or instructors.

Assessment tools and strategies have received considerable focus in our professional
discussions (Diller and Phelps, 2008; Gewirtz, 2014; Hufford, 2010; Hunt et al., 2000; Oakleaf
and Kaske, 2009). The opportunity and need to collaborate with others, especially other
teachers, suggests that ways that assessment methods can both utilize and also enhance
relationships between librarians and other campus stakeholders (Brasley, 2008; Hoffman and
LaBonte, 2012; Oakleaf et al., 2011). Ultimately though, as we can see in the words of many of
these authors, the focus on practical assessment measures has not resulted in a “magic bullet” to
gauge student or program success.

The term “assessment” is also used to identify deliverable products based on formative or
summative assessments. Assessment in this case may refer to translating or aggregating
observations and evaluations into digestible reports or data sets intended for specific audiences.
Such reporting may often attempt to combine assessment data across instructors and classes to
present a “bigger picture” of student learning as a consequence of information literacy
instruction, the impact of information literacy programming, and its value to the local academic
community and beyond. Deliverable assessment, more focused on offering evidence of value,
may also reflect our fears that without some form of viable recording and reporting, teaching did
not really “happen” and neither did learning.

“Assessment” then moves from a process or a product to an indicator of value, and may
help to portray the impact of the library as well as the institution more broadly. As Elizabeth

Mezick writes, “today’s academic libraries are part of a team whose goal is to improve outcomes



of organizational relevance such as student success and retention” (2015, p. 35). On the surface,
a claim such as this has merit. The alignment between the library’s or the information literacy
instructor’s definition of success with the organization’s definition would then be key to
operating effectively as a member of this team. But, what is this “success” that we continue to
reference? Jacob’s question about how we define “information literacy success” plays out at this
level as well: how do we understand student success, or institutional success? The issue of
audience—who the assessment is designed to inform—comes sharply into view. Assessment
intended to help the instructor gauge the impact of their teaching on student development and
ability might tell one story, while assessment intended to show the value of the library or its
importance in the teaching mission of an institution may tell another. As the latter motivation has
increased, it has affected the former.

In discussing the impact of the assessment-driven ACRL Standards on librarians’
teaching, Emily Drabinski writes, “Such intervention [i.e., development and use of the
Standards] was critical from the perspective of institutional resources: the Standards enabled us
to make claims for resources. This past produced our present, one that has only intensified the
demand for outcomes-based instruction, positivist approaches to learning assessment, and
ongoing struggles to maintain a librarian voice in broader conversations about the future of
higher education” (2014, p. 485). If that is true, can we participate in our own assessment-driven
efforts while we also critically evaluate those efforts?

However, what if the problem with our use and understanding of assessment is not that it
valorizes an assessment product over a teaching and learning process, but that it is still missing a
crucial piece? Among the various uses of the term “assessment,” we did not find a place for the

instructor’s reflective activity. Teacher self-reflection is often cast as a method of “teacher



improvement” rather than as a viable assessment method, the products of which might be
reported along with the quantitative and qualitative data we collect about student learning. Of
course, the act of institutionalizing a role for reflection in assessment carries its own risks. Even
the idea of a “reflective practitioner” can be neutralized and used to repress certain kinds of
questions and veins of thought. Despite this risk, we can and should create formal space for
reflection in instructional settings and as a form of assessment in order to re-integrate librarians,
themselves, into our understanding of information literacy education. In particular, using
reflection to re-imagine ways to think with and beyond learning outcomes can help revitalize our

teaching as we move forward.

Reflection in Librarianship

While librarians have written about student reflection as a form of assessment (Farmer,
2004; Frey, 2011; Gilstrap and Dupree, 2008) discussions about potential benefits of reflective
practice for librarians themselves are less common. Drawing on the literature of critical
pedagogy, John Doherty stated frankly that “librarians are not very reflective practitioners” in
part because our professional values of objectivity and neutrality inhibit critical self-reflection
(2005, p. 12). How, exactly? Consider the current themes of library instructional practice, as
described earlier, which focus largely on assessing student behavior and activity. As librarians,
we are trained to inhabit an impartial and in some ways invisible role in the information seeking
or information situation, to create an impartial distance where personal opinion or epistemology
does not become a factor in the “user’s” experience. Clearly, reflecting on student behaviors,
activity, and learning is most assuredly useful; however, these factors should not suggest that the
teacher must remove themselves from the teaching and learning situation or space during

reflection.



Since Doherty’s claim about the lack of critical reflexivity in librarianship ten years ago,
librarians have found more to say about our own reflective practices. In a 2007 review of the
status of reflective practices in librarianship, Maria Grant found that published reflective
accounts by librarians have grown more analytical over the last 25 years, away from earlier
models of reflection as "retrospective accounts of careers and organizational development
lacking insight into how experiences changed, influenced or informed future practice” (p. 164).
Margaret Forrest (2008) introduced librarians to literature on critical reflective practice and
reviewed several strategies for and benefits of reflective writing. In the realm of library
instruction specifically, Mandi Goodsett (2014) examined the importance of reflection in teacher
development and noted examples of teacher-librarians engaged in reflective strategies such as
journaling, peer feedback, and video recording.

In a turn toward a more critical stance, Heidi Jacobs constitutes reflection as a
cornerstone of pedagogy, suggesting that we develop our ability to “read” our own pedagogical
practices through dialogue with students but also by questioning ourselves: “pedagogical
reflection means that that we ask questions...of ourselves and our teaching and that we think
critically and creatively about the small and large pedagogical choices we make.” For Jacobs,
“the question of how to go about enacting this creative, reflective dialogue is undeniably
pressing” (2008, p. 262). Char Booth in part answers this call in Reflective Teaching, Effective
Learning, in which “reflective practice is an attitude of constructive self-awareness” (2011, p.
151). Booth locates reflection and reflective self-questioning in instructional practice as a part of
an ongoing assessment and learning process that values teacher learning as well as student
learning (2011, p. 19). This move—to value teacher learning as well as student learning—is

critical to the kind of reflective practice that can inform conversations about assessment as well.



Finally, Michelle Reale’s “Critical Pedagogy in the Classroom: Library Instruction that Gives
Voice to Students and Builds a Community of Scholars” (2012) provides an inspiring picture of
a critical pedagogy practitioner who uses reflection to question and challenge herself as well as
her students, and who claims and shapes a role for herself in her instructional context.

We can extend the possibility of critical self-reflection in librarianship by looking at the
work of Donald Schon, and specifically his work on reflective practice in professional contexts.
For Schon, “when we set the problem [upon which we reflect and act], we select what we will
treat as the ‘things’ of the situation, we set the boundaries of our attention to it” (1983, p. 40). In
setting these boundaries, we are able to act and deal with the challenges that arise within those
boundaries; however, as Schon cautions, over time we stop attending to the intellectual task of
problem setting or identifying what is worth paying attention in the first place. This is not to
minimize the importance of reflection as an approach to problem solving. Instead, it is a call to
re-emphasize the process of framing and setting the problem in the first place. It is this step that
can be so helpful in conversations about assessment practices. Schon highlights the
consequences of skipping this step:

If [the practitioner] learns, as often happens, to be selectively inattentive to
phenomena that do not fit the categories of his knowing-in-action [i.e., practical
knowledge], then he may suffer from boredom and ‘burn-out’ and afflict his
clients with the consequences of his narrowness and rigidity. When this happens,
the practitioner has ‘over-learned’ what he knows.

A practitioner’s reflection can serve as a corrective to over-learning. Through
reflection, he can surface and criticize tacit understandings that have grown up

around the repetitive experiences of a specialized practice... (1983, p. 61).



It is not hard to imagine that the practitioner Schon describes could easily be an information
literacy instructor, teaching similar sessions over and over again according to a set instructional
mode. What kind of reflection could refresh that person’s teaching practice? One option may be
to first identify what has been ‘over-learned,” and then to consider strategies for disrupting this
routinized situation. The learning outcomes we most commonly assess may be useful starting
points for examination and areas where we can learn the most about our own tacit
understandings. This does not mean those outcomes and understandings are necessarily wrong or
misguided, only that we are more likely to ignore information that could challenge our
understanding of their importance.

Clearly, reflective practice has its benefits. Why, then, have librarians been slower to
adopt this practice either individually or as a part of their assessment efforts? We see two likely
reasons. First, reflective practice may be characterized by some as being either overly time-
consuming for professionals whose workloads are already substantial. Further, the benefits to
the group or the institution may not be clear in the same manner as other assessment methods.
The challenge, then, is to find strategies for reflective assessment that are feasible and productive

while still allowing the potential for deep, robust thinking and understanding.

Reflective Assessments: Two Strategies in Practice

To further explore the connections that could be made between reflective practice and
assessment methods, we experimented with two strategies for guided group reflection. Beyond
the possible benefits of integrating reflections with our assessment efforts, we were also
interested in the ways that reflective practice could be guided (particularly for professionals with

limited experience as reflective practitioners) and group-oriented (to increase the feasibility of



reporting the results of the effort). This resulted in strategies that had multiple benefits, and
helped us to set aside preconceptions of reflective practice as a solitary activity with little
outward benefit beyond the individual professional’s development. Our experience also
confirms the advice of Linda Valli, who has researched reflective practice among teachers. Valli
notes that “because reflection is not an end in itself, but for the purpose of action, communal
dialogue is essential” (2009, p. 86). For all its introspective connotations, self-reflection cannot

be individually determined and realized,; it is transformative through engagement.

Strategy One: Unintended Outcomes

Outcomes-focused teaching and assessment has its champions and its detractors, and for
good reason. Learning outcomes lend themselves well to measurement of impact but have also
been criticized for dictating behavior and learning of students at the expense of empowering
them (Bennett and Brady, 2012). In other words, while learning outcomes clearly help the
instructor plan a session around what he or she would like to see students doing, they may also
limit what students can achieve or experience. Still, creating and reporting intended information
literacy learning outcomes is a common practice in our library as in many others. Rather than
dismantle the practice, we built on it by including a moment of reflection in the instruction
reporting process. We asked teaching librarians not only to report the learning outcomes of their
instruction sessions but also the unintended outcomes of the session. Unintended outcomes, most
likely guided by student need or interest, can assist in removing the limitations or power
structure by which the teacher sets goals for students to meet.

In our case, we allowed the reporting of unintended outcomes to remain voluntary and, as
a result, instructors reported on the development of unintended outcomes for 30% of the

instruction sessions held during the period of the experiment. Not all of the unintended outcomes



were surprising; some may have been reasonably included as part of the plan for a session but
were set aside in favor of other learning outcomes. However, during the session, it became clear
that the learning outcome was necessary to achieve other goals. While not evidenced in our
experiment, it is also likely that conversations could arise related to course or assignment issues,
or on topics that are not seemingly relevant to the session if librarians were given some ideas
about framing such conversations in outcome language. This strategy could also help librarians
explore outcomes that are less easily assessed by conventional or quantifiable methods.
However, the fact that we did not see evidence of this practice at the individual level reinforces
the importance of collective reflection as a second step, in which listening and responding to
others’ experiences may help us recognize tacit knowledge of our own practices.

Even with these opportunities to improve our strategy for eliciting unintended outcomes,
pausing in the moment of “reporting” allowed librarians to engage in the kind of reflection that
interested Schon as a possible corrective to “over-learning.” Instead of only examining the
results of set outcomes, which may be well-worn, librarians were compelled to examine what
happened in the class beyond previously-conceived boundaries. Ultimately, this kind of analysis
can be included in group discussions about “what we do” when we are teaching in the
information literacy classroom, and broaden our perspectives about what we can do. Finally,
such a strategy may help us to enhance our resilience during the teaching and learning moment

as we adapt to the changing in-the-moment needs of a group of learners.

Strategy Two: Guided Group Reflection
When learning outcomes focus our attention solely on student behavior and student
activity, there is little room to reflect on teacher experience. It falls outside the bounds of our

attention, to use Schon’s language (1983, p. 40). We wanted to know more about how librarians



at our institution experience their own positionality in the classroom as teachers. We thought a
more concrete, though admittedly narrower, entry into that conversation might be to reflect on
the role of risk-taking in teaching. We developed a set of reflective prompts for our library
instruction colleagues and asked them if they would be willing to participate in our experiment
(see Appendix I). After agreeing, participants received an email with a series of questions about
risk in teaching and learning. They were asked to respond to these questions based on a very
recent and specific teaching situation, which we timed by consulting our group teaching schedule
and sending the survey to an individual instructor just after they finished teaching.

Toward the end of the semester, we met to talk more about the resulting reflections and
the framing of the experiment itself. Our discussion began with the different definitions we each
ascribed to the term “risk”—specifically as it related to teaching and learning. In relating
practices that felt “risky” in some way, our colleagues described two main modes: risks in
speaking and risks in acting. For example, participants discussed the risk of asking students
doing something unfamiliar, such as finding a book in the stacks when they had never done that
before; this felt like a risk to both the student and the instructor, as not finding the book or
finding the experience off-putting may not have been the desired outcome. Other decisions, such
as basing a whole instruction session around student-generated questions and answers, felt risky
for reasons familiar to any instructor: important topics may not come up, the librarian might not
have known how to respond to particular questions, etc.

After working through individual definitions of “risk,” the conversation shifted to the role
of power dynamics in library instruction contexts, as risk-taking requires vulnerability. We
talked frankly about how our roles and relationships to the course instructor impact our ability to

take risks that compromised our role as an authority. Do we think of ourselves as “guest



teachers” or “guest learners” in another instructor’s space? What is challenging about conceding
power and adopting a “guest learner” status? We did not conclude with answers about specific
steps to take next or advice on how to be “better” guest learners or guest teachers in some
abstract, generalizable way; however, we did come together in a discussion about our awareness
of power, authority, and the complexity of the guest/host dynamic in a one-shot instruction
session, enhanced through collective reflection. While the results of the experiment for each
participant were different, this collaborative experience enhanced our mindful attention to risk

taking in the classroom as individuals and as a group.

Conclusions and Suggestions for Future Practice

Our experiments resulted in continuing conversations and explorations of the ways that
reflective practice can influence the ways we think about assessment practices as well as
assessment reporting—an encouraging result. Our “unintended outcomes” strategy allowed us to
piggy-back on the mechanism of an existing assessment structure (reporting and collecting
learning outcomes for classes), but to find ways to question it as well. The survey and discussion
about a particular aspect of reflective practice—librarian status and risk-taking in the
classroom—resulted in a lively discussion but did not tie in directly to existing organizational or
programmatic assessments. Still, these experiments informed the way we were thinking about
teaching, learning, and assessment as we moved forward into future situations.

We realize, of course, that there are many more strategies that might help us to better
understand the connections possible between reflective practice and our assessment efforts. To
that end, we have generated a list of starting points, in addition to our own examples, that may be

useful for others in practicing collective, self-reflective assessment:



e Use student reflection techniques as launching points for self-reflection.

Many of us are familiar with “muddiest point” or “one-minute paper” assessments. What would
happen if we asked ourselves to complete the same assessments of our teaching that we asked of
students? What would we make of our own “muddiest points” when compared with student
reflections?

e Use standards-based or quantitative assessments as launching points for self-reflection.
This strategy may seem obvious but how often do we really think and explore the results of pre-
and post-assessments or evaluations of students” work? Do we enhance those assessments with
reflections on activities we observed or questions that arose in class? Or, do the statistics become
the truth of the learning experience?

e Develop reflective practice partners outside the library.

There may be others on campus in different departments or units who are interested in self-
reflective practice. Cross-departmental communication may help participants understand how
others/departments use or view reflective assessments. This offers a pan-disciplinary perspective
on reflective assessments in practice and reporting.

e Call out classroom omissions.

We may not often reflect on the topics, strategies, or issues that we did not broach with a
particular class. Was there an opportunity to introduce or address a particular issue and you
either intentionally chose to forego the discussion or didn't realize how/where it might have been
relevant? Especially if there was a moment to confront an uncomfortable topic, it may be easier
to avoid such “failures.” However, reflecting on such moments can help us learn for the future.
Too, this method could easily become a shared practice (back and forth over email with a

partner, or in a group conversation, etc.).



What all of these strategies have in common is a form of reflection-as-assessment that
values questioning and interrogating past assumptions. We participate in assessment but we also
seek creative ways to extend or complement it. Instead of viewing assessment methods as merely
mechanisms for producing required “proof of value,” the process of adding a reflective layer to

assessment can help us more carefully evaluate what it is we profess to value in the first place.

Appendix I: Survey for guided group reflection

Directions: Please answer the following questions as soon as possible after your instruction
session.

bell hooks (1994) contends that teacher empowerment “cannot happen if we refuse to be
vulnerable while encouraging students to take risks."”

1. What risks did you encourage students to take in today's instruction session?

2. What risks did you embrace, yourself, in today's instruction session?

3. If you were asked to "take a risk" when teaching this class again, what might you do?

4. Having considered these questions, do you have anything you would like to add?
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