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Application: ACRL Best Practices in Information Literacy Invitational Conference 
 
Executive Summary: 
 
1. Program: User Education Program, Ohio State University Libraries 
 
2. Contact: Nancy O’Hanlon 
 
3. Description: 
 
The User Education Program at Ohio State University Libraries has grown over the past 
twenty-five years into a multi-faceted program that now includes: 
 
• An orientation component. Each year, approximately 7,000 students receive an introduction to 

the research process and Libraries tools through lectures and “hands-on” assignments in a 
University Survey course required of all new students. 

• Instruction incorporated into a wide variety of credit courses offered by other academic 
departments. 

• Online (elective) credit courses offered by the Libraries. Since 1999, approximately 600 
students per year have completed one-credit courses that foster information literacy skills. 

• Self-paced instructional resources available to users in print and via the Web. Notable Web 
resources include The Gateway to Information, a resource guide developed with funding from 
the U.S. Department of Education FIPSE program and net. TUTOR, a Web-based research 
skills tutorial program supported by funding from an Ohio State University Academic 
Enrichment Grant and utilized by approximately 150 courses and 10,000 students at OSU 
since 1997. 

 
4. Statement: 
 
The program is unique in several respects: 
• Size of the population served. Ohio State University is one of the largest public institutions in 

the United States, with annual enrollment of between 47-50,000 students. The large number of 
students and decentralized nature of the university (many autonomous colleges and 
curriculums) present special challenges for teaching our target population. 

 
• Variety of instructional approaches and media. The User Education Program combines 

library-sponsored courses offered online, traditional course-related instruction and self-paced 
Web tools for faculty and students to utilize on demand. 

 
This Information Literacy program has evolved and achieved success because of the involvement 
of many librarians as volunteers, development of key relationships with other academic units on 
campus and significant financial support from the University. 



 
Program Description: 
I. User Education Program. Ohio State University Libraries 
 
Team Members: 
 
Fred Roecker, Head, Office of Library User Education. Fred manages the University Survey 
instruction program, provides course-related instruction for other courses, develops print and 
online publications (The Gateway to Information), and supervises other team members. He also 
chairs the Library Instruction Committee, comprised of representatives from throughout the 
Libraries. 
 
Nancy O’Hanlon, User Education Librarian. Nancy manages development and implementation of 
net.TUTOR, the Web-based tutorial program, and the online credit courses offered by the 
Libraries. She is also a participant in grant-funded projects described elsewhere in this application. 
 
Karen Diaz, User Education Librarian (50%). Karen works with Nancy as developer and instructor 
for the online credit courses. 
 
II. Program History and Activities: 
 
The User Education Program at Ohio State University Libraries began more than twenty-five years 
ago with the appointment of Virginia Tiefel as the first Director of Library User Education. 
Virginia developed the University Survey (orientation) component of the program, created an 
award winning instructional film/video (Battle of the Library Superstars), won a grant from the 
U.S. Department of Education FIPSE program to create The Gateway to Information, wrote the 
first comprehensive plan, and otherwise expanded the program during her tenure. She was 
nationally recognized for her work by ACRL. 
 
After Virginia’s retirement, Fred Roecker became Head of the Office of Library User Education. 
Fred has managed growth of the program in new directions, greatly expanding the Web-based 
component. The User Education Program is now a multifaceted program that includes: 
 
• An orientation component. Each year, approximately 7,000 students receive an introduction to 

the research process and Libraries tools through lectures and “hands-on” assignments in a 
University Survey course required of all new students. 

 
• Instruction incorporated into a wide variety of credit courses offered by other academic 

departments. In the 2000-01 academic year, 54 OSU librarians offered 606 course-related 
instructional sessions to over 12,000 students. 

 
• Online (elective) credit courses offered by the Libraries. Since 1999, approximately 600 

students per year have completed one-credit courses that foster information literacy skills. 
These courses are: USS 120, Internet Tools and Research Techniques; USS 121, Advanced 
Online Research. For syllabi and other information, see:  

 



http://gateway.lib.ohio-state.edu/courses/ 
 

• Self-paced instructional resources available to users in print and via the Web. 
Notable Web resources include: 
 
• The Gateway to Information, a topical resource guide to print, online and Web resources 

developed with funding from the U. S. Department of Education FIPSE program. 
See: http://www.lib.ohio-state.edu/gateway/ 
 

• net.TUTOR, a Web-based research skills tutorial program supported by funding from an 
Ohio State University Academic Enrichment Grant and utilized by approximately 150 
courses and 10,000 students at OSU since 1997. 

See: http://gateway.lib.ohio-state.edu/tutor/ 
 

III. Best Practices: 
 
Category – Planning 
 
In 1987, a group led by Virginia Tiefel, then Director of Library User Education, developed the 
initial User Education Plan for Ohio State University Libraries. It was discussed by the Libraries 
faculty, modified and ratified in 1988. This initial planning document was over fifty pages long, 
reflecting both the complexity of the university and the library system as well as the scope of the 
task. It was a very comprehensive plan that included goals and objectives (both program and 
instructional) as well as a discussion of present and future needs for each category of user and type 
of activity (orientation programs, course-integrated classes, separate courses, point-of-use 
materials and handouts/guides). 
 
This document guided management of the User Education Program until it was revised 
significantly in 1994, spurred in part by the advent of online research tools and changes in 
information technology. The User Education Committee managed this revision and 
the resulting document was widely discussed with various constituencies within the Libraries. 
Some objectives in the revised plan included the following: 
 

• Users understand organizational structure pf information. 
• Users understand controlled vocabularies. 
• Users are able to critically evaluate information’s content, source and utility. 
 

Finally, the Committee undertook a significant revision of this plan in 1999. The prominence of 
the Web as an information resource and the rapidly changing technological environment are 
reflected in the latest document, which has been greatly simplified in terms of goals and objectives, 
but expanded in new ways. The five main program goals identified in the latest version of the plan 
are: 

• Teach users the organization of the OSU Libraries system. 
• Teach users how to plan their research process. 
• Teach users how to access and search information resources regardless of format. 



• Teach users how to move from citation to source of information, whether print or 
online. 

• Teach users how to build information into knowledge. 
 

In addition to specific instructional objectives for each goal, methodologies are indicated, groups 
or offices within the Libraries that address the need are identified, and the methods for evaluating 
success of each objective are listed. This version of the plan is available online at: 

http://www.lib.ohio-state.edu/guides/uedplan.pdf 
 

In August 2001, the User Education Office, assisted by the Committee, planned and presented the 
first Libraries Instruction In-Service Day. This event included a variety of presentations by 
speakers, included Hannelore Rader on information literacy programs in libraries, and concluded 
with a group planning session on next steps for the User Education Program. One recommendation 
was that the User Education Committee take a greater role in future staff development. This 
committee is now examining new ways to assist library faculty in developing their teaching skills. 
 
Category - Administrative and Institutional Support 
 
Library administration has supported this program in a variety of ways. All job descriptions for 
librarians include participation in user education activities. Administrators have specifically 
encouraged wide participation in the orientation program for new students. This involves 
presenting a lecture and an introductory library assignment to each section of the University 
Survey course for new freshman and transfer students. At Ohio State, in Autumn Quarter this may 
involve teaching as many as 5,000 students. Administrators have clearly communicated that while 
management of this large project is the responsibility of the User Education Office, volunteer 
instructors play a vital role. The Director of Libraries, Joseph Branin, has set an example by 
teaching classes in the program. 
 
The Director also generously provided funding to support the Instruction In-Service Day described 
previously. And new instructional spaces are an important aspect of the ongoing planning for a 
significant renovation of the Main Library. 
 
Institutional support has also been clearly demonstrated in several ways. In 1997, the University 
awarded an Academic Enrichment Grant to the Libraries to support development of an Internet 
research skills tutorial program. University administrators recognized the need for all students to 
become literate and skilled searchers who can devise effective Internet research strategies and be 
discerning in their selection and use of these resources. This grant provides continuing annual 
salary for a new librarian position to manage this program. Nancy O’Hanlon was hired in this role 
and has managed development of the net.TUTOR project since that time. 
 
An additional librarian position (50%) was funded through a grant from the University’s Office of 
Technology Enhanced Learning and Research (TELR) in 2000. Karen Diaz was hired to assist 
with teaching, management and development of the two online research skills credit courses 
developed by the Libraries in partnership with another unit at Ohio State. The University’s 
investment in the User Education Program via grants to support salaries for new positions totals 
approximately $300,000 since 1997. 



Category – Collaboration 
 
The User Education Program has been collaborative from the outset. The establishment of a strong 
relationship with University College, the unit within Ohio State University in which most entering 
freshmen were enrolled, was critical to development of the orientation (University Survey) portion 
of the program. University College staff were actively involved in planning, implementation, and 
assessment phases. 
 
A recent administrative change at Ohio State, the abolition of University College, has forced the 
User Education Office to establish new collaborative relationships with a variety of other 
academic units within the University in order to continue this instructional program. This fall, 
lectures and assignments were provided for approximately 5,000 students enrolled in survey 
courses offered by these various units. 
 
Similarly, the establishment of our two online credit courses (Internet Tools and Research 
Techniques; Advanced Online Research) has required support from and collaboration with other 
academic units, since the Libraries at this time cannot offer courses on its own. Initially, we 
worked with University College administrators and the Director of Technology Enhanced 
Learning and Research (TELR) to develop these courses and take them through the University’s 
approval process for new courses. Both TELR and University College also provided teaching 
assistants to assist with course management. TELR has also provided considerable technical 
(software and server) support to enable the Libraries to offer these courses without also having to 
make a significant financial investment in hardware and personnel. 
 
After the abolition of University College, we were able to establish a new collaborative 
relationship with another academic unit in order to continue offering these courses. This unit, 
Undergraduate Student Academic Services, also generously provides support for a teaching 
assistant. 
 
Finally, the net.TUTOR program involves collaboration with many different classroom faculty in 
a variety of academic departments. Instructors who want their students to receive instruction on 
various topics covered by the tutorials create assignments in their syllabi that incorporate these 
activities. Those who want their students to take tests to verify their completion of these 
assignments contact Nancy O’Hanlon to arrange access for their class to the exams located on a 
secure server and to request progress reports. net.TUTOR has proven to be a popular and 
convenient way for faculty to provide research skills instruction for their classes, one that offers 
the instructor the option to select specific topics or to leave the choice to the student. The 
self-paced modules in net.TUTOR also enable the User Education Office to provide many hours of 
instruction with relatively few staff 
 
Category – Outreach 
 
The User Education Program has an active outreach component. Printed publications describing 
educational services are distributed to students each fall during Welcome Week and are available 
to new and prospective students and their parents as they visit the Libraries each week of the year 
during their tours of campus. 



New faculty are apprised of services each year during their fall orientation session. Two years ago, 
the Libraries did a campus-wide faculty mailing of a series of postcards advertising our 
informational and instructional services. 
 
Our Web services (net.TUTOR and Gateway to Information) are indexed by the major Web search 
engines (such as Google, AltaVista, etc.) and are regularly used by clients around the world. In 
2000, an Alta Vista search found 454 sites linking to net. TUTOR, with 314 links from sites 
outside Ohio State, including academic and public libraries, course Web sites at other universities, 
and commercial sites. Examples include: University of Texas, UC San Diego, Cal State Long 
Beach, University of Washington, Furman University, Kent State University, Michigan State 
University, Otterbein College, National Library of Medicine, CNET Help, Hungry Minds, 
Reference Desk. See net.TUTOR Annual Reports and Web Server Statistics for more details: 

http://gateway.lib.ohio-state.edu/tutor/about.html 
 

Many articles have been published in the professional literature describing development and 
evaluation of various aspects of the program. A partial bibliography is provided in Part IV, 
Evidence of Success. 
 
Finally, we are currently engaged in a grant-funded research and outreach project with several 
other units at Ohio State (the Offices of Continuing Education, Outreach and Engagement, 
Minority Affairs) that will enable high school students in underserved populations in Ohio 
(African-Americans, Appalachian/rural) and non-traditional students to complete our online 
information literacy course, Internet Tools and Research Techniques, for college credit. We are 
studying the barriers to distance education experienced by these groups. This research will be 
completed by fall 2002 and will be presented to various professional groups and published. 
 
Problematic category - Articulation with the curriculum 
 
This is particularly difficult at Ohio State because of the large size of the institution and the 
distributed manner in which curriculum is determined (by groups within the various individual 
colleges, in accordance with general university guidelines). In practice, this means that there are 
many different types of requirements for degree completion, varying college by college. 
Additionally, the tradition here has been to allow colleges considerable independence in making 
curriculum determinations. Any effort to incorporate a university-wide information literacy 
component as a required part of the curriculum is hampered by this structure. 
 
IV. Evidence of success: 
 
A. Over the years, the following articles have been published to describe and document both 
development as well as evaluation of various components of the User Education Program at Ohio 
State University Libraries: 
 
Tiefel, Virginia M. “Evaluating A Library User Education Program: A Decade Of Experience.” 
College & Research Libraries v. 50 (Mar. 1989): 249-59. 
 



Smith, Philip J. and Virginia M. Tiefel. “The Information Gateway: Designing A Front-End 
Interface To Enhance Library Instruction.” Reference Services Review v. 20 no 4 (1992): 37-48. 
 
Roecker, Fred A. and Thomas Minnick. “The Portal And The Gateway: Library Technology In 
The Freshman Survey Class At The Ohio State University.” In: Working With Faculty In The New 
Electronic Library: Papers And Session Materials Presented At The Nineteenth National LOEX 
Library Instruction Conference, p. 41-69. Ann Arbor: Pierian Press, 1992. 
 
Tiefel, Virginia M. “The Gateway To Information: Development, Implementation, And 
Evaluation.” In: Designing Information: New Roles For Librarians; 29th Clinic On Library 
Applications Of Data Processing, p. 24-47. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Graduate School of 
Library & Information Science, 1993. 
 
O’Hanlon, Nancy. “Web-Based Tutorials: Does Course Use Differ from General Use?” Journal 
of Interactive Learning Research v. 10, no. 2 (1999): 217-28. 
 
O’Hanlon, Nancy and Fred Roecker. “How Students Use Web-Based Tutorials and Library 
Assignments: Case Studies from The Ohio State University Libraries.” In: Racing Toward 
Tomorrow: Proceedings of the Ninth National Conference of the Association of College and 
Research Libraries, p. 335-41. Chicago: ACRL, 1999. 
 
O’Hanlon, Nancyanne. “ Ohio State University Libraries’ net.TUTOR project.” Research 
Strategies v. 17, no. 2/3 (2000): 207-14. 
 
O’Hanlon, Nancy. “Development, Delivery and Outcomes of a Distance Course 
for New College Students.” Forthcoming in Library Trends [Computer-Based Instruction in 
Libraries and Library Education, edited by T.G. McFadden] v. 50, no. 1 (Summer 2001). 
 
B. Evaluative data from more than 10,000 net.TUTOR user surveys is available on the Web site, 
along with annual reports on this program: 
 

http://gateway.lib.ohio-state.edu/tutor/about.html 
 

C. For a summary of student evaluations from the online course, Internet Tools and Research 
Techniques, see: 
 

http://gateway.lib.ohio-state.edu/courses/120/evaluations.html 
 

V. The User Education Program at Ohio State University Libraries is unique in several respects: 
 
• Size of the population served. Ohio State University is one of the largest public institutions in 

the United States, with an annual enrollment of between 47-50,000 students. The large number 
of students and the decentralized nature of the university (many autonomous colleges and 
curriculums) present special challenges for teaching our target population. 



• Variety of instructional approaches and media. The User Education Program combines 
library-sponsored courses offered online, traditional course-related instruction and self-paced 
Web tools for faculty and students to utilize on demand. 

 
 
V. Questions: 
 

1. What strategies are most effective for incorporating an information literacy requirement 
into the curriculum at a large public university? 

 
2. Of the ten categories listed in the “Characteristics of Programs of Information Literacy that 

Illustrate Best Practices” document (Working Edition, March 2001), which 2-3 are most 
critical? 

 


