Tips for Designing Library Research Assignments
· Test Your Library Assignment by Doing It Yourself.  Sometimes an assignment that looks great on paper doesn’t work well in practice.  You may discover some logistical roadblocks that will interfere with students being able to access the information (e.g., too few copies of a book for too many students) or that the instructions you’ve given require more detail.   You may also find that the kinds of resources you are finding are not what you expected and that you need to rework the focus of your assignment.   Or you may discover that the assignment requires students to have research skills that they may not have in which case you can contact our Library & Information Literacy Instruction Program to set up an instruction session.  

· Be clear in your use of the term “research.”  For many students, “research” is synonymous with Google or Yahoo.  Many of them, for example, have no clue what scholarly journals are or how to find articles in them. Talking in class about some of the resources “beyond Google” and  how these can help with their assignments can help expand students’ understanding of what research is all about.
· Break the research assignment into smaller parts and provide feedback to students as they complete each phase. For many students a research assignment is a daunting task, fraught with anxiety and uncertainty.  Dividing a complex research project into a sequence of smaller, more manageable parts gives students the opportunity to gain confidence by enabling them to focus on and master each part of the process separately. It also can be an effective deterrent to problems of plagiarism. 
· Give instructions for the assignment in writing and include specific guidelines re. the kinds of resources that can be used as documentation and the criteria that you will use to assess the sources cited.  A growing number of faculty express concern about the over-reliance of many students on “free Web” sites.  Recent research shows that students tend to use more scholarly sources when faculty provide them with written instructions that include clear and enforceable guidelines regarding the kind and quality of sources that can be used.  
· Periodically in class discuss how students are faring with the assignment.  Students tend to focus on the outcome of information seeking rather than the process.  Periodic discussions in class of how and where students are finding information and what they are or aren’t finding can help them develop a sense that what they are doing is a transferable process that they can use for other assignments.  It also can give them an opportunity to reflect on the nature of information in the context of a particular field of study.
- Over -
· Ask librarians for help if you have questions about your research assignment.  Librarians can help you design an effective research assignment that introduces your students to the most useful, logistically feasible resources.  We also can work with you to develop and teach a library session for your students that will help them learn the resources and strategies they will need in order to complete your assignment.  For more information about how we can help, please go to the campus Library & Information Literacy Instruction Program’s Web site at:  http://www.library.wisc.edu/instruction/teach.htm .
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