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Erica DeFrain, Assistant Librarian, University of Arizona 

Why does average course guide 
use look like this, 

Not all content areas are used equally. 
Do we reorganize or cull?

...and how can we get it to look like this?

Does the Super Widget encourage students to 
use library resources at the point of need?

Introduction
With library budgets continuing to shrink and the ability to create online 
content an accessible task for almost everyone, the push to offer more 
scalable online instruction services has never been stronger. The number of 
online course guides, presumed by many to be more appealing to students 
than general subject guides, has exploded in recent years, but little has been 
done in terms of evaluating their actual use to substantiate the signi�cant 
investment that goes into their creation and maintenance (Gibbons & Reeb, 
2004; Horne et al., 2009; Pin, 2011). Many articles have been published 
outlining design best practices, but few have attempted to analyze when, 
how, and if these guides are being used. Tools such as Google Analytics 
make evaluating course guides usage statistics easier than ever. When used 
properly, these tools can give us a glimpse into the life of a course guide, so 
we can investigate ways to increase their life expectancies.

In 2010, the University of Arizona Libraries launched the Library Resource 
Organizer (LRO), an online tool allowing librarians to create customized 
course guides linking library resources to speci�c assignments. Since its 
inception, hundreds of guides have been created. There are currently 214 
active guides, representing 63 departments, from agricultural education to 
veterinary science. The LRO has put the UA Libraries on the path to meeting a 
2014 Quality Standard to “show a 100% increase in the number of uses of 
learning objects, tutorials, and guides created by the UA Libraries per 
librarian FTE dedicated to supporting online education,” but a more formal 
analysis of usage statistics is necessary for us to fully understand our 
return on investment.

Hypothesis 
Although studies have shown that students generally �nd the information in 
course guides to be helpful, they are widely underused. It is presumed that 
course guides experience greatest use on the date of presentation (either 
through instruction or other communication) and then are largely 
forgotten or ignored.  

Preliminary Analysis 

Google Analytics allows us to quickly chart the use of course guides during 
the Fall 2011 semester. Unfortunately, many of the guides displayed little use, 
such as shown in the images below. Occasionally, however, a course guide 
would be used frequently throughout the semester.
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ENGL 396a
The ebb and �ow of usage patterns for this English class’s course guide can be 
accounted for by comparing them with assignment due dates. Although some 
students returned to the guide for help prior to completing their �rst draft 
and �nal paper, the majority of use occurred during library instruction.

“[E]mbedding library resources in class 
websites via whatever course 
management system is used is the best 
way to ensure the availability of those 
resources to patrons and to ensure that 
they will be used” (Barr, 2010)

Future Research Questions
• Do students who use course guides perform better 
      than students who don’t?

• How much are course guides truly being used?

• Are course guides being used enough to justify the cost?

• What are opportunities for intervention to increase use?

• Who uses course guides and why?

• Why are some guides used more than others?

• Which courses and disciplines benefit the 
      most from course guides?

• Where do we go from here?

A Solution in Embedding the Library?
The Super Widget, a customized tool embedded within D2L, was �rst 
introduced in Fall 2011. While this new tool has not been in place long 
enough to run a comparative analysis, the use patterns from its �rst semester 
suggest that it might increase student use of course guides.

A Closer Look

A comparison of Super Widget course guide use the during Fall 2011 and 
Spring 2012 semesters.

26.9% of all pageviews 
occurred on one day

Spring 2012 psychology course guides accessed through the library website.

A comparison of library website course guide use the during Fall 2011 and 
Spring 2012 semesters.

Spring 2012 psychology course guides accessed through the Super Widget.
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