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Abstract

Academic libraries play a critical role at colleges and universities in the advancement of 

student success. As more underrepresented students continue to make their way into higher 

education, librarians and library staff must ensure that their services are accessible to all students. 

The purpose of this study is to learn if gaps exist in students’ library usage patterns and in their 

confidence in their information literacy based on their demographics. This study was undertaken 

at a small four-year public university in Southern California. In total, 53 students participated in 

an online survey that gathered data regarding their library usage patterns and their own 

confidence in information literacy. Librarians were also interviewed to understand their 

perspectives on whether student demographics play an important role in how students use 

various services at their academic library as well as student confidence in their own information 

literacy.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Academic libraries play a critical role to their institutions. They offer more than just a 

space to study but rather the gateway for lifelong learning. As more students continue to make 

their way into higher education, librarians and library staff must be cognizant of students’ library 

usage patterns and confidence in information literacy in order to guarantee that their services are 

accessible to all students. When I began working at an academic library at one of Southern 

California’s four-year public universities, I noticed that many students were unaware of the basic 

services offered at the library. I wondered how students learned about how to use services like 

interlibrary loan, course reserves, and how to navigate online databases. I noticed that some 

students were completely comfortable asking for help when they approached me while I worked 

at the circulation desk, whereas other students were hesitant and sometimes embarrassed to ask 

basic library questions. This made me curious to learn whether student demographics impacted 

library usage and confidence in information literacy.

Statement of the Problem

Before I began my study, I asked several librarians if they kept records of the questions 

students ask at the reference desk. I was surprised to learn that no records were kept of questions 

that students asked or the number of students who approached the reference desk per day. The 

only way the library where I work collects data about students’ experiences in the library is by 

conducting a survey at the end of each academic year. The library sets up sheets of paper on 

whiteboards that ask students to share what they like about the library as well as suggestions for 

improvement. In my experience, I would say that about half of the students who participate are 

being truthful, while others draw or write expletives to vent their feelings. The whiteboard
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surveys are a good way to understand how students feel the library is performing but does not 

provide librarians or library staff with any data regarding usage patterns and student 

demographics. Without any background knowledge regarding students, it would be difficult for 

those who work at the library to make any necessary adjustments to library services that students 

may need.

This study will add to the scholarly conversation regarding student library usage and their 

level of confidence in information literacy. What this study introduces to the discussion is 

whether student demographics impact students’ use of library services and whether confidence in 

information literacy appears to be linked in any way to various categories of student 

demographics.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore whether patterns exist in students’ library usage 

and information literacy skills relative to some of the demographic categories to which they 

belong. Some of the demographic categories that were analyzed in this study included, 

race/ethnicity, sex, and first-generation status. If the data collected suggest that gaps exist in 

students’ knowledge of information literacy and/or library usage based on their demographics, it 

follows that librarians will be better equipped to serve the needs of all students once they are 

known. This is important because as colleges and universities become more diverse, academic 

librarians and staff should be culturally competent in understanding the experiences and needs of 

their community. Jaeger, Bertot, and Franklin (2010) clearly pointed out that librarianship is “a 

profession that has embraced the inclusive creed of helping all of those who enter the library and 

provide materials that reflect the diverse range of perspectives and groups in society” (p. 175). If 

academic libraries are to live up to this mission, then they must ensure that every student is
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aware of the services offered by their library. The primary research question that guides this 

study is, do patterns exist in students’ library usage and information literacy skills relative to 

some of the demographic categories to which they belong?

Definition of Terms

The following terms were used frequently in this study. Their definitions are:

•  Library usage patterns refers to the frequency of different services that students used at 

the library.

•  Information literacy refers to the ability to use previous research and create new 

knowledge using critical thinking.

•  Library self-efficacy refers to the level of comfort that students feel when navigating the 

resources provided by an academic library.

Significance of Study

This study was significant to librarianship because it added student demographics as a 

key contributor to how and why students use library services and, how it impacts their own 

confidence in information literacy. Previous studies have introduced how student demographics 

impacted library usage patterns (Soria, Fansen, Nackerud, 2013) and confidence in information 

literacy (Dabbour & Ballard, 2011) but did not ask why students used certain library services at 

the rates that they did and did not ask students to rate their confidence in information literacy. 

This study introduces the idea as to why students use certain library services to the scholarly 

discussion of library usage patterns. This study also asked students to rate their own confidence 

in information literacy and asked how many times they have attended an information literacy 

session with a librarian. The data from this study will be valuable for future research because it 

builds upon previous studies and expands the discussion to ask students why they used certain
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library services over others and asked students directly to rate their confidence in information 

literacy.

Overview of the Thesis

In Chapter Two, I review literature relevant to library usage patterns and student 

confidence in information literacy. Although this topic is important to librarianship, I found that 

literature related to the impact of student demographics, library usage patterns, and student 

confidence in information literacy is minimal.

In Chapter Three, I discuss the methodology used to conduct my study. I chose to use 

Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy as my theoretical framework because students were asked to 

rate their own confidence in information literacy. I also chose this theory because students were 

asked why they used certain library services more than others.

In Chapter Four, I provide the results and findings from my online survey with students 

and my interviews with librarians, respectively.

Finally, in Chapter Five, I provide suggestions for future research. It is my hope that my 

study can spark a deeper conversation within librarianship about how student demographics 

impact the uses of library resources are used and student confidence in their own information 

literacy.
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review

Introduction

The main question that guided this study was, do patterns exist in students’ library usage 

and information literacy skills relative to some of the demographic categories to which they 

belong? Therefore, this literature review provides an analysis of the history of academic library 

usage; student backgrounds and library usage patterns; impacts of library usage and student 

retention/success; student perceptions and factors of competency of information literacy, and 

gaps in student information literacy competency.

History of Library Usage

To understand why students use of certain academic library services, it is important to 

review the history of how academic libraries have been utilized by students in the past. In 

searching for literature on library usage patterns, I found that there were few studies related to 

the impact of student demographics and their library usage. Studies have analyzed how students 

use the library as a space, but few have focused on how student demographics impact their use 

(May & Swabey, 2015). One of the recurring questions that researchers have studied is the 

amount of time students spent in the library in relation to their academic performance (Whitmire, 

2001). Although an important question, my research is not focused on time spent in the library, 

but rather investigates which services students used most frequently and why. If certain students 

are using certain academic library services at higher rates than others, then researchers should 

aim to understand why those students are attracted to certain library services.

Jiao and Onwuegbuzie (1997) analyzed library usage from two universities in the United 

States. The authors noted that a study done in 1975 at the University of Washington found that
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the majority of students used their library to read and only 22% of participants used the library to 

do research (Fielder, 1975). Although those statistics are important in understanding student 

library usage, they are dated; both universities and university student demographics have 

changed significantly since 1975. In a more recent but still fairly dated study, Jiao and 

Onwuegbuzie (1997) found that non-native English speakers, older undergraduates, and male 

undergraduates used the library the most. Students noted that their reasoning for frequently using 

their academic library ranged from studying for exams to using computerized indexes and other 

online resources (Jiao & Onwuegbuzie, 1997). Findings that suggest that non-native English 

speakers used their academic library at higher rates than native English-speaking students is 

important because it shows that the language barrier did not affect their library confidence. What 

this study lacked, however, was an explanation as to why those students were using those library 

resources at higher rates than other students.

Student Backgrounds and Library Usage Patterns

A 2008 study by Elteto, Jackson, and Lim reviewed the experiences of students of color 

at the Portland State University Library. These researchers focused on three major themes of 

student experiences at the Portland State University Library: What parts of the library did 

students take advantage of and how often; student familiarity of conducting research in the 

library and reference services; and any issues students had regarding safety and the library as a 

welcoming space. Studies like this are essential for developing library services that represent the 

needs relevant to the student and community demographics. Elteto and her colleagues used 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework to study the experiences or elements that 

led to students of color feeling more or less welcome in their library and how it affected their 

academic success. The authors stated that diversity played an important part in decision-making
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libraries make decisions regarding library staff, arranging facilities, and in establishing library 

services (Elteto et al., 2008). The authors collected their data by conducting a web-based survey 

that focused on the social aspects of the library, feelings about specific facility factors, and staff 

attitudes. The results showed that students of color were more engaged with academic library 

activities and used the library far more as compared to white students. Although students of color 

used the library at greater rates than White students, the authors found that white students 

approached the reference desk, asked for research help or asked general reference questions at 

higher rates than students of color. Since the reference desk plays an important part in any 

academic library, it is important that librarians and library staff understand why certain groups of 

students do not use this service as much as others. In this study (Elteto et al., 2008), students 

reported that occasionally staff facial expressions led to them not feeling welcomed to ask 

questions. Students also noted that a lack of diversity amongst library staff was a key contributor 

in determining how comfortable they felt to ask questions in their library. Indeed, this study was 

the key contributor to my curiosity of how student demographics impact library usage. Although 

this study provided a model for my own study, additional research is needed to understand how 

the librarians at the Portland State University Library used the data from the survey to make 

changes that are beneficial to their student population.

In a similar study, Herrera (2016) assessed library usage based on student demographics 

at the University of Mississippi. In her article, Herrera (2016) discussed that previous research 

found that African American students used their academic libraries at higher rates than white 

students. She also noted that Latina/o students used academic libraries for shorter periods of time 

than other students. This data is important to librarianship because, it is important to understand 

why certain student demographics use an academic library more than others. Herrera (2016)
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gathered her data for this study by analyzing the checkouts of physical materials and electronic 

resources of undergraduates from the 2014 Spring and Fall semesters. At the time of this study, 

there were more female than male students at the University of Mississippi and only 23% of 

students identified as a racial minority (Herrera, 2016). Of the students in the data set, only 51% 

used the library, 11% checked out physical materials, and 49% used electronic resources. 

Looking at the demographics of library users at the University of Mississippi, the author found 

that 61% of the library users were women and that racial minority groups used the library at 

higher rates than non-minority students. African American students used both electronic 

resources and physical materials at higher rates than other ethnicities in this study. Although the 

data from this study is useful in understanding the library usage rates of students based on 

demographics, there was a significant gap in explaining as to why students use certain materials 

at higher rates than others. Unlike the study at the Portland State University Library, this study 

did not ask students what impacted their library usage patterns and their experiences with 

librarians and library staff. Future studies must go beyond just studying the rates of usage and 

aim at understanding how student demographics and their understanding of library services 

impacts what resources they use. The Portland State University Library study as well as the 

University of Mississippi study found that their students of color used their academic libraries at 

higher rates than white students. In order to continue the discussion as to why students of color 

use academic libraries at higher rates, researchers must study the characteristics of an academic 

library that matter the most to students.

One of the frequent contributors to the discussion of library usage patterns based on 

student backgrounds is Ethelene Whitmire. Whitmire (1999) stated that academic libraries have 

expanded their resources and staff to meet the increasing number of minority students in higher
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education. Whitmire (1999) shared that the University of Michigan started a peer information 

counseling program in which they trained undergraduates to work at the reference desk in order 

to reach out to underrepresented students. If students recognize their peers from their major, they 

may have more confidence to approach them at the reference desk. In her study Whitmire (1999) 

hypothesized that African American students and White students would have different library 

experiences. Her study found that African American students used library resources at greater 

rates than their fellow White students (Whitmire, 1999). Although this study did not state the 

name of the institution they studied, it provides evidence that students from minority 

backgrounds are confident and comfortable in using their academic library. Similarly to the 

studies mentioned above, this study also did not investigate why African American students used 

their library resources at higher rates or which resources they used more often than white 

students.

In 2001, Whitmire continued her research in library usage patterns. In preparing for her 

research she stated that a previous study had found that women, African American students, and 

other minority students spent more time in their academic libraries (as cited in Grimes & 

Charters, 2000). The authors did not indicate why those students spent more time in their 

academic libraries or what resources they used more frequently than other students. The purpose 

of Whitmire’s study in 2001 was to understand what factors contributed to undergraduate 

academic library use and if those factors changed during college. Participants for this study came 

from 18 different four-year colleges and universities in the United States and the study was 

conducted over three years. The majority of participants were women, “traditional college aged” 

(around 19 years old), and White. Findings from this study suggested that, initially, students used 

their academic library on occasion but over the course of the study students’ usage increased
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(Whitmire, 2001). The reasons why students used their academic libraries ranged from using 

computers for library searches, to develop a bibliography, ask a librarian for help, or to search 

for books in the library stacks (Whitmire, 2001). Throughout the three years of the study, 

Whitmire discovered that the strongest determinants of students’ academic library use were their 

active learning in their courses and their writing assignments (2001). The determinants impacting 

the lack of student library usage was having a job off campus. Whitmire (2001) noted that the 

more students worked off campus the less time they spent in their college library. The main thing 

that this study lacked was a breakdown of student demographics and how these may have 

impacted the library resources that students used.

Whitmire has studied the academic library use of forty-three different colleges and 

universities in the United States. She (2003) has stated that “by understanding the academic 

library use of a culturally diverse student body and the factors associated with these experiences, 

academic librarians can provide better services that assist undergraduates with their academic 

integration and subsequent retention and academic achievement” (p. 149). Similar to her 1999 

study, Whitmire (2003) hypothesized that undergraduates’ background characteristics and 

college experiences will be reflected in their academic library use. This study found that students 

from the age of 22 years and younger used their academic library with greater frequency than 

other students. Like her 2001 study, this 2003 study also found that female students used their 

academic library at a higher frequency than males. The majority of participants had more 

similarities in their library usage patterns than differences, leaving future researchers with the 

question; What contributes to similarities or differences in library usage patterns based on 

student demographics?
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Impacts of Library Usage and Student Retention/Success

An important way of assessing how an academic library has impacted students is by 

analyzing how library usage has impacted student success and retention. Soria, Fansen, and 

Nackerud (2013) looked at students’ library use and how it impacted their academic 

achievement. These authors cited previous literature by Shun Han, Rebekah Wong, and Webb, 

who found positive connections with the number of items students checked out from the library 

and their grade point averages at the time of graduation. If students who have higher grade point 

averages use the library more frequently, then librarians must seek new ways to make their 

services accessible by the rest of the student population. The authors gathered their data for this 

study by looking at student logins for library services such as database logins, website logins, 

and Interlibrary Loan. The authors also looked at lists of patrons who attended library instruction 

sessions and who had reference interactions (Soria et al., 2013). The data collected suggested 

that students who used the library more frequently in their first semester had higher grade point 

averages and retention rates compared to students who rarely used the library. The authors found 

that library services such as accessing databases, electronic journals, and checking out books 

were key to academic success. Services such as enrolling in a library research workshop and use 

of online databases also proved to have a positive impact on student retention. The authors 

suggested that academic libraries should frequently gather data regarding usage in order to 

understand patron trends as well as to assess how libraries impact students’ sense of belonging 

and development outcomes. This study is important because it shows that an academic library 

plays a significant role in students’ academic success. Crawford (2015) conducted a similar study 

that found that frequent student librarian interactions played an important role in retention. 

Although helpful in understanding the impact of an academic library in student academics, these
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studies lacked information regarding whether and how student demographics played a role in 

determining library usage patterns leading to student success and retention.

Student Perceptions and Factors of Competency of Information Literacy

When assessing the competencies of students’ information literacy skills, it is important 

to start by first analyzing their students’ perceptions of their abilities. Since each college or 

university implements information literacy in their own way, a student’s competency in adding 

their own voice to previous research will be based on their exposure to information literacy. 

Michalak, Rysavy, and Wessel (2017) stated that in order to teach information literacy 

effectively, it is important for academic librarians to know the differences in what students say 

the know about information literacy and what they actually know. The authors found that 

younger students were more confident in their abilities in information literacy and that their 

greatest strength was their ability to accurately reference and cite their sources in their academic 

papers (Michalak et al., 2017). Although proper citation is an essential part of college writing, 

ensuring that students can conduct meaningful research should be a top priority for librarians and 

faculty members alike. This study lacked an explanation as to why older students were not as 

confident in their information literacy skills and lacked attention to whether and how student 

racial/ethnic demographics correlated with their information literacy confidence.

Lanning and Mallek (2017) stated that the majority of students, including graduate and 

even doctoral students, rely on Google or Wikipedia to search for information. These students 

choose to use those websites over the resources offered through their academic library. Lanning 

and Mallek (2017) added that faculty members contribute to the lack of students’ information 

literacy growth by assuming that students will become competent through their own independent 

research. By not truly assessing students’ levels of information literacy competency when they
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enter college, those faculty members are doing students a disservice by not guiding them in 

becoming information literate. A way to ensure that all students have an exposure to information 

literacy is by requiring students to take a course in library studies. Lanning and Mallek (2017) 

discussed that students at Southern Utah University were required to take a course entitled 

Library Media 1010- Information Literacy. They found that the majority of college students who 

participated in their study did not have the necessary skills in information literacy that would 

help them keep up with the heavy demands of college coursework. In order to ensure that all 

students graduate with the skills necessary to be critical thinkers about information, faculty 

members must frequently collaborate with their academic libraries in order to develop students’ 

confidence.

Saunders, Severyn, Freundlich, Piroli, and Shaw-Munderback (2016) found that although 

first-year graduate students have proven to have higher levels of information literacy competency 

than undergraduates, some have shown to lack the knowledge in areas such as plagiarism and 

being able to narrow down searches effectively. Since scholarly writing is a key component of 

graduate education, it is essential that graduate students continue receive the necessary support 

from their program and academic library. Saunders and her colleagues (2016) stated that the 

majority of graduate student and academic librarian interactions take place outside of the 

classroom. Since some students in graduate programs have taken time between their 

undergraduate and graduate education, their faculty members should include several meetings 

with an academic librarian as part of the course work. In order to assess the information literacy 

competency of graduate students, Saunders and her colleagues (2016) used Critical Incident 

Questionnaires that had students reflect on their learning by responding to open ended questions 

about their information literacy sessions. One of the key findings in this study was that graduate
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students felt that the instructor’s method of teaching and demonstrating information literacy 

proved to be the most effective way for students to understand how to conduct meaningful 

research (Saunders et al., 2016). This finding is crucial in providing students with adequate 

instruction time in information literacy. Like the previous literature discussed, this study lacked a 

breakdown of whether and how student demographics were correlated with participants’ 

information literacy skills.

Gaps in Student Information Literacy Competency

Although academic libraries do their best to expose students to the skills needed to assess 

the credibility of information and how to add their voice to the scholarly conversation, there are 

still information literacy gaps for student populations. Grigg and Dale (2017) found that students 

who were older than the usual college age or who transfer from a community college had less 

knowledge in information literacy. Their study found that the majority of transfer students or 

students over the age of 29 years had little exposure to any kind of library workshop. The authors 

shared that those students frequently asked questions related to how to find reliable sources or 

how to properly cite. In order to understand the information literacy gap of transfer students, 

academic librarians must be familiar with the information literacy they are learning at the 

community college level. Warren (2006) stated that “community college libraries are unique to 

academic libraries because they can identify specific feeder high schools and work to bridge the 

transition between high school and college information literacy instruction” (p. 297). In order to 

ensure that each student receives adequate instruction in how to search for credible resources or 

how to properly cite, community college libraries must be a part of supporting students’ 

scholarly writing. Warren (2006) explained that a reason for the lack of student exposure to 

information literacy at the community college level is that the majority of faculty do not spend
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their time on research or scholarly writing. One way that community college libraries have 

engaged their students is through learning communities. Warren (2006) stated that because 

students in community college have a multitude of priorities outside of school, librarians and 

other faculty members have used learning communities to help students make connections with 

other courses and explore those subjects in greater detail. By making connections with other 

courses students will be exposed to different types of scholarly information and can understand 

how to distinguish reliable resources.

Patterson (2009) stated that the key parts of information literacy include resourced-based 

learning, critical thinking, and lifelong learning. Patterson added that the majority of community 

college librarians use instruction time to teach students about proper citation, leaving key parts of 

information literacy out of instruction. Different approaches to information literacy may involve 

an “emphasis on explicit instruction of how specific discourses are constructed, critical literacy, 

which foregrounds, social change, cultural diversity, economic equity, and political 

enfranchisement, or thinking of information literacy as a practice rather than a skill” (Patterson, 

2009, p. 346). If students can understand that information literacy is a tool that can be used 

outside of their education, they will be more engaged with the process of analyzing credible 

information and expanding the discourse of subjects that they are interest them. Patterson added 

that often, students in community college arrive unprepared and are unaware that information 

can be interpreted in various ways and that their opinions can be a part of the continuing 

development of a topic. Exposing community college students to various methods of interpreting 

information is essential to help students prepare for continuous learning and scholarly writing.
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Conclusion

Information literacy is an essential tool for every human being. Understanding how 

information is created and how it can be used for further growth is essential for creating an 

equitable society. Saunders (2009) stated that the Association of College and Research Libraries 

(ACRL) defines a person who is information literate as someone who can

Define an information need; locate and accesses information efficiently and effectively; 

evaluate information; incorporate new information into his or her knowledge base; use 

information to accomplish a specific purpose; and who understands the legal, economic, 

social, and ethical aspects of information (p. 100).

In order to create a society comprised of people who can interpret the value of information, it is 

essential that all academic programs provide their students with the opportunities for growth in 

their understanding of how information is created and how they can contribute to their areas of 

interest. Saunders (2009) found that although librarians are at the forefront of teaching 

information literacy to students, there has not been a study that demonstrates their values, the 

front-line operators, as experts in the field. Academic librarians are experts in information 

literacy because they interact with students who have different levels of information literacy 

competency, giving them the ability to recognize trends in certain student demographics or 

academic programs.

Saunders surveyed a panel of librarians to understand what they felt was the future of 

information literacy. She found that most panelists believed that advances in technology would 

help librarians focus on critical thinking skills such as evaluation and ethical use information 

rather than solely teaching students about search strategies. One of the barriers mentioned in this 

study was that some faculty already assumed that students know how to conduct research and
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would rather not spend much class time going over methods to conduct research (Saunders,

2009). Since each student has different levels of exposure to research, it is important that faculty 

members in academic programs recognize the continuous need for information literacy growth.

The literature analyzed for this study had similarities and several gaps. In some academic 

libraries, women had higher library usage patterns and, in others, men were reported to use the 

library most often. Many libraries found that students interacted with librarians mainly to ask 

follow-up questions after an information literacy session. There were studies that found that 

students older than 23 years had lower levels of information literacy confidence as compared to 

younger undergraduates. What the majority of these studies lacked was an in-depth explanation 

whether, and how students’ race/ethnicity impacted their library usage patterns and their levels of 

confidence in information literacy. Overall, the literature does not answer the questions, why are 

certain student demographic groups using certain library services more or less than others? and 

how/does a student’s race/ethnicity impact their confidence in information literacy? Chapter 

Three provides an in-depth explanation of the methods I used to answer my research question.
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Chapter Three 

Methodology

Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of how I conducted my mixed methods study to 

answer my research question: do patterns exist in students’ library usage and information literacy 

skills in relation to the different demographic categories to which they belong? Throughout my 

nearly three years working at an academic library in Southern California, I have noticed that each 

year students are unaware of basic services offered by the library. Patrons frequently basic 

questions such as how to access the databases provided by the library, and they are often 

unaware that they need a university ID in order to check out items from the library. After 

consistently hearing such basic questions about accessing library services, I became concerned 

that many students are unaware of the extent of the resources available to them in an academic 

library. Hearing that students were unaware of how to access our databases made me wonder 

about students’ levels of confidence in information literacy when they began their college career 

and how it has changed throughout their years in higher education.

The academic library where this study was conducted is a small public university 

surrounded by farmland in Southern California. At the time of this study student enrollment was 

just over 7,000. Of those undergraduates, 65% were continuing undergraduate students; 18% 

were new transfer students; 14% were first-time Freshmen; and 0.1% were transitory 

undergraduates. At the time of this study there were 240 Post Baccalaureate (PBAC) students 

enrolled. My study was intended to discover whether students’ levels of information literacy and 

library usage varies by their categories of identity, such as race and ethnicity, sex, and first-
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generation status. What follows are the procedures I followed in order to answer my research 

question.

Methodological Strategy: Mixed-Methods

This mixed methods study explored the library usage patterns and confidence in 

information literacy of undergraduate and graduate students from a public four-year university in 

Southern California based on the various categories that they identify with such as, race and 

ethnicity, sex, and first-generation status. According to Creswell (2012) a mixed methods study 

is one that collects both qualitative and quantitative data. Quantitative research identifies a 

problem by analyzing trends or a need for an explanation of the relationship among variables 

(2012). On the other hand, qualitative research is used to address a research problem in which the 

variables are not yet known and the literature regarding the topic of the study is limited (2012).

In my study qualitative data included responses from librarian interviews and the themes that 

emerged from their responses. The purpose of interviewing librarians was to understand their 

perspective in the frequency of questions asked while at the reference desk as well as 

understanding their perspectives on necessary skills in information literacy required for 

undergraduate and graduate student success. The quantitative data that I collected included 

student responses from an online survey which requested participating students to provide 

information about their sex, race/ethnicity, and other demographic data.

This study added to the existing research on this topic by analyzing library usage patterns 

and confidence in information literacy based on student demographics. Previous literature has 

indicated that at some institutions female students used their academic library at higher rates than 

males (Herrera, 2016) and other studies have found that students of color used the library more 

often than white students (Elteto, Jackson, & Lim, 2008). My study explored both of those
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factors but expanded the literature in asking why students chose to use certain library services at 

the rates that they did. The data collected from my study could be used in future research to 

enhance library services to reach more students.

Theoretical Framework

In order to understand students’ library usage patterns and confidence in information 

literacy, I used Bandura’s social cognitive theory, specifically focusing on self-efficacy. Bandura 

(2002) stated that self-efficacy beliefs “

Affect how individuals think in self-enhancing or self-debilitating ways; how well they 

motivate themselves and persevere in the face of difficulties; the quality of their 

emotional life, and the choices they make at important decisional points that set their 

course of life paths (pp. 270-271).

This theory tied in well to my study because, through my research, I sought to understand why 

students used certain library services and to learn about their confidence in information literacy 

based on the demographic categories with which they identify. Previous studies have used 

Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory to determine student’s self-efficacy in information literacy 

(for example, Tang & Tseng, 2017), but I could not locate studies in which this theory was used 

to explain students’ library usage patterns. Additionally, the studies that have used self-efficacy 

to understand student information literacy confidence (Folk, 2016) did not measure the effects of 

student demographics and student self-efficacy.

Bandura (1977) explained that efficacy expectations are determined by the amount of 

effort that individuals expended and how long they will persevere through difficult situations. As 

colleges and universities become more diverse, different student groups will arrive with various 

levels of self-efficacy in education. Some students may transition to their college experience with
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high comfort levels in their academics, while students who have struggled throughout their 

education may not transition as easily. In order to ensure that every student can grow in their 

self-efficacy throughout their college years, educators should work with different departments 

across their campuses to make sure that their services are easily accessible and understandable to 

students. Bandura (1977) stated that stressful situations bring out emotions that can help measure 

personal competency. As students enter their college library for the first time, some may come 

with a higher understanding of various library services, whereas others may have a limited 

exposure to libraries causing them to have a lower self-efficacy in their library confidence. In 

order to help students increase their library self-efficacy, librarians and library staff should make 

their services well-known to new students by being part a part of their education from the 

moment they step on campus for a tour or campus orientation. Bandura (1977) also stated that 

independent performance can help increase an individual’s self-efficacy because it creates 

opportunities to master coping skills which can reduce stress. In order to help students increase 

their library self-efficacy, librarians should create a library community that allows students to ask 

for help at their own pace.

Tang and Tseng (2017) investigated the self-efficacy of undergraduate students after 

participating in library instruction classes. This study can be a model for libraries because 

learning from students they have taken library instruction classes can help librarians understand 

what students actually learned and how they can enhance the learning for all students. Tang and 

Tseng (2017) added that

Librarians can use self-efficacy as an effective scale because with self-efficacy, a more

holistic view of a student’s interaction with information literacy can be created;
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establishing the baseline for student assessed ability and ability itself can create a more 

penetrating and effective instruction (p. 470).

By hearing directly from students about what they felt was helpful in library instruction classes, 

librarians can have a clear understanding of how students use the skills they are taught. In this 

study, student participants were asked to answer questions with responses ranging from 

“Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree” (Tang and Tseng, 2017). Some of the questions that the 

researchers asked included “I am confident that my information is clearly and confidently 

presented and I can tell when information is biased” (Tang and Tseng, 2017, p. 473). Of the 

students surveyed, 75% had never taken an information literacy class; 20% had taken a class at 

least once; and 5% had taken a class more than once (Tang and Tseng, 2017). Students who had 

taken a library instruction course more than once had the highest levels of information literacy 

self-efficacy and indicated that librarians clearly explained the objectives of the class (Tang and 

Tseng, 2017). One major factor that this study did not analyze was what majors had the highest 

rates of students who had high self-efficacy in information literacy. Knowing which academic 

programs have high levels of information literacy confidence is essential for librarians to 

understand where there are gaps. This study was helpful in understanding how information 

literacy self-efficacy has been measured by librarians but lacked explanation of how self-efficacy 

differed amongst student demographic groups.

Research Design

Participants/Setting. Participants for this study were current undergraduate and graduate 

students from a four-year public university in Southern California. Participants were not asked to 

state their name for the survey, they were asked to indicate demographic categories with which 

they identify. The categories included students’ sex, race/ ethnicity, academic year, first-
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generation status, and the year they began their education at their university. I recruited 

participants using flyers posted in the library. The recruitment poster that I used can be found in 

Appendix A. I found that the flyers gave me little to no participants. Therefore, I asked our 

librarian in charge of information literacy for a list of professors who frequently ask for 

information literacy sessions. I reached out to a total of 14 undergraduate professors as well as 

three graduate professors. Of the undergraduate professors I reached out to, five responded back 

to me and I was asked to come to two undergraduate classes to explain my study to students. I 

also explained my study to one graduate class.

As mentioned above, I also interviewed six librarians for this study. The purpose of 

interviewing librarians was to understand if they had noticed similarities in questions asked by 

students; to understand what they felt were students’ strengths and weaknesses in information 

literacy; to share what information literacy skills they felt were necessary for undergraduate and 

graduate students success; and to describe the library’s role at the university. In order to protect 

librarian identities, their names were changed. Librarians were recruited through my e-mailed 

invitation to participate in the study. Consent forms for librarians can be found in Appendix B. 

Librarians were not asked any demographic questions so as to protect their identities; it is a small 

group of people and identifying information would compromise their anonymity. For the most 

part, lecturer librarians spend the majority of their time working at the reference desk answering 

questions that range from basic directional/logistical questions to in-depth research questions.

Our tenure-track librarians teach information literacy courses, work a few hours at the reference 

desk, and have their own tasks based on their particular job in the library.
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Data Collection Procedures. The intent of this study was to understand the current 

library usage patterns of students based on their ethnicity, sex, year in college, and first- 

generation status. The purpose of studying the responses based on these demographics was to 

understand if some students have a better understanding of information literacy and library 

resources than others. Previous studies on library usage patterns and confidence in information 

literacy have been limited to only studying the age of students (Bond, 2016) and, transfer versus 

non-transfer status (Grigg & Dale, 2017), with very little discussion about how student 

race/ethnicity or sex impacts their library usage patterns or confidence in information literacy.

There were a total of 53 students who participated in this study. Students participating in 

this study all answered the same questions through an online survey and their answers were 

categorized by similarities and differences. Of the 13 librarians who work at the library, six 

responded back to my email expressing interest in my study. Of the six librarians that I 

interviewed, five are tenure-track librarians and one is a part-time lecturer librarian. Interviewing 

both lecturer librarians and tenure-track librarians was important to me because they have 

different interactions with students and could provide various insights to student library usage 

patterns and confidence in information literacy. The questions I asked librarians can be found in 

Appendix C. The survey design I used is called a cross-sectional survey design. Creswell (2012) 

described this type of survey design as one that studies attitudes, beliefs, opinions, or practices at 

a specific time. Creswell (2012) stated that cross-sectional survey designs measure the needs of a 

community. Students were asked a total of ten questions. Questions ranged from the types of 

library resources they used most frequently and why as well as the questions students were asked 

can be found in Appendix D.
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Researcher’s Journal. After gathering data from students through the online survey in 

Spring 2018, I gathered additional data from students in the Fall of 2018 by tallying the types of 

questions they asked when they came to the circulation desk when I was working there. I chose 

to formally gather additional data after I conducted my survey because I wanted to see if there 

were correlations between the online survey responses and my own anecdotal observations about 

student library usage gained while working at the circulation desk. The types of questions that I 

tallied were general library questions (e.g., how to check out materials, what materials were 

provided by the library, and if there was a charge for students to check out materials from the 

library) and questions about having a university ID. I chose these two categories because, while I 

judged them to be types of information that students should have been made aware of prior to the 

beginning of the school year, they were questions I found were frequently asked and I wanted to 

quantify their number. I categorized these data collected through my Researcher’s Journal based 

on the apparent race and ethnicity and sex of students who asked questions, though it must be 

said that the decisions on students’ sex and race and ethnicity represented only my best 

judgement; I did not confirm these judgments with students.

Data Analysis

After the data from the student survey were collected, I manually sorted out the results by 

specific categories including race and ethnicity, sex, year in college, and first-generation status. 

The purpose of organizing the results by these categories was to help me understand if certain 

student demographic groups used library resources at higher rates than others. I also sorted the 

responses by various student demographic groups regarding their own feelings of confidence in 

information literacy. I did this to learn if gaps existed in certain students’ levels of confidence in 

information literacy. Creswell (2012) stated that “analysis consists of noting response rates,
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checking response bias, conducting descriptive analysis of all items, and then answering 

descriptive questions” (p. 404). While analyzing the data from my online survey, I manually 

added notes when I noticed reoccurring responses. I also took notes that cross-referenced my 

data from my online survey to the data I collected via my Researcher’s Journal.

After I conducted individual interviews with librarians, I transcribed each interview and 

then began coding the data using the qualitative data analysis software, HyperRESEARCH. 

During coding, the researcher identifies various categories by comparing data collected 

(Creswell, 2012). Each interview varied between twenty minutes to an hour. Coding interview 

data using HyperRESEARCH allowed me to find recurring themes from my interviews without 

inserting my own opinions or biases. The majority of my codes were text segment codes. 

Creswell (2012) described text segment coding as “sentences or paragraphs that all relate to a 

single code” (p. 244). The other type of code that I used was an in vivo code, which Creswell 

(2012) described as a code that is created from using the actual words of participants. My list of 

codes can be found in Appendix E.

Trustworthiness

In order to guarantee that the trustworthiness of this study I used the following strategies 

to provide readers and future researchers findings that were credible.

Researcher’s Biases. I went through the questions with librarians prior to their interview. 

This helped the librarians understand the purpose of this study. I also allowed librarians to 

elaborate on their responses when I asked questions in order to ensure that the findings that I 

reported were their beliefs rather than my interpretations of their feelings on the topic. For the 

online survey with students, I reported their exact words from open-ended questions.
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Member Checks. During the interviews I made sure I clarified all the responses that I 

received from librarians. I asked follow-up questions throughout the interviews in order to ensure 

that I understood their perspectives on the topic. I had several professors ask me to discuss my 

study with their students before they shared the link to the online student survey. I shared with 

students why I was conducting this study and allowed them to ask me questions about the topic. 

The survey was only made available to current students at the university where this study took 

place.

I conducted this study in order to add to the scholarly discussion of library usage patterns 

and students’ own confidence in information literacy. I hope that by adding demographics to this 

scholarly discussion, future researchers will continue this curiosity and add their own voices.

Role of the Researcher

At the time of this study I was finishing my second year as a library staff member. I was 

also enrolled in a Master of Educational Leadership program with an emphasis in Higher 

Education at this same campus. Thus, my role in this study was also a participant-observer 

because I worked in the library where this study was conducted.

Limitations

The main limitation to this study was the number of students who participated to the 

online survey. With a small representation of different student demographic groups, it was not 

possible for me to collect sufficient data to show whether gaps exist in students’ library usage 

patterns and their confidence in information literacy. Some racial/ethnic groups had as little one 

participant take the survey. With as few as one student from a racial/ethnic group represented in 

survey results, findings must be understood only in terms of how individuals responded, not in 

terms of any generalizations made about demographic categories. Additionally, very few
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participants who identified as males completed the survey. Although these responses are 

important, I cannot conclude that their responses represent all the male students at the university 

where this study took place. Although this data will be a may contribute to the discussion of 

library usage and confidence in information literacy, the few students who took the study do not 

provide a statistically significant representation of the demographic categories with which they 

identify.

Another limitation to the survey was that I did not ask participants to state what their 

major was. It can be assumed that not every student in every major at the university were this 

study was undertaken attends information literacy sessions as frequently as others. If professors 

in a particular major require their students to attend information literacy sessions every semester, 

those students will most likely express a higher confidence level in their abilities to conduct 

research compared to those students in majors that tend to access library services less frequently. 

Unfortunately, I did not ask students to provide their major in the survey, therefore the results of 

this study do not allow me to make suggestions to library administrators and librarians about 

specific majors lacking the necessary information literacy skills needed for college success. 

Conclusion

The data collected in this study may show gaps in information literacy confidence and 

library usage based on student demographics. The methods used to collect the data were a mix of 

between qualitative data, with the interviews from librarians and the responses from open-ended 

questions by students, as well as quantitative, with the number of students from each 

demographic group who participated. In the following chapter, I will discuss my findings from 

the interviews with librarians as well as the online survey taken by students.
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Chapter Four 

Findings

Introduction

In this chapter, I discuss the findings that emerged from the online student survey, 

interviews with librarians, and data that I collected in a Researcher’s Journal. I also explore the 

emergent themes stemming from interviews with librarians, as well as the descriptive statistics 

reported came from participants’ race/ethnicity, sex, year in college, and other demographic 

categories with which they identify. The purpose of reporting the difference in demographic 

categories was to learn if gaps existed in the way students used library services and their 

confidence in information literacy. However, based on the few students who participated in the 

online survey portion of this study, it was not possible to identify major gaps based on student 

demographics. Given the small number of survey respondents, I was not able to fully answer my 

research question because the groups with few participants cannot be seen as representing their 

entire community. The main question that guided this study was, do patterns exist in students’ 

library usage and information literacy skills in relation to the different demographic categories to 

which they belong?

Emergent Themes from Librarian Interviews

When transcribing the interviews with librarians, I noticed that they all had similar 

responses for almost of all of the questions I asked. Although their responses had a lot more in 

common than I expected (i.e., several librarians used the same wording in more than one of their 

responses), each librarian shared their opinions in a distinctive way. The names of librarians 

were changed to in order to protect their identities, those pseudonyms are Adrian, Alex, Kerry, 

Erica, Chris, and Tobias. The main themes that emerged from the interviews with librarians were
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information literacy is only assignment based, the purpose of information literacy, reference 

questions are really just logistical questions, and student age as a gap in information literacy 

confidence.

Information Literacy is only Assignment Based

The main theme that emerged amongst librarians was that information literacy at their 

library is primarily based on certain course assignments. When asked, all librarians shared that 

students only asked research questions when they needed help for a class. Because students are 

mostly exposed to information literacy sessions for certain assignments, some of the librarians 

interviewed believed that students are “not interested” in doing meaningful research. Previous 

research has found that having an interest in the research topic is crucial for students who are 

developing their information literacy skills (Bond, 2016). If students only use their information 

literacy skills when they are thinking about course assignments, then they will have a limited 

understanding of how to evaluate information that they see outside of the classroom. When asked 

about students’ overall strengths and weaknesses in information literacy, Adrian responded with: 

Alright, so the students overall simply want to complete the assignment. They are not 

interested in learning anything else... And, so, I always teach them that using the 

database is like a dialogue and as you put in your search terms, it is giving you back 

results that you can use in your next search and you can use for your topic. And students 

don’t want that. They don’t want to think of a discussion in a database. They want to plug 

in one search term, one time, and get the three articles they need for their assignment. 

When asked the same question, Alex responded:

There’s not an understanding that they’re going to need to take multiple sources and 

synthesize an answer because most of the time we don’t get an article that has the exact
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title of what our research question asks and that’s a real disappointment upfront to 

students.

My research question focused on unearthing any gaps that existed in students’ information 

literacy skills based on their demographics. Previous research found that no major gaps existed 

in information literacy skills between Latina/o students and White students (Dabbour & Ballard, 

2011). Kerry stated that they did not notice major differences in information literacy confidence 

amongst students based on their demographics. Kerry added that students who speak English as a 

second language may ask for more clarification at the reference desk than other students. 

However, this claim could not be verified with statistically because librarians at this particular 

library do not keep track of their interactions they have with patrons at the reference desk. When 

asked if they noticed any patterns in levels of information literacy associated with specific 

student demographics, Kerry stated:

Nothing that I would notice here but sure I would associate [students] who may be first- 

generation or if English isn’t spoken primarily at home.... But again, it really seems to be 

assignment focused.

In regard to the question of strengths and weaknesses in information literacy, Chris added that: 

Weaknesses are more numerous, [the students are] not very persistent. Like, if the link 

result does not work, that’s i t .  So, I think that there’s a lack of persistence and patience 

and I think that they don’t understand the scholarly communication model.

Tobias added that students:

.h a v e  a huge weakness in connecting the notion of their need. They really don’t 

necessarily have a good notion of their need. And I say that because students go in and
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think that they need particular bits of information to satisfy their need but they’re not 

answering their overall question so that clouds finding and evaluating.

Based on the responses from librarians on this theme, it seems that students do not understand 

the larger value of improving their information literacy skills because they are only required to 

use their skills if it is necessary for a class. If students are not attending at least one information 

literacy session per semester, these skills can easily be forgotten. In order to ensure that students 

continue developing their information literacy skills, librarians and faculty must remind students 

that being information literate is a necessary tool to always improve on.

The Purpose of Information Literacy

Regarding the purpose of information literacy should be, all of the librarians I 

interviewed shared their interest in nurturing critical thinking skills. They mentioned that 

students should see information literacy as a lifelong skill that can be applied outside of their 

educational pursuits. Previous research has noted that a student who is information literate 

should be able to critically evaluate information and sources and, integrate new learning with 

their previous knowledge (DaCosta, 2010). Based on what I learned from interviews with 

librarians and from data from the student survey, it behooves universities to instill in their 

students how critical these skills are for their futures. The following statements illustrate some of 

the ideas librarians proposed to advance student understanding of the importance of information 

literacy.

In our discussion of information literacy, Chris stated,

Students should be able to understand their information need. They should be able to 

correctly identify what it is they are actually looking for, which is not an easy thing. And
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then figure out where to go to find that information and then how to access it, how to 

evaluate it, and how to incorporate it into their lives.

Kerry added that students today have easier access to resources but may not fully understand 

how to interpret the information they gather. They stated:

[They] all know how to push the buttons and know what hyperlinks are. I think [the] 

challenge is really navigating and really critically thinking of what you have in your 

hands and I don’t know today if students understand that.

Erica added that students are exposed to so much information today that understanding how to 

evaluate information is an essential skill in the academic journey. She suggested that:

Probably the very most important [aspect of information literacy], is a sense of the 

significance and importance of critical thinking and critical analysis in information tools 

and information content, information resources, and just the information stream which is 

so completely unavoidable and the ability to distinguish between news and what’s come 

to be called “fake news” and outright propaganda. How do you tell what it is you are 

looking at? How do you distinguish truth from falsehood?

Alex adds that the majority of undergraduate students want a quick answer to their research 

questions and are often frustrated that answering their question takes time and multiple sources. 

They elaborated stating:

There’s not an understanding that they’re going to need to take multiple sources and 

synthesize an answer most of the time because most of the time we don’t get an article 

that has the exact title of what our research question asks and that’s a real disappointment 

upfront to students.

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS AS A LENS ON LIBRARY USAGE PATTERNS AND

33



CONFIDENCE IN INFORMATION LITERACY

Based on the librarian responses in this theme, it would seem that students may not be fully 

aware of how they can apply what they learn from information literacy sessions to other aspects 

of their life. Students must be taught the relevance of information literacy both inside and outside 

of the higher education enterprise. If students understand that critical thinking is important when 

evaluating all the information they come across, then perhaps they may ask deeper research 

questions in the interest of doing more meaningful research.

Reference Questions are Really Just Logistical Questions

One of the main things I wanted to learn from librarians was what were the most frequent 

questions asked at the reference desk. I wanted to learn if there were distinct patterns in how 

certain students used library services. I also wanted to learn if certain student demographic 

groups possessed stronger confidence levels in information literacy than others. This curiosity 

grew from listening to students questions at the Circulation Desk, which left me wondering why 

certain students were more familiar with our resources than others. I felt that if I could learn what 

questions students were asking, it would give me the data that shows which students are more 

confident in using library services to their full potential. The answers I received from librarian 

participants debunked my beliefs. According to them, the majority of questions asked at the 

reference desk are simply logistical. In a study done at the Portland State University Library the 

researchers found that students of color and White students used their library space for different 

reasons (Elteto, Jackson & Lim, 2008). Since the interviews, various librarians have discussed 

with me that students are often “overconfident” and “equally as lost.” The following statements 

identify the different responses I had from librarians regarding questions at the reference desk. 

When I asked Adrian to consider what might be the most frequently asked question at the
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reference desk, he responded that most students want to know which database or search terms 

they should use.

And when I followed up asking if certain students ask those questions, Adrian added, “Um, no. 

That’s the question we get. From old to young, black or white, male or female. They have a 

research topic and they don’t know how to begin.”

Alex provided additional detail as to how questions may change throughout a semester. She 

stated:

So, the reference desk comes in waves. Sort of like interlibrary loan and reserves works 

in cycles. Number one is directional stuff, like where are the bathrooms or where are the 

classrooms. We get a lot of that throughout the year although its drops off after the new 

folks have been here for a couple weeks. The next usage pattern we use see in the very 

beginning of the semester is that we see a lot of the new students who don’t know how to 

locate the library’s resources online.

Tobias explained further why questions at the reference desk seem to be mostly logistical,

Ok, reference here is not anything... it’s really not a thing compared to other places that I 

have been. And that’s because we have a very robust information literacy program that 

focuses very specifically on assignments and other sorts of information needs. So, I 

occasionally get some follow ups... So, it’s really not any different because now we are 

referring people to those but they’re just online or in a database that we have purchased. 

The “librarian-ness” of it hasn’t changed much. You’re still the connector between 

information and other things.

Based on the fact that information literacy is only taught when it is needed for an assignment, it 

was not shocking to learn that students did not ask many reference questions to librarians.
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Furthermore, it may be that since the library is located near the center of the campus, many 

students rely on the library as a resource for campus wide questions.

Student Age as a gap in Information Literacy confidence

The purpose of this study was to determine whether gaps existed in students’ library 

usage patterns and levels of confidence in information literacy given certain demographic 

characteristics. According to the librarians I interviewed, none of them could identify a specific 

student demographic group that had a better understanding of information literacy or distinct 

library usage patterns as compared to other student groups. The only gap that some librarians 

discussed was the age difference between students. Previous research supports this finding. 

Grigg & Dale (2017) found that 48.5% of students between from the ages of 30-59 years never 

had a library instruction workshop as compared to 15.2% of students from the aged of 19-21 

years. Specifically, as Tobias pointed out, students who are returning to school after not being in 

school for a number of years seem to have lower information literacy confidence. He elaborated 

further by stating:

So, over the years one of the biggest reluctant categories [of library users are those] who 

have returned to school after being gone for a while. So, this may be an age demographic 

factor. But reading the literature, when our services are moving more and more into the 

technical realm, for a while age was a big issue in terms of fear of coming and asking.... 

If you didn’t grow up with a computer, your neighborhood didn’t have a library, then 

those could be the barriers to engaging with our services. Just not knowing that they are 

there.

Alex added that the biggest gap is generational, explaining
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The other gap is between the underclassmen, like the Freshmen and Sophomores and the 

Juniors and Seniors. There’s a huge bridge that happens there in terms of years that closes 

the gap but also opens other ones. Like copyright because we don’t talk about it at the 

lower level so suddenly when we start talking about it at the upper level you realize that 

there are huge gaps of knowledge there.

A surprising finding in this study was the observation among the librarians I interviewed that age 

was seemingly the most significant demographic characteristic to inform information literacy 

confidence. I thought that perhaps older students would have a similar confidence level when 

compared to “traditional college aged” students based on previous college experience. Learning 

from librarians that older students had lower confidence levels in information literacy makes me 

wonder how those students rated themselves in the survey but unfortunately, age was not a 

question asked in the survey.

Results from Online Student Survey

The online student survey was available to students for a little over a month in the Spring 

of 2018. I had a total of 53 student participants that representing almost every racial/ethnic group 

enrolled at the university where this study took place. However, with 53 participants, no 

racial/ethnic group had enough participants to be representational of any that was statistically 

significant. An explanation of the lack of representation amongst all demographic groups can be 

found in the limitations section in the following chapter. Although the number of participants 

who took the survey were few, I was nonetheless able to link three themes emergent from my 

interviews with librarians and the responses from students. The themes that emerged from the 

data from students were: (1) the amount of information literacy sessions attended, (2) the 

confidence in information literacy, and (3) the questions asked at the reference desk. Below are
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Figures 1-3 that provide the specific data regarding the demographics of the student participants 

in this survey.

Figure 1: Sex of student participants 

Demographics: Sex of Student Participants

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS AS A LENS ON LIBRARY USAGE PATTERNS AND

Men
24. 5%

Women
75. 5%

Figure 2: First-generation versus non first-generation participants 

Demographics: First-generation versus non first-generation

Non first-generation
49. 1%

First-generation
50.9%
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Figure 3: Race/ethnicity of student participants 

Demographics: Race/ethnicity

Other

7 . 5%

Asian American or Pacific

3 . 8%

African-American________ _

5. 7%

White

37 .7%

Latina/o

45 . 3%

The Amount of Information Literacy Sessions Attended

As seen in Figure 1, students who identified as female outnumbered students who 

identified as male in their participation in this survey. At the time of this study, 64% of the 

students at the university studied were women and 36% were males. Of the 53 total participants, 

39% students who identified as females attended an information literacy session at least three or 

more times. Of the participants who identified as males, 75% stated that they attended an 

information literacy session at least three or more times. 11% of the participants who identified 

as female shared that they had only attended an information literacy session one to two times and 

three of the men who indicated the same. Of the 53 total students who participated in the survey, 

13% of female participants and 5% of male participants shared that they had never attended an 

information literacy session at their library. These data were helpful in understanding how many 

students attended information literacy sessions. However, given the low number of survey 

respondents, it was not possible to determine why women attended more information literacy 

sessions than men.
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Student Confidence in Information Literacy

Understanding student confidence in information literacy was a key component to this 

study. I wanted to understand if there were gaps in student confidence information literacy based 

on their backgrounds. As mentioned above, librarians only stated that they believed that age was 

the only characteristic among students to affect confidence in information literacy. Of the 53 

total students who participated in this study, 54% of women and 15% of men stated that they 

were confident in their skills in information literacy. According to the online survey responses, 

women of color were the most confident group of the students who participated. On the other 

hand, 7% of women and 3% men shared that they were not confident in their information literacy 

skills. I must note that I did not measure students’ confidence levels in information literacy. 

Rather, I simply used what they reported as their levels of confidence as fact. I know that this is 

not the most reliable way to understand students’ information literacy confidence especially 

since librarians told me that they believed that students were of often overconfident in their 

information literacy skills.

I did not ask student participants to answer why or why they did not feel confident in 

their information literacy skills, so it is not possible to understand why certain students were 

more confident than others. I would also like to add that several students declined to answer the 

question about their confidence in information literacy as well as other questions so this study 

cannot be seen as a full representation of the communities who participated. Previous research 

found little to no correlation in students library skills or their confidence in information based on 

their sex (Michalak, Rysavy, & Wessel 2017). With the data from this study, even given its 

limitations directions for future researchers are suggested through the need to explore factors that 

impacted these results.
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Questions asked at the Reference Desk

Going into this study, I had no idea whether the librarians at the library where this study 

took place kept any kind of data on the questions that students asked. I learned from the 

interviews with them that they did not. Previous research showed that a library that kept track of 

the data of reference interactions was able to compare the frequency of library usage and how 

that positively impacted students’ GPA (Soria, Fansen, & Nackerud, 2013). With the continuous 

growth of the campus, it would be helpful for their librarians to know what questions are 

commonly asked to ensure that their services are accommodating the ever-changing needs of 

students. In this study few students answered the question regarding the types of questions they 

asked librarians. Some students ignored the question or replied with “I do not interact with 

librarians or staff.” Of the students who answered, 15% of females asked logistical questions 

compared to men 9% of males. Women also outnumbered men in questions regarding follow-ups 

to their information literacy session or general database questions 22% of females asked follow

up questions as compared to only 5% of males. Unfortunately, I was not able to find studies that 

showed what kind of questions students were asking at the reference desk. However, I was able 

to find on more than one occasion that students who identify as females used their academic 

library at higher rates than male students. Whitmire (2001) found that women and minority 

students used their academic library the most. Also, a previous study that looked at the racial and 

gender differences of library use also found that women students at the University of Mississippi 

used the library more frequently than male students (Herrera, 2016). The question that is missing 

from my research is what factors impact student library usage? If I were to do this study again, I 

would ask students why they used certain services in order to understand what factors impact the 

way different student groups use an academic library.
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Researcher’s Journal

I decided to keep a researcher’s journal while I worked at the circulation desk during the 

Fall 2018 semester because a part of me believed that there were differences in the frequency of 

questions asked at the library based on student demographics. I kept this journal for only a few 

weeks, but I tallied every time a student asked me a logistical question about the library’s 

services. During this time, I had 31 students ask me logistical questions about the library. Of the 

31 students who asked questions, 70% were females. Women of color made up 58% of the 

questions that I tallied during this time.

Based on the data from my researcher’s journal and the data collected in the online 

survey, it seems that students who identify as females had a higher library self-efficacy than 

males. I came to this conclusion based from the number of women who asked me questions as 

well as hearing from librarians that they felt that women asked more questions at the reference 

desk. Bandura (1977) described efficacy expectations as the amount of energy an individual will 

put forth and how persistent they will be when they are facing obstacles. From this study it 

shows that women were more persistent in understanding how the library works. I will go more 

in depth in students’ self-efficacy in the following chapter.

Conclusion

This study provided data that helped me understand both the librarian and student

perspective on library usage patterns and confidence levels in information literacy at a small

public four-year university in Southern California. Based on the interactions that I had with

students prior to this study, I expected to find a gap between students’ library usage patterns and

confidence in information literacy. I believed there to be a gap in students library usage patterns

because some students were familiar with services offered at the library while others seemed to
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visit the library for years unaware of the services offered at the library. After reviewing the data 

from both librarians and students, I have come to the conclusion that students all have room for 

growth in their information literacy skills, regardless of their level of confidence. I also believe 

that the library could improve their methods of promoting their services so that students are 

aware of them from the moment they begin their education. This study showed me that students 

have various experiences in information literacy sessions that lead them to use services more or 

less as needed. Although this study suggested no major gaps in information literacy confidence 

or library usage patterns based on students’ race/ethnicity or sex, there were several limitations 

that I prevented me from gathering the necessary details to fully tell this story. I will discuss 

limitations and suggestions for future research in the following chapter.

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS AS A LENS ON LIBRARY USAGE PATTERNS AND

43



CONFIDENCE IN INFORMATION LITERACY

Chapter Five 

Conclusion

In the previous chapter I discussed my findings from interviews with librarians as well as 

the data results from my online survey taken by 53 students at a small public four-year university 

in Southern California. This chapter reviews my findings from Chapter Four through the lens of 

my theoretical framework. I will also discuss the limitations from my study and provide 

suggestions for future research. My research question that helped guide my study was, do 

patterns exist in students’ library usage and information literacy skills in relation to the different 

demographic categories to which they identify with?

Theoretical Framework

I used Albert Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory, focusing on his studies on self

efficacy, as a lens to understand the results from my study. Bandura (1982) stated that

Efficacy in dealing with one’s environment is not a fixed act or simply a matter of 

knowing what to do. Rather, it involves a generative capability in which component 

cognitive, social, and behavioral skills must be organized into integrated courses of action 

to serve innumerable purposes (p. 122).

I chose to use Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory as a lens for my study because I wanted to 

understand how students’ demographics affected their own feelings of self-efficacy at the library. 

Based on the amount of participants I had in my study, I believe that based on the percentage of 

female participant responses that my data shows that women were more familiar with the 

services offered at their library and had higher levels of confidence in information literacy than 

the males who participated in this study. Based on what I learned from the interviews with 

librarians, at least according to their perceptions, it appears that the students who participated had
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a basic understanding of information literacy but only use the tools they have learned from 

information literacy sessions when they are assigned a specific assignments that requires those 

tools. Although my study presented new discoveries on the topic of library usage patterns and 

student confidence in information literacy, there were limitations in my study that prevented me 

from getting a fuller understanding of knowing if gaps exist amongst students’ library usage 

patterns and levels of confidence in information literacy.

Limitations

There were several limitations that prevented me from getting the full results I expected 

from my study. The first major limitation was my sample size. At the time of this study the 

student population at this campus was 6,813. Of those nearly 7,000 students, only 53 participated 

in my study. I feel fortunate that even though I had a very small sample size, I had at least one 

student from each racial/ethnic category. I realize that having at least one student from each 

racial/ethnic group on campus does not fully show how others in their community feel about 

their confidence in information literacy or which library services they use most often; therefore, 

this study cannot be seen as a definite answer of library usage patterns and confidence levels in 

information literacy

The other limitation to my study is that I did not include a way in measuring students’ 

actual skills in information literacy. I had students share their level of confidence in information 

literacy ranging from “I am extremely confident” to “I am not confident” but I had no way of 

determining their level of confidence and how well they could actually navigate library databases 

and retrieve the best resources to fulfill their information need. By not having a way of 

measuring students’ actual skills, I simply received data based on how students felt about their 

level of confidence but not on how they could actually perform. I mention this as a limitation
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because I heard various times from my librarian participants that they felt that students could 

sometimes be overconfident in their information literacy skills. By not having actual data that 

shows student performance in conducting research, it would be hard to determine any gaps in 

students’ information literacy skills based on their demographics.

Future Research

Despite the limitations in my study, I enjoyed the learning experience from this research.

I feel that understanding students’ library usage patterns is crucial for ensuring that an academic 

library is serving their students to its fullest potential. I also feel that understanding students’ 

level of confidence in information literacy and working to improve that competence is important 

for helping to ensure that students will have the tools necessary to be lifelong critical thinkers.

One of the suggestions I have for future researchers regarding library usage patterns is to 

ask their student participants to share why these use certain resources more than others. In my 

study I asked students to rate each library service by the level of frequency in which they used it. 

Although this was helpful in understanding which students frequented services such as the 

reference desk, I did not learn as to why certain students used services at higher rates than others. 

In order to ensure that services are accessible for all students, it is important for librarians and 

library staff members to understand if students are aware of the services available to them.

Another suggestion that I have for researchers studying students’ levels of confidence in 

information literacy is to come up with a method for measuring students’ actual performance in 

searching for resources to fulfill their information need. My study relied on students’ perception 

of self-confidence in information literacy but did not assess whether students were using the 

library databases effectively. I suggest that future researchers include a method of having 

students show their methods for finding and using resources so that librarians can understand
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how much students are understanding in information literacy sessions and if adjustments need to 

be made to those instruction sessions.

The last suggestion I have for researchers studying both library usage patterns and 

students’ confidence in information literacy is to have students report their major as part of their 

demographics. I had a difficult time finding participants until I worked with the librarian in 

charge of information literacy at the library. I was given a list of professors who have the most 

frequent information literacy sessions to reach out to. When I looked at the list, I noticed that 

there was not a great variety of majors represented. In order to understand if gaps exist in library 

usage patterns and confidence in information literacy, researchers must look at the university as a 

whole. I think that it is important to study how students in majors who do not attend information 

literacy sessions are able to locate information for their assignments. I also think that with 

students providing their major, researchers will be able to understand if certain majors are not 

providing their students with sufficient research opportunities that will prepare them for success 

at the undergraduate level as well as for graduate studies.

Conclusion

This research will be a good foundation for future researchers to add to the scholarly 

conversation regarding how student demographics impact academic library usage patterns and 

student confidence in information literacy. My research adds to this conversation because I 

learned from previous research and asked what role student demographics play to academic 

library usage patterns and student confidence in information literacy. Because I have found there 

to be limited research in this area, I hope that my findings will inspire continuous research in this 

area. Despite the limitations of my study, my research provided me with new insights to the 

discussion of library usage patterns and student confidence in information literacy. My hope is
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that my study will inspire other aspiring librarians and practicing librarians alike to constantly be 

thinking of how their library could be using new methods to engage students with their services.

I also hope that first-year as well as transfer students will realize that librarians and library staff 

are essential for their college career and life as critical thinkers.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Poster 

Research Study

Student Demographics as a Lens on Library Usage Patterns and Information Literacy

Seeking undergraduate and graduate student participants to take a web-based survey on their 

library usage patterns and confidence in information literacy.

Confidential, will only take approximately 20 minutes.

To learn more please email Sebastian Hunt 

sebastian.hunt@csuci.edu
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form

Dear [university] librarian,

Thank you for your interest in my research study “Student Demographics as a Lens on 

Library Usage Patterns and Information Literacy.” The purpose of this study is to analyze the 

ways in which different student populations use services in the library and to assess their 

familiarity with information literacy. The interview for this study consists of four open-ended 

questions that should take approximately 45 minutes. During this interview I will be recording 

your responses using an audio recorder. Recordings of your interview will be transcribed by 

myself and will later be erased a year after my Master’s thesis is approved. Only my thesis 

advisor, Dr. Kaia Tollefson, and myself will have access to the transcription of your interview 

and you will not be asked to state your name or any other details that would point to your 

identity. Thank you for your time. I look forward to hearing back from you.

Sincerely,

Sebastian Hunt
Graduate Student School of Education 
California State University Channel Islands

Signature Date
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Appendix C: Librarian Interview Questions

1. Describe the information literacy knowledge and skills should a student have in order to 

navigate their undergraduate and graduate education.

2. What are your observations of students’ overall strengths and weaknesses in information 

literacy?

3. Do you notice any patterns in library services associated with different student 

demographics? (e.g., race/ ethnicity, sex, age, etc.)?

4. Do you notice any patterns in levels of information literacy associated with different student 

demographics?

5. What are the most frequent question(s) that you get asked when you are at the reference 

desk?

6. Do certain student populations ask this question more than others?

7. What is the library’s role to the university?
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Appendix D: Student Survey Questions

1. Which library resources do you use the most? Why?

•  Library resources: Interlibrary Loan, reference desk help, Unique Collections, or books 

on reserve.

2. Have any of your courses required you to attend an information literacy session? Were 

you able to apply what you learned to other courses?

3. Have you attended an event at the library? Do you feel that your culture was represented?

4. Do you feel welcomed to ask for extra help in the library? Why or why not?

5. Describe why or why not you choose to use certain library services.

6. Do you feel that your academic library’s services represent the campus community? Why 

or why not?

7. Describe what you think your academic library’s role is to the campus.

8. What is the most frequent question that you ask a librarian or library staff member?

9. Describe your information literacy confidence and competence [list]

10. Does having a diverse library faculty and staff enhance your library experience?
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Appendix E: List of Codes

Information literacy only assignment based 

Awareness of information, critical thinking 

Reference Desk questions are logistical questions 

Age/generational gap
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Appendix F: NIH Certificate

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS AS A LENS ON LIBRARY USAGE PATTERNS AND

Certificate of Completion

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research certifies that 
Sebastian Hunt successfully completed the NIH Web-based training course 
"Protecting Human Research Participants".

Date of completion: 04/26/2017.

Certification Number: 2383834.
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