Skills and Strategies for Designing and Delivering IL Courses

Introduction
This block has no stated learning outcomes and directed readings.

The generic aim of the block is to provide a ‘space’ where theoretical knowledge from the previous 4 blocks in the module can be applied to the skills and strategies needed to design and deliver effective IL sessions. 

Information literacy sessions will only be effective if they achieve their purpose; where students have gained useful knowledge, understanding and application of the content covered. Student ability and motivation will influence this effectiveness but the design and delivery of the courses will play an important role in their success. 

In academic organizations, some IL courses include assessments and these may carry credits towards the total for an academic course. It is therefore essential that clear communication and presentation skills are developed and that the design and delivery of these courses is of a high quality. It is useful for librarians to remember that students will inevitably make comparisons between the IL sessions and other modules on their courses. High quality IL sessions will encourage students to become active users of the library. Poor quality sessions may help to produce non-users or ‘shadow users’. Shadow users just go to the library for convenience rather than a deep use of the resources. They ‘get by’ with minimum interactions with staff, use the study space and computers but fail to get the full benefits of the resources and services that the library can offer them. To these users, the library is more of a physical space than an intellectual space. 
Information professionals need an increasingly diverse range of skills to fulfill their professional roles. Delivering IL sessions to users draws on the librarians’ knowledge of resources and services available, but supporting IL skills for users also needs the skills of a trainer, teacher and coach. Evidenced based strategies can also be used to ensure quality courses.  Some librarians may be reluctant to develop or use these skills and strategies, seeing them as part of the academics’ role rather than the role of the librarian. Nevertheless, librarians are increasingly required to facilitate IL sessions and will need to become skilled as a trainer and educator. Many of these skills and strategies can only be developed through practice and experience but it is useful to review them briefly at this stage of the module.
This block divided into two parts:
1.
Communication and presentation skills

2.
Strategies to encourage effective learning

1.
Communication and Presentation skills

There are many books and websites that deal with communication and presentation skills and students are encouraged to use these resources for personal and career development purposes. Within the limits of this module, brief summaries of the key principles for effective use of these skills are provided below. 
Separating communication and presentation skills is a false dichotomy but convenient for the purposes of this block. ‘Communication skills’ is a generic term used with many meanings and interpretations, influenced by the contexts in which it is applied or studied. There has been much research into verbal and non-verbal communication skills but these are beyond the scope of this block.

For the purposes of this block, a summary list includes:
Speaking 

Listening
Writing

Presenting

You will read about different descriptors and applications of these skills but in this block we consider them in the context of IL. 
Speaking 
The tone of voice and clarity of speech needs to convey enthusiasm for the topic and empathy with the student situation. How the librarian speaks to students will influence the credibility of the sessions and perhaps that of the library. It will convey the importance and value to students of improving their information literacy skills.  

Use of librarians’ jargon should be kept to a minimum. Words such as ‘opacs’ mean nothing to students. Each new term should be explained clearly with a choice of vocabulary that is easily understood by the students. A glossary can be provided to help students become familiar with new terms as they progress on their courses and use the library more frequently.

The pace of speaking is also important. We all tend to speak faster when we are nervous so a conscious effort to speak more slowly and use pauses at the end of important points, will enable the students to process the new information they are hearing. It is natural when we feel nervous to think that we will lose control of the group if we pause or stop speaking for too long. With confident use of body language and ‘sweeping the group’ with our eyes, this is less likely to happen as we convey that we are still in control, in spite of being silent for a short time.

Listening

Pauses provide useful periods of silence where students can reflect and perhaps formulate questions. Silences also offer opportunities for listening. 

While you are speaking, you also need to be listening for signs of student understanding or concern over the content being covered. It can also be useful to listen to what students are discussing during group work. Sometimes, they are more willing to admit they find something difficult to their group members, rather than in a larger class group. Moving discreetly between groups to observe and listen to their progress on the tasks set can be a useful technique for gaining an accurate view of student learning. 
Writing

The style of writing used for IL sessions needs to match the ability and knowledge levels of the different student groups. Understanding MI and Learning Styles will be useful to influence the choice of language, use of examples, form and presentation of the content. For this point it is also useful to consider how much should be written and given to students in handouts and how much content should be delivered by using PowerPoint. 

Presenting

Presentations for Information Literacy sessions will need a combination of the skills identified above. However, the headings below will provide a useful framework for developing effective presentations. For some useful tips on preparing presentations and using PowerPoint see Chivers and Shoolbred 2007.
Planning and preparation
Prepare for the presentations by having clear aims and objectives. Use these as a working framework for yourself, even if they are not given to the participating students. The planning and preparation period will include all the activities outlined below but also try to pilot the presentation with colleagues or a small group of students so that amendments can be made. Always try to allow more time for preparation than you think you will need. The preparation usually takes longer than anticipated, especially if it is being done alongside other library duties.
Identify the audience and research the content
Identify who the audience will be, which student groups, their courses and levels of ability. Decide what is relevant and useful to these student groups. Think about what is essential for them to know and understand from the session. Also, what will be most interesting to specific groups? This will help you to choose different examples they can understand or identify with.

Create a clear structure
Use a ‘beginning, middle and end’ (BME) approach to engage the students with the content of the presentation. Think about their likely concentration spans and use your knowledge of MI and learning styles to design a presentation that will appeal to the types of student in the audience.

Encourage audience participation
The style of many presentations can be ‘vicarious’. They are performed by the tutor and students may just expect to sit back and listen, eventually losing concentration. Expecting students to participate in the presentation can keep them alert. Asking direct questions or including group activities and feedback will help to keep the students more involved in the presentation.  

Use suitable technologies
Some IL presentations will involve demonstrating how to use technology so this will be built into the structure and content of the presentation. Try to use technology such as PowerPoint to improve a presentation rather than just because everyone else uses it. In some circumstances a pencil and paper exercise or small group discussion will produce more active learning.   

Provide handouts
These can be copies of slides, more details on themes covered in the presentation and exercises for practicing skills and techniques covered in the presentation. Many students like to have something tangible from an IL session so handouts are especially useful if they need to make notes. Handouts can also be used to provide additional examples, contact details and follow up sessions. Create handouts they will not want to throw away immediately after the session.
These skills all combine to play an important role in delivering IL sessions where the communication and presentation issues focus around:

· How the information and knowledge is communicated

· How much the learner understands from the session

· How the learner applies this understanding to their learning situations

· How this understanding and application can be transferred to other learning and life situations.
For IL, it is important to think about communication as more than a set of skills. It is a combination of processes that involve: intelligences, skills, exchanges of information and knowledge, social interactions, learning and sometimes attitude and behavioural change. Communication processes involve cognitive activities where the brain receives and processes new information, creating new meanings and knowledge that subsequently influence a change in behaviour.  

2.
Strategies to encourage effective learning
These strategies have been developed from all of the content covered in this module. Some may be less relevant in certain situations where IL sessions are being delivered but having a checklist will be useful and as you gain experience you can add to this list. 

Develop a Brain-Based learning approach.

This can be achieved by using and applying the knowledge from this module. Understand different learner preferences and build these into the design of the IL sessions. Use colour, space, light and music to stimulate learning. (Jensen 2000). Create a non-threatening, positive culture for learning through enthusiasm, energy and commitment to the topics and how they can meet student needs. Keep stress low and enjoyment high. Encourage active learning through movement, student participation and celebration of success. Concentrate on the feelings of achievement rather than measuring achievement. Follow the strategies outlined below.  
Create a suitable physical learning environment as outlined in the topic on Learning Environments. Even if physical factors cannot be changed, try to think about the physical space from the students’ experience. Just opening windows a few minutes before the start of a session can make a difference. Providing water and food breaks can be useful in some learning situations. Consider changing physical spaces, machines, partners or groups to work with, to create stimulus and variety. However it is essential to recognize that this may have less appeal for adult learners as it can use up valuable time. Aim to have the physical space ready before the students enter to reduce time wasting. 
Provide a context for the sessions. Explain the reason and purpose of each session and make links to a previous session if possible. Learners need a context for new information and this can be done by briefly reviewing what was covered in earlier sessions and outlining what you expect them to currently understand or their current level of skill or aptitude for a task. Tell them what they will learn from the session. This can be done by giving aims and learning outcomes but make it sound interesting and useful rather than boring and tedious! 

Whilst some students benefit from seeing the aims and learning outcomes at the start of the session, you may also be boring some of the learners with different learning styles. Think of different ways of communicating these to the audience. A brief slide with further details in handouts is one approach. However, if the students are not very capable readers, you will exhaust them before they begin to read any useful content.

Develop useful and interesting content that will appeal to students. If they are working for an assignment, help them to gain some benefits such as further readings, useful web links. Many students feel stressed when working on their assignments, if you help them they will come back to the library for more! As information professionals, you know what students need to understand when they use the library but much of this will seem irrelevant to them and you cannot expect them to understand everything in one session. Provide a suitable balance of the big picture (right-brain) and detail (left-brain) information.
Create clear structures for the sessions. Create themes and a structure that helps students to see that they are making progress. Divide the information into manageable chunks. Ten themes may feel overwhelming to some students so consider creating 4 or 5 larger themes. Do not overload the learner. It is more useful for them to gain a clear understanding of something that they can then add to through further reading, than feeling overwhelmed by the volume of content covered in the session. Aim to increase their knowledge gradually.

Set achievable goals that encourage progression. Learning styles indicate how each type of learner makes progress so build this into the structure and content of the session. A user who has learned how to access the electronic journals will be more likely to continue using them after the session if they have been ‘rewarded’ with finding several articles relevant to their assignments. If they think the session has felt like sitting an examination, they are unlikely to return to use the library or want to improve their research skills. Similarly when setting questions, help students to progress quickly by placing several easy or known questions first then place the more challenging questions in the middle. Finish with a few that are easier or that give them some proof of their learning. This will close the session with more positive attitudes. 

Open with a ‘stimulus’ activity at the start of the session. This can be done through using questions, topical examples, paired discussion or a visual image to promote thinking and ideas. You need to gain the learners full attention and engagement for learning at the start of the session. You also need to convey that what follows will be interesting and useful. Use your knowledge of learning styles to plan strong beginnings to engage all students and positive endings with rewards.
Provide suitable breaks. Be aware of concentration spans. The general rule is to add 2 minutes to the person’s chronological age up to the age of 18. This means that for FE and HE students, the content and activities for IL sessions can be planned in blocks of a maximum of 20 minutes. For sessions of 1 or 2 hours, the time can be divided into different themes by several short breaks, activities or different presenters. Be aware of the BME factor. Research has shown that we learn more successfully at the beginning and end of a learning activity than in the middle. Generally, the learner’s concentration, interest and motivation levels are higher at these times so this is where the most important content needs to be covered. Aim to create small beginnings and endings within longer sessions.

Develop opportunities for review and feedback, reflection and consolidation within a session. This can be done individually through written or computer exercises and at group level through question and answers with discussion. Do this sensitively to avoid embarrassing individuals who are finding some of the content difficult to understand. Review and feedback is useful for the trainer as well as for the learner. Content for future sessions can be adapted to suit the abilities and progression of the learners.

Be sensitive to timing. Enable learners who have just begun to understand something to continue until they come to the end of their concentration period or can complete a task. It is frustrating when students have to abandon learning at key moments. This is especially important in a mixed ability group where sessions need to be designed to accommodate these different levels of need. Creating handouts with further exercises to practice in their own time can keep all learners occupied while they develop new skills and knowledge at their own pace.   

Use behaviour policies
Create a behaviour policy that sets out clearly how the learner and the tutor are expected to behave. Behaviour policies may already exist in the organization and be displayed in each teaching room, so you will need to consider how to use these for IL sessions. With some groups, no mention will be needed but with other groups, it may be the first thing to remind the students about. Outlining a behaviour policy can help to establish some control but it can also change the ‘atmosphere’ in the room so you need to be careful not to alienate the students. Advice from the academics who teach the student groups regularly will be useful. When you know the group well and have established a rapport with them, a behaviour policy becomes less of an issue, unless an incident occurs when you think a reminder of the policy would help to restore the expected behaviour.
And finally:

Design learning to appeal to the full range of learning styles and intelligences. It is inevitable that the content of the sessions will appeal to some styles and intelligences more than others. Think of their learning like a map of a maze with several possible routes to the treasure in the centre (IL skills). You want them all to share the treasure but they will need to take different journeys to find it. Your role is to plan their routes and guide them along the way! If there are too many dead ends on their route they will become frustrated and bored. After several dead ends they will begin to think about finding their way out of the maze, rather than finding the centre. Provide an interesting, challenging and rewarding journey and you will also enjoy the experience of their journeys. Celebrate their achievements and share the treasure!
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