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ABSTRACT 

This article describes how redesigning a program’s assessment practices for teaching with 
primary sources (TPS) can provide a clear framework for talking about the impact of 
educators’ work in archives and can provide feedback on how to refine instruction practices 
for greater results. The authors share a description of their assessment redesign process 
accompanied by analysis of the implementation of our new assessment tool in the hope 
others will consider the design and goals of their own assessment practices. The authors’ work 
demonstrates that reflection on existing tools, development of new goals, and design of new 
assessment strategies can yield inspiring new data on program impact and highlight areas 
for improvement. By illustrating the authors’ redesign process, this article also demonstrates 
the types of impacts and outcomes that educators can measure for TPS and points to the 
huge potential of TPS in local history contexts and elsewhere. The authors’ revised student 
assessment moved archives staff from relying on self-reported, affect-focused data to better 
understanding the outcomes of their work with students: the impact of project-based learning 
in archives; the value that students find in various aspects of their encounters with archives; 
the role that TPS in local history contexts plays in connecting students to their community; 
and the transferability of research skills that students learn through TPS activities.
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This article describes how redesign of a program’s assessment practices for teach-
ing with primary sources (TPS) can provide a clear framework for understand-

ing and talking about the impact of our educational work and can provide us as 
educators with feedback on how to refine instruction practices for greater results. 
Examination of data from student surveys implemented regularly over ten years 
of a K–12 TPS program, Brooklyn Connections, helped us reflect on and revise 
assessment goals. With the support of researchers at Knology, we redesigned student 
assessment tools to gather data more closely aligned with new assessment goals and 
research questions. In this article, we share a description of our redesign process 
accompanied by an example of the implementation of our new assessment tool 
and analysis of results. The primary goal of this article is not to assess program out-
comes, although our assessment results will be discussed in the context of analyzing 
our redesigned assessment tool, but instead to examine the process and outcomes 
of redesigning assessment tools. We hope this work will inspire others to reflect 
on how they understand the types of impacts and outcomes they can measure for 
similar instruction programs in archives and to consider how they might refine their 
assessment practices.

Assessment: A Review of the Literature

We understand our work on this project exists in the wider context of assess-
ment in libraries, in library instruction, and in the field of TPS. To situate this work, 
it is helpful to consider literature on assessment in libraries and more specifically 
with respect to library instruction, TPS, and instruction for K–12 students. We are 
also interested in thinking about assessment of assessment: have others reflected on 
and revised their assessment practices to refine or change possible findings?

Assessment in Libraries

Broadly speaking, assessment of library services is a common practice. The 
American Library Association’s Office for Research and Evaluation supports projects 
related to best practices for data collection and use in libraries and provides training 
on various aspects of library assessment.1 The Public Library Association initiated 
Project Outcome to provide assessment tools to help public libraries increase their 
community impact and use resources as efficiently as possible.2 Megan Oakleaf ’s 
work on library assessment is a common reference point across the profession and 
situates assessment as a tool to prove library value.3 More directly related to the 
impact of library programs specifically with K–12 audiences, Oakleaf ’s focus on the 
value of libraries recalls much earlier research by Mary Gaver, which assesses K–12 
school library (and librarian) value through improved test scores.4
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Assessment of K–12 Library Instruction

With respect to library instruction specifically, assessment has been used 
beyond demonstration of value to revise and refine program design and to improve 
librarians’ instruction skills.5 Working with K–12 audiences, assessment has evolved 
from Gavers’s research to determining the impact of specific library interactions.6 
One example is the Tool for Real-time Assessment of Information Literacy Skills 
(TRAILS) assessment protocol, which was developed to assess whether K–12 library 
instruction programs help students acquire information literacy skills aligned with 
state education standards. Beyond communicating the impact of library instruc-
tion, TRAILS helped revise instructional practices.7 This protocol has been used 
in a variety of settings to assess information literacy competency and to measure 
skill development over time for grade school students.8 TRAILS was an online tool 
from 2006 through 2019, with functionality for librarians to create accounts and 
administer tests to students; the basic components of TRAILS, including assess-
ment questions and related teaching resources, continue to be available freely online 
is the TRAILS archives.9 

Tools for Library Assessment

Mechanisms for assessment vary across libraries and programs. Common 
approaches or tools used in academic libraries today include fixed-choice tests, such 
as the TRAILS method; performance assessment; and rubrics.10 Self-reporting as 
assessment is also common, although understood as problematic due to the high 
likelihood that students will evaluate their own abilities inaccurately.11 Megan 
Oakleaf credits fixed-choice assessment tools as highly reliable, although Andrew 
Walsh expresses concern at an overreliance on this type of assessment.12 Walsh notes 
that fixed-choice was the most common assessment tool found in his survey of the 
literature and suggests that it is most meaningfully implemented if designed in con-
junction with clear information literacy standards.13 TRAILS is one example of a 
fixed-choice assessment that is aligned to standards, in this case those developed by 
the Ohio Department of Education, the American Association of School Librarians, 
and the Association for Educational and Communications Technology.14

Assessment in Teaching with Primary Sources

Specifically in the field of instruction with archives collections, commonly 
referred to as teaching with primary sources (TPS), there is a noted dearth of 
assessment literature from which to draw; historically, this field has largely relied 
on anecdotal feedback or self-assessment, or has lacked assessment entirely.15 A 
few assessment models based on rubrics have been developed to evaluate student 
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engagement with digital and physical archival materials and development of docu-
ment analysis skills through archival instruction.16 When writing about their own 
rubric for assessing instruction in archives, Press and Meiman note that rubric 
assessment can also be impressionistic.17 

Practitioners across the field of TPS note a need for better assessment prac-
tices.18 The most prominent quantitative tool created in response to this demand 
is the Archival Metrics Toolkit. A Student Researcher version of the toolkit eval-
uates the quality and impact of general orientation in an archives and the quality 
of user interaction with archives staff, physical materials, and access tools.19 The 
toolkit relies on self-reported data; however, as noted, this type of assessment is 
limited in its reliability.20 Carini suggests that the Archival Metrics Toolkit could 
be more helpful if it was based on a set of standards or goals.21 This speaks to 
the necessity of identifying goals and metrics for measurement when designing 
assessment practice. Elizabeth Yakel and Deborah Torres advocate that instructors 
aim for a type of “archival intelligence” that encompasses a general understand-
ing of archival practice, research strategies for navigating archives-based projects, 
and “intellective” skills for analyzing and interpreting the types of materials found 
in archives.22 The creation of the 2018 Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy set 
new benchmarks for literacy skills and has led to the creation of a TPS assessment 
rubric that breaks assessment into five categories: conceptualize; find and access; 
read, understand, and summarize; interpret, analyze, and evaluate; and use and 
incorporate.23 However, parallel to the development of these standalone guidelines 
are conversations about the value of TPS for teaching transferable skills—not just 
archives-specific skills.24 Although skills transfer may be a more immediate benefit 
as students use research and critical thinking skills in other areas of their academic 
studies, others note the helpfulness of TPS in imparting habits for civic engage-
ment and skills that can be used in the job market.25

Redesign of Assessment Tools

While assessment is still new and uncertain territory for some, especially in the 
field of TPS, others have conducted substantial program assessment over a number 
of years and have considered whether they can use this information to redesign 
their own assessment practices. Susan Searing reflects on a decade of assessment of 
an information literacy program and concludes that revised assessment tools would 
not necessarily improve their process. Instead, Searing recommends application of 
lessons learned from previous assessment protocols as the most useful focus of future 
efforts.26 By contrast, in his interview with Daniel Callison, Keith Curry Lance 
explains the reasoning behind development of new assessment protocols for mea-
suring the impact of school library services. Curry Lance says that existing assess-
ment practices had become “exhausted”; extremely consistent findings over time 
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and across a number of states made it difficult to learn new things from existing 
assessment tools.27

Our Context: Brooklyn Connections and a History of Program 
Assessment

Our own redesign-of-assessment project is focused on the Brooklyn 
Connections program at Brooklyn Public Library’s Center for Brooklyn History 
(a department formed through the merger of the Brooklyn Historical Society and 
Brooklyn Public Library’s Brooklyn Collection). The Center for Brooklyn History 
provides access to the largest collection of Brooklyn history in the world. Brooklyn 
Connections works with grades 4 through 12 students in local schools, through 
a residency-style partnership program, to teach research skills through the lens of 
local history. Teachers apply for up to four of their classes (of the same grade level) 
to work with a Brooklyn Connections educator over the course of the school year; 
the program accepts teachers at up to thirty-five schools in a given school year, with 
preference given to Title 1 public schools.28 The majority of classes in the program 
are at either an ICT (integrated co-teaching) or general education level, although 
self-contained and honors classes also participate.29 

Within the scope of their partnership, teachers work with their Brooklyn 
Connections educator to select a local history topic they can research at the Center 
for Brooklyn History and a series of skills-based information literacy lessons the 
educator will teach during four to six in-class visits. These might include analyzing 
historic documents, taking notes, citing sources, writing a research question, and 
crafting a thesis statement. All classes visit the archives at least once and complete 
a research project, which is displayed at a year-end convocation ceremony attended 
by students from every partner school.30

Dating back to its start in 2007, program assessment for Brooklyn Connections 
has been conducted both formally and informally. Informal assessment happens on 
a continuous basis: Brooklyn Connections educators are constantly in touch with 
partner teachers to discuss what has worked well during each classroom visit and 
what could be modified to better suit classroom learning styles and student needs. 
In addition, educators observe student learning during in-class sessions to better 
understand what teaching techniques, archival materials, and activity styles connect 
best with students. 

Formal assessment has historically comprised anonymous pre- and posttest 
surveys completed by all partner educators and students at the beginning and end 
of the school year. For the purposes of this article, we focus on the posttest student 
assessment tool; presurveys did not gather information that could be used to analyze 
program impact.31 The Student Exit Survey provides anonymous self-report data, so 
results cannot be broken down by school but instead give an overall measure of the 
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program’s affective impact: Did students enjoy working on research? Did they enjoy 
visiting the archives and seeing historic documents? Did they find the Brooklyn 
Connections program helpful for learning research skills and completing a project? 
Do they feel confident about completing a future research project? 

In 2019, Brooklyn Connections reached out to Knology, a social science 
research nonprofit with experience in evaluating educational initiatives, for assis-
tance in understanding the data collected in formal assessments from the 2012–
2013 school year through the 2018–2019 school year. Previously, assessment data 
had been used primarily to demonstrate program value to funders. Survey feedback 
provided easy quantitative and qualitative data for sharing in grant reports, such 
as 80% of students said that they would be more confident in working on a future 
research project after participating in Brooklyn Connections, or students reported 
that they enjoyed “getting to explore more about Brooklyn history.” The Brooklyn 
Connections team examined whether existing data could be used to understand 
more about the program’s impact on students and teachers as well as whether the 
assessment tool could be strengthened to provide more useful information about 
our instruction practice and the outcomes of our program.

Researchers at Knology confirmed that, overall, existing assessment data 
showed that students and teachers were very happy with the Brooklyn Connections 
program. Knology’s analysis organized student survey responses according to expe-
riences with the program, self-assessment of skills learned, and self-assessment of 
overall perception. While responses were generally skewed toward the positive end 
of their scales, there was sufficient variability to test the strength of correlations 
between responses. The data showed a strong positive relationship between response 
types: increased ratings on experiences and skills learned was accompanied by 
increasingly positive perceptions of the Brooklyn Connections program as well as 
of history (or social studies) overall.32 The results were corroborated by a computa-
tional analysis of the underlying affective associations conveyed by word choices in 
free-text responses to qualitative survey questions. On average, students “felt good 
and ready for action” after completing the Brooklyn Connections program.33

Researchers at Knology highlighted the consistency of student report data 
across all years and suggested modifying the assessment strategy going forward; this 
echoes the sentiments of Keith Curry Lance, noted previously, regarding modifica-
tion of assessment tools after they have become “exhausted.”34

Assessment Redesign

With this analysis of past assessments in mind, Knology researchers met with 
the Brooklyn Connections team to imagine a redesign of program assessment tools. 
While the entire scope of this conversation and subsequent work involved redesign 
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of teacher and student assessment tools, for the purposes of this article, we focus on 
redesign of student assessment surveys. 

A first step in this process was setting goals for assessment. First, after realiz-
ing that the previous survey design limited findings to self-assessment of percep-
tion and outcomes, the Brooklyn Connections team was interested in assessing more 
concretely whether students were in fact learning research skills and whether they 
could transfer these skills to contexts outside archival research of local history topics. 
Clearer assessment of the success (or lack of ) of skill transfer could help the Brooklyn 
Connections team refine instruction techniques for specific skills or modify supple-
mental materials to reinforce skills transfer, such as providing classroom teachers with 
clear mechanisms for repeating and reinforcing these skills in other subject areas. 
Second, the team also wondered whether the impact of Brooklyn Connections on 
identity formation was possible to assess: while educators often see students indi-
cate a closer connection to the place they live after studying local history, previous 
assessment tools had not been designed to capture this. Understanding this could 
help Brooklyn Connections educators advise classroom teachers on how to incor-
porate the program into their curriculum and would also help communicate this 
program outcome to teachers who might not otherwise recognize the value of the 
program for their students. Staff at Knology helped craft these goals into a series 
of research questions that would drive redevelopment of a survey tool.35 Finally, 
Brooklyn Connections was also interested in continuing to gather data on student 
experiences with the program, as well as student perceptions of the library and of his-
tory research; this data remains invaluable for communicating with program funders.

Assessment format was a key consideration in the planning process. While 
other options were explored, the nature of Brooklyn Connections program delivery 
across an entire school year and with approximately 1,500 students per school year 
made a survey (delivered on paper or electronically) the simplest option for receiving 
and analyzing data. This could easily be administered by a Brooklyn Connections 
educator at the end of each program year, and construction of the survey tool con-
sidered the fact that it may need to be delivered either electronically or in person, 
depending on the school and on available technology. In the 2020–2021 school year, 
online learning made administration of an electronic survey very easy for teachers to 
share as a link through their respective virtual learning environments. We anticipate 
that future years will return to in-person teaching, and our experience has been that 
the majority of partner schools do not have classroom technology for all students to 
complete a task on a computer. Therefore, it was important to consider how a survey 
could be designed as adaptable for both electronic and paper delivery.

While previous years of the partnership program had included a pre- as well 
as a postsurvey, pretest instruments did not contain data that could be compared 
to assess change resulting from the program. Moreover, the most meaningful anal-
ysis of a pre- and posttest would require assignment of unique IDs to compare 
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student responses. Because of the complexity of the school environments Brooklyn 
Connections usually works in, assignment of unique IDs was seen as having a high 
risk of noncompliance and was ruled out. However, student surveys were designed 
to include space for students to indicate their teacher; this provides the option to 
compare student responses with feedback provided by their teacher on a separate 
teacher survey (the teacher survey is not discussed within the scope of this article). A 
decision was made to design the new assessment tool as a postsurvey only, delivered 
either by the teacher or by a Brooklyn Connections educator during class time after 
the culmination of the school year partnership. 

A new survey instrument with three modules was created to gather data 
related to our three new assessment goals: understanding student experiences 
with the Brooklyn Connections program; capturing program impact on identity 
and students’ feelings about Brooklyn as a place; and analyzing whether students 
demonstrate the transferable research literacy skills that they were expected to learn 
through the program.36 

In the first module, on students’ experiences and enjoyment of the Brooklyn 
Connections program, students are invited to indicate how much they remember 
various aspects of the Brooklyn Connections program. They are asked to report if 
they visited any libraries for their research project (options include the Center for 
Brooklyn History, Brooklyn Public Library locations, the school library, or other), 
and to select the types of activities they did at the library. Students can then select 
the types of activities, from a similar list, that they might do if they had to complete 
another research project.

Module One also asks students to reflect on how much they enjoyed Brooklyn 
Connections. They are first invited to “self-calibrate” their sense of enjoyment by 
writing about their favorite school activity. Beyond using unbiased language in our 
assessment tool, this self-calibration offers the only other technique for preempting 
response bias for socially desirable responses. Following this, students are asked to 
use this as a benchmark of what they really like and to rank various aspects of their 
experience with Brooklyn Connections on a scale from “really disliked” to “really 
liked.” An open-ended question asks students to explain to another student who has 
not participated in Brooklyn Connections, why they might like to do the program. 

The second module seeks to understand the “ultimate” impact of Brooklyn 
Connections. On a practical level, Brooklyn Connections helps students conduct 
archival research on Brooklyn history, using the Center for Brooklyn History at 
the Brooklyn Public Library. Beyond its education benefits, the process of archival 
research may spark recognition of people, places, and events from the past. This 
recognition may, in turn, spark affiliation with those people, attachment to those 
places, and engagement with those events, connecting people, places, and events 
from the past to people, places, and events in the present. Through this connection, 
archival research may amplify a Brooklyn (local) identity—affiliation, attachment, 
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and engagement—that binds across time and other differences. This Brooklyn iden-
tity may motivate students to action (or, at least, aspirations of future action) that 
serve the Brooklyn community. Educators informally witnessed this in teachers and 
students over past years of the partnership but had not previously sought to capture 
this impact through an assessment tool. Our new survey tool aims to trace the ulti-
mate impact of Brooklyn Connections along a path of research " recognition " 

affiliation/attachment/engagement " identity " motivation " aspirations/actions.
To achieve this, a series of survey questions invites students to indicate where 

they fall along the continuum of “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” for the fol-
lowing statements, designed to gauge recognition, affiliation, identification, and 
motivation/aspiration respectively:

• While doing research for my Brooklyn Connections project, I found that 
people, places, and events from Brooklyn’s past reminded me of people, 
places, and events in Brooklyn today.

• Learning about people, places, and events from Brooklyn’s past makes me 
feel closer and more connected to Brooklyn’s past.

• Learning about people, places, and events from Brooklyn’s past makes me 
feel closer and more connected to Brooklyn today.

• Learning how people from Brooklyn’s past shaped what Brooklyn is today 
makes me want to take action that will shape the Brooklyn of the future.

The third module of the new student survey aims to assess the “proximal” 
impact of Brooklyn Connections: are students in fact learning research skills and 
could they transfer these to other research contexts? Design of this section took into 
consideration the fact that, over the course of the partnership, each teacher chooses a 
series of skills-based information literacy lessons the educator will teach during four 
to six in-class visits. This means that not every student taking this survey will have 
received the same skills-based lessons. However, educators were able to pinpoint a 
number of skills that all Brooklyn Connections students are usually introduced to 
through whichever lessons their teacher selects: 

1. Understand the difference between a primary and secondary source
2. Understand the difference between fact and opinion
3. Judge the trustworthiness of a source
4. Ask questions for research
5. Understand that the research process has multiple steps
To assess whether students attained and could transfer these research skills, 

questions were adapted from the TRAILS assessment protocol described. Knology 
staff and Brooklyn Connections educators reviewed TRAILS assessment items cor-
responding to the skills noted, at elementary, middle, and high school levels, and 
selected five questions for each of the three learning levels. When these are delivered 
online, students can be directed to the appropriate questions for their learning level 
by selecting their grade level. When they are delivered as a paper survey, Brooklyn 
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Connections educators will provide students with the appropriate version of the 
survey for their grade level. The goal of using TRAILS assessment items was to use 
an existing standards-aligned assessment tool that has been widely implemented. 
We were also aware that TRAILS had previously published a set of benchmarks 
that could allow us to reflect on how Brooklyn Connections students’ responses 
measured against their peers. 

While this survey instrument was designed for a specific student population 
in a specific context, the methodology used is not limited to this context, and sec-
tions of it could be adapted to other educational settings (including those outside 
K–12) that have similar desired outcomes. Specifically, the ultimate impact items in 
Module Two could be edited to refer to a different location, and skill-based ques-
tions in Module Three could be swapped with other questions, for the age group 
desired, within the TRAILS database.37

Delivery of the Revised Assessment Tool

This new student survey was delivered for the first time at the end of the 2020–
2021 Brooklyn Connections partnership year. The 2020–2021 partnership year was 
a very different experience for students and teachers because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The majority of New York City students were engaged in full or partial 
online learning, and so we adapted our partnership program for virtual delivery. 
Because of ongoing uncertainties during the school year due to changing school 
schedules and hybrid learning models, fewer teachers were able to engage with the 
partnership program. While past years have engaged sixty to seventy teachers work-
ing with approximately 1,500 students at thirty to thirty-five Brooklyn schools, in 
2020–2021, we worked with fourteen teachers and 362 students in sixteen classes 
at ten schools. Eighty percent of these schools were Title 1. Participating classes 
included general education, integrated coteaching, self-contained, and honors level. 
All instruction from Brooklyn Connections was remote, and students were not 
able to visit the Center for Brooklyn History archives in person. Only one of the 
ten schools had students in the classroom for all of their Brooklyn Connections 
visits (the educator joined remotely). Most students received all of the Brooklyn 
Connections learning materials electronically through an online learning platform, 
although some schools were able to receive physical materials—primary source 
packets and worksheets—through coordination between school administration and 
Brooklyn Connections. All partner schools completed a research project; in lieu of 
an in-person project exhibition and convocation ceremony, projects were displayed 
in a virtual exhibition using Padlet. Brooklyn Connections educators made a short 
convocation video to celebrate the work of partner schools. A link to the online stu-
dent survey was sent to teachers with the link to this convocation video and virtual 
exhibition; some teachers scheduled class time to watch the convocation video and 
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have students complete the survey, while other teachers assigned the survey as a task 
for students to complete outside of class time.

Results

Out of 362 students who participated in the Brooklyn Connections program 
during the 2020–2021 school year, 156 responded to our student survey, including 
students from each of 10 participating schools. Given the difficulties that we have 
seen teachers face in engaging students with online assignments, we were satisfied 
with this 43% response rate. We were also aware that some high school classes 
that had engaged in the partnership program in their fall semester were no longer 
accessible to the teacher through the virtual learning platform for administration 
of the survey because of the nature of access permissions in that digital learning 
environment for semester-length classes; as a result, these students did not receive 
the survey.

We assessed written responses to check for nonsensical entries that might indi-
cate a lack of comprehension or attention to the task; we did not identify any con-
cerning responses. Of the 156 responses received, 5 students stopped the survey at 
the end of the first module. An additional 2 elementary school students, 3 middle 
school students (grades 6 through 8), and 1 high school student (grades 10 through 
12)—6 in total—began but did not complete the third module. The overall per-
centage of responses by age range as compared to a percentage breakdown of part-
nership participants by age range is illustrated in Figure 1. This comparison does 
not reveal any large enough discrepancies across age range to impact our use of the 
data for program assessment.

FIGURE 1.  Breakdown of survey responses and program participation
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We also tested the data for response bias to verify if responses skewed in a 
specific direction. All skewness values were less than the absolute value of ±1 and 
thus did not raise any concerns about response bias. For example, in Module One 
when we asked students “Rate how much you liked or disliked the following aspects 
of Brooklyn Connections,” responses gave the skewness values shown in Table 1).

Table 1. Response Areas and Themes

Rate how much you liked or disliked the following aspects of 
Brooklyn Connections

Skewness value 
of response

Visiting the Center for Brooklyn History archives .52

Seeing historic documents -.59

Studying a Brooklyn history topic -.71

Working on a research project -.74

Working with your Brooklyn Connections educator -.83

The only response in this list that we noted as “suspicious” was related to liking 
the Brooklyn Connections educator, but skew was deemed well within the acceptable 
range (-1<-.83<1), and we did not feel that this could be flagged as response bias.

Module One Results

The first module of the survey measured students’ experiences with Brooklyn 
Connections as well as their recall of various aspects of the program, resources they 
used for research, and tools that they would like to use for future research.

FIGURE 2.  Students’ rating of the aspects they remember of Brooklyn Connections
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Students were provided with a list of 5 items and asked to indicate whether 
they “really remember,” “sort of remember,” or “completely forgot” each. For work-
ing on a research project, 118 students selected “really remember,” while 109 stu-
dents really remembered studying a Brooklyn history topic, and 107 students really 
remembered working with a Brooklyn Connections educator. Ninety-three students 
really remembered seeing historic documents, and 38 really remembered visiting the 
Center for Brooklyn History archive (see Figure 2).

Calculating a score for each of those categories, with a value of 3 assigned to 
“really remember,” 2 for “sort of remember,” and 1 for “completely forgot,” pro-
vides a mean score for each category. Creating a research project received the high-
est score, at 2.71. Studying a Brooklyn history topic (2.69) and working with a 
Brooklyn Connections educator (2.64) were close behind again; these mean scores 
are illustrated in Figure 3.

It should be noted that, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, students did 
not visit the Center for Brooklyn History archives in person during the 2020–2021 
partnership program. This option was left on the survey to allow comparison in 
future years. Students may have indicated that they remembered visiting the archives 
because they had done the program in a previous year and recalled a previous visit 
to the archives; because they recalled watching a brief video of the archives that was 
shared with their teachers as an optional activity; or because they were confused.

Students were asked if they visited any libraries or archives outside class time 
to do their research, including Brooklyn Public Library’s Central Library, a differ-
ent library in Brooklyn, a library not located in Brooklyn, their school library, the 
Center for Brooklyn History archives, the Brooklyn Public Library website, or none 

FIGURE 3.  Mean score of student responses on how much they remember aspects of Brooklyn 
Connections
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of these places. In the 2020–2021 partnership year, we expected responses to be 
low for this question because of library closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Responses are depicted in Figure 4.

Students were also able to share what they did if they visited a library (see 
Figure 5). Twelve indicated that they talked to a librarian, 29 talked to a Brooklyn 
Connections educator, 23 looked for information in books, 11 used a library com-
puter, and 59 indicated that they looked at online resources. Students were able to 
indicate other resources that they used at the library, and several commented that 
they were not able to visit libraries and had not had any in-person classes but had to 
do all their work remotely. One student mentioned, “I would not go to the an [sic] 
Library because I think looking online is much easier.” Other students indicated 
that they used the library to print things. 

In thinking about which of these library resources they would use or reuse if 
they had to do another research project, 28 indicated that they would speak with a 
librarian, 54 would speak with a Brooklyn Connections educator, 83 would look for 
information in books, 56 would use a computer, and 80 would use online resources 
(see Figure 5). In the space supplied for other comments, one student reiterated how 
much they would like to look for books, while another indicated that they would 
like to use microfilm. Twenty-four indicated that they would not visit a library. 
Overall, 113 students identified that they would use a type of resource that they 
did not previously identify using on their Brooklyn Connections project. Resources 
students indicated they had used versus resources students indicated they would like 
to use on a future project are compared in Figure 5. 

FIGURE 4.  Places students visited to work on their projects outside of school
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Module One concluded with a focus on how much students enjoyed the pro-
gram. After calibrating their own measure of enjoyment by writing a brief reflection 
on their favorite school activity, students were asked to rate a series of aspects of 
Brooklyn Connections on a 5-point scale, from “really disliked” (1 point) to “really 
liked” (5 points). Responses were assigned values of 1 to 5 points, and the mean 
score is displayed alongside a total number of students who selected “really liked” in 
Table 2. “Working with your Brooklyn Connections educator” was the aspect of the 
program that received the highest mean score (4.14) as well as the greatest number 
of “really liked” designations (67 students).

Table 2. Students’ Ratings on How Much They Liked Aspects of Brooklyn Connections

Program aspect Mean score
Number of students 

who selected 
“really liked”

Visiting the Center for Brooklyn History archives 3.48 18

Seeing historic documents 3.81 32

Studying a Brooklyn history topic 4.03 44

Working on a research project 3.88 53

Working with your Brooklyn Connections educator 4.14 67

FIGURE 5.  Student responses on using library resources for research
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Module Two Results

In the second module, we aimed to measure the ultimate impact of Brooklyn 
Connections, looking for evidence that the process of archival research on local 
history topics sparks a recognition that in turn generates affiliation with the past, 
identification with the present, and aspiration for the future. Students answered a 
series of questions designed to measure whether the partnership program generated 
each of these four reactions, by moving a slider along a continuum of “really dis-
agree” to “really agree.” These slider responses were translated into a number from 
0 to 100, where 0 is “really disagree” and 100 is “really agree.” The mean of these 
scores is recorded in Table 3.

Table 3. Measuring the Ultimate Impact of Brooklyn Connections

Ultimate impact 
measured Survey question Mean 

response

Recognition

While doing research for my Brooklyn Connections 
project, I found that people, places, and events from 
Brooklyn’s past reminded me of people, places, and 
events in Brooklyn today.

71.13

Affiliation
Learning about people, places, and events from 
Brooklyn’s past makes me feel closer and more 
connected to Brooklyn’s past.

70.19

Identification
Learning about people, places, and events from 
Brooklyn’s past makes me feel closer and more 
connected to Brooklyn today.

67.80

Aspiration
Learning how people from Brooklyn’s past shaped what 
Brooklyn is today makes me want to take action that 
will shape the Brooklyn of the future.

72.19

We identified that the correlation between scores for recognition and affilia-
tion was reliable (r=.44, p < 0.001), as was the correlation between recognition and 
identification (r=.58, p < 0.001). If students gave a high rating to the connection 
they felt with Brooklyn’s past while doing research, they were more likely to give a 
strong rating to how closely they feel connected to both the past and the present 
of the place they live in. We used a linear regression to predict the aspiration rat-
ings from the ratings on the antecedent constructs—recognition, affiliation, and 
identification—as well as performance on the TRAILS-derived measure. Except 
for identification,38 the hypothesized antecedents contributed significantly39 to the 
aspiration ratings. For every unit increase of the ratings on recognition (on a scale 
from 0 to 100), the aspiration ratings increased by 7.30 (again, on a scale from 0 
to 100). Similarly, aspiration ratings increased by 5.56 for every unit increase in 
affiliation. Altogether, the ratings on three antecedent constructs explained 32% of 
the variance in affiliation ratings; this is a large effect40 and provides strong evidence 
of a substantive relationship between future aspiration and feelings of recognition/
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identification and affiliation. Performance on the TRAILS test only accounted for 
2% of the variance in affiliation ratings. In other words, aspirations were negligi-
bly associated with learning performance. Feelings of recognition/identification and 
affiliation better predicted aspiration.

Module Three Results

The third module drew on TRAILS assessment protocols to assess the proximal 
impact of the Brooklyn Connections partnership program: are students learning 
new research skills that they can transfer to other research contexts? Students were 
given different questions based on their self-identification as elementary, middle, 
or high school, from the TRAILS protocol for grades 3, 6, and 9 respectively. All 
students were presented with 5 multiple-choice questions appropriate to their grade 
level, designed to assess whether they could

1. Identify a good research question,
2. Understand the best order of steps in the research process,
3. Identify primary sources,
4. Differentiate between fact and opinion, and
5. Judge whether a source is trustworthy or reliable. 
Students were given a score out of 5 for the 5 questions, and the mean score 

was calculated for elementary, middle, and high school. Score breakdown by grade 
and by age group is laid out in Table 4.

Table 4. Summary of Module Three Scores

Learning level
Number of students 

who completed 
module three

Mean 
response

Mean score as 
percentage

Elementary school 59 3.36 66%

4th grade 5 2.8 56.0%

5th grade 54 3.41 68.2%

Middle school 44 3.55 70.9%

6th grade 0 none n/a

7th grade 14 2.71 54.3%

8th grade 30 3.93 78.7%

High school 42 2.85 57.1%

9th grade 0 none n/a

10th grade 7 1.57 31.4%

11th grade 29 3.21 64.1%

12th grade 6 2.6 52.0%

Redesigning Program Assessment for Teaching with Primary Sources:  
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As illustrated in Table 4, mean scores vary considerably by grade level within 
each larger category of elementary, middle, and high school. The significance of this 
variation at the grade level is unclear because of the small sample size of some grades.

We compared percentage scores with benchmarks released by TRAILS from 
the 2016–2017 school year (the last year benchmark data were published), with an 
understanding that these benchmark data were collected in a variety of posttest and 
pretest settings and allow one to compare Brooklyn Connections students against 
both national averages and New York State averages.41 These comparisons are illus-
trated in Table 5.

Table 5. Comparison of TRAILS and Brooklyn Connections Assessment Data

Assessment level US benchmark, 
2016–2017

NY state 
benchmark, 
2016–2017

Brooklyn 
Connections 

student survey 
result

Elementary school  
(TRAILS grade 3)

53.2% None available 66%

Middle school  
(TRAILS grade 6)

47.1% 46.1% 70.9

High school (TRAILS grade 9) 50.3% 54.4% 57.1

On a more granular level, elementary and middle school students consistently 
struggled with the first question in Module Three, where they were tasked with 
identifying the most suitable research question to aid in the study of a topic pre-
sented in the question. Twenty-four of 59 elementary school students responded to 
this question correctly (40%), and 18 of 44 middle school students (40%). High 
school students struggled most with questions 2 and 4, which focus on under-
standing the steps of the research process (question 2) and differentiating between 
fact and opinion (question 4). For question 2, 16 out of 42 students answered 
correctly (38%). On question 4, 13 out of 42 students answered correctly (30%).

To understand the reliability of comparison between benchmark scores and 
our data, we ran a t-test to corroborate the apparent differences between the scores 
for Brooklyn Connections students and the US benchmarks at each of the learn-
ing level categories: elementary, middle, and high school. Specifically, we tested 
whether the average (arithmetic mean) scores observed for Brooklyn Connections 
students would be “surprising” or unlikely, given the Benchmark scores. In per-
forming a t-test, one compares a “hypothetical” score (i.e., the Benchmark score for 
each Learning Level) against the estimated range of probable scores based on the 
mean and standard deviation of the observed scores.42 Our tests corroborated that, 
on average, both elementary and middle school students in Brooklyn Connections 
performed better than the US Benchmark. The hypothetical score based on the 
Grade 3 US Benchmark (M=5*0.532=2.66) fell outside the estimated range for 
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elementary students in Brooklyn Connections (3.01<M<3.70). Cohen’s d statis-
tic measures the magnitude of the difference between two average scores (effect 
size), in this case, the observed average score and the benchmark score. Research 
conventions specify a value of d≅0.2 as a small effect, d≅0.5 as medium, and 
d≅0.8 as large. By these conventions, Brooklyn Connections had a medium effect 
(Cohen’s d=0.52) on the scores of elementary students. Likewise, the hypothetical 
score based on the Grade 6 US Benchmark (M=5*0.471=2.36) fell outside the esti-
mated range for middle school students in Brooklyn Connections (3.25<M<3.84). 
Brooklyn Connections had a very large effect (Cohen’s d=1.22) on the scores of 
middle school students. For high school students in Brooklyn Connections, we 
could not rule out chance in the difference between the observed average score and 
the hypothetical score: the theoretical score based on the Grade 9 US Benchmark 
(M=5*0.502=2.51) fell within the estimated range for high school students in 
Brooklyn Connections (2.44<M<3.27). In other words, high school students in 
Brooklyn Connections likely performed about as well as the average high school 
student in the United States.

Discussion of Results

Overall, an important first step in reflection on redevelopment of our pro-
gram assessment tools is whether the tools themselves are appropriate for our target 
population. The completion rate we saw—11 of 156 students did not complete the 
survey, or 7%—feels acceptable to us for a survey of this length. In future years, 
when we expect to have larger cohorts of students in our partnership program, 
we will watch to see whether the completion rate changes dramatically. We also 
feel confident about administration of the survey in an online format (in this case 
through SurveyMonkey). Future years will require administration of the survey in 
both paper and online formats; we anticipate increased work resulting from neces-
sary data entry of paper survey responses and translation of sliding scale responses, 
and we will watch for any other unexpected issues in administration of the paper 
survey.

The breakdown of survey respondents by grade level (see Figure 1) as com-
pared to a breakdown of participants in the program overall shows similar response 
rates and participation rates for high school: 27.6% of responses were from high 
school students, versus 32.9% of program participants who were high school stu-
dents. Elementary and middle school response rates were more variable; while 
37.6% of students in our partnership program were in middle school, only 30.1% 
of responses came from middle school. And, while only 29.6% of students in our 
partnership program were in elementary school, 37.9% of survey responses came 
from this group. These discrepancies are not large enough for us to be concerned, 
but we find them interesting and, if this pattern continues, they suggest that we 
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should be mindful of how surveys are administered at different grade levels. We 
suspect that elementary school teachers dedicate more in-class time and support 
to students doing this survey because they understand that it will be challenging 
for younger students, while middle school teachers may provide less support and 
class time based on the assumption that the task will not present a considerable 
challenge for their students. In the future, we can share more appropriate guidance 
with teachers on how best to support their students with survey completion, based 
on grade level.

Further discussion of the findings should be framed by our initial goals for 
assessment redesign and the questions these led us to. Our redesign was motivated by 
a desire to derive more useful information from our assessment practice: could assess-
ment have a greater impact on our instruction, and could it give us better frameworks 
for describing the impact of our work? We developed three guiding research ques-
tions which, in turn, framed the three modules of our new assessment tool:

1. What can we learn about student experiences with the program, as well as 
student perceptions of the library and of history research?

2. Is the impact of Brooklyn Connections on identity formation possible to 
assess, and do students actually feel a closer connection to the place they 
live after studying local history?

3. Are students learning research skills, and can they transfer these skills to 
contexts outside archival research on local history topics? 

A discussion of the results of each module, framed by these guiding questions, 
is provided here, along with suggestions for how redesign of our assessment tool 
provides new real-world insight for our work.

Module One: What can we learn about student experiences with the pro-
gram, as well as student perceptions of the library and of history research?

Module One of the survey explored student experiences and perceptions of the 
program they participated in (see Figures 2 and 3). Analysis of what students remem-
ber most from the program shows that working on a research project is most mem-
orable. This confirms the value of incorporating project-based learning into TPS. 
“Studying a Brooklyn history topic” and “Working with a Brooklyn Connections 
educator” were both close behind the top-ranked item. This is valuable for us in 
confirming the impact of teaching through the lens of local history and in high-
lighting the value to students of building a relationship with an archives educator.

We recognize that the results for most memorable aspects of this program 
could change in future years. While visiting the archives and working with historic 
documents ranked lower, in the 2020–2021 school year, students were not able 
to visit the archives because of COVID-19 closures. And, while students worked 
extensively with digital reproductions of historic documents and, in a few cases, 
with print reproductions, they were not able to interact with original documents 
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in the archives. We will be interested to see in future years if these aspects of the 
program prove more memorable.

A section of Module One asks what places students visited independently and 
outside of class time while working on their research project (see Figure 4). It is dif-
ficult to extrapolate findings from this section because of the impact of COVID-19 
closures during the 2020–2021 school year. Sixty students indicated that they used 
the Brooklyn Public Library website; we are grateful to see that a number of stu-
dents realized this would be a useful resource, as we know that many of our students 
rely entirely on search engines for their research. Eighty-two students (53%) indi-
cated that they did not visit any of the places we mentioned. As baseline data, this is 
useful for us in terms of comparing how these responses change in future years when 
more options become available after the COVID-19 pandemic.

The next section of Module One invites students to reflect on the library 
resources they used for their research, as well as library resources they would use in 
the future if they had to complete another research project (see Figure 5). The most 
prominent takeaway for us in this section is that 113 students indicated they would 
use a library resource that they hadn’t previously. We understand that many students 
were not able to use library resources as they would have liked because of library 
closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic; however, responses show that they are 
not entrenched in the research behavior they practiced while in our program but are 
instead eager to try out resources and strategies that they did not have access to. In 
the midst of a pandemic school year, the second most-used library resource was the 
Brooklyn Connections educator (29 students), which reinforces for us the impor-
tance of humans—whether classroom teachers or visiting educators—as a resource 
for students who are learning online.

The greatest increase between resources used and resources students would 
want to use in the future falls under “Look for information in books.” While 23 
students were able to use library books for their research, 83 expressed that they 
would like to on a future project. We also saw an impressive percentage increase 
in the number of students who used a library computer (11) and the number who 
would like to for a future project (56). This reinforces a critical need for public 
access computers in public libraries; we suspect that, although most of our students 
received some kind of device (often only a Chromebook or tablet) from their school 
for remote learning, many recognized that they needed access to a more powerful 
computer or their own dedicated computer (many of our students shared a device 
with family members) to complete a research project.

At the conclusion of Module One, we asked students what they liked most 
about the Brooklyn Connections program (see Table 2). Again, we expect these 
scores to change in future years, as one of our favorite aspects of the program—“Vis-
iting the Center for Brooklyn History archives”—was not possible in the 2020–
2021 school year. However, we were gratified to see “Working with your Brooklyn 
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Connections educator” receive the highest number of “really liked” ratings (67) 
as well as the highest mean score (4.14 out of 5). Combined with an expressed 
desire to use a Brooklyn Connections educator as a resource on future projects (see 
Figure 5) and the high score that “Working with a Brooklyn Connections educator” 
received on the question about how much students remember various aspects of 
the program (see Figures 2 and 3), we understand this data as affirming the value of 
designated archives educators who are available to build relationships with students 
while supporting them in the research process.

Through the redesign of our assessment tool, Module One provided us with 
clearer information on the affective impact of the program. While our previous 
assessment tool had given overall positive results and students reported that they 
enjoyed “getting to explore more about Brooklyn history,” the breakdown of affec-
tive impacts in our redesigned assessment tool helped us understand program fac-
tors that are especially important: providing educators who can build relationships 
and act as resources for students and classroom teachers, creating opportunities to 
research local history topics, and giving access to technology that students can use for 
research. Similar survey questions, adapted to include relevant program elements, 
could be designed for other assessment tools to provide similarly granular insight.

Module Two: Is the impact of Brooklyn Connections on identity forma-
tion possible to assess, and do students actually feel a closer connection to the 
place they live after studying local history?

Module Two provides us with insight into the impact of Brooklyn Connections 
on identity formation: whether students feel a closer connection to the place they 
live after studying local history. We already learned in Module One that studying a 
local history topic was memorable (see Figures 2 and 3). In Module Two, students 
indicated that studying topics from Brooklyn’s past helped them recognize similar-
ities in Brooklyn (a mean response of 71.13 on a scale of 100 for recognition), and 
feelings of affiliation with Brooklyn’s past and identification with Brooklyn’s present 
correlate strongly with this initial recognition. Moreover, recognition and affilia-
tion contribute reliably to a sense of aspiration: students are interested in taking 
actions that will shape Brooklyn’s future after learning about and connecting with 
Brooklyn’s past. While our past experience in delivering the Brooklyn Connections 
program led us to theorize that study of local history leads to a sense of affiliation 
with place and an aspiration to take actions in the local community,43 Module Two 
provided us with data to confirm this theory. 

Reflecting on the redesign of our survey to incorporate the program’s impact 
on identity formation, we understand that Module Two, as currently designed, does 
not provide a clear indication of how much Brooklyn Connections changed stu-
dents’ sense of recognition, affiliation, identification, and aspiration. In future years, 
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we will explore administering a version of Module Two alone as a brief, anonymous 
assessment at the start of our first session with students in our partnership program; 
these pretest scores could be compared to the posttest Module Two to present a 
clearer picture of the degree to which these feelings change after participation in the 
program. However, we were thrilled to confirm through our first implementation of 
this tool that it is possible to collect these data, and we are excited about how others 
might replicate and adapt this portion of our assessment tool to measure identity 
formation in related work, both in TPS and in other instruction areas.

Module Three: Are students learning research skills, and can they transfer 
these skills to contexts outside archival research on local history topics? 

Module Three provides insight into whether students are learning research 
skills that they can transfer to contexts outside archival research on local history 
topics. We understand that many other factors may contribute to the results we see 
for this module: students may come to the program already possessing these skills or 
may learn these skills during the partnership program from their classroom teacher 
alongside the work of the Brooklyn Connections educator. However, we believe 
that the results in this section are not wholly disconnected from our own work. As 
noted, Module Three results across elementary and middle school students showed 
Brooklyn Connections students achieving higher percentage results than national 
or New York State benchmarks and high school students achieving at least on par 
with benchmarks (see Table 5). Given the variety of schools we work with—80% 
Title 1, with classroom types including general education, self-contained, inte-
grated coteaching, and honors classes—we feel that, while other factors may be at 
play, these results cannot be attributed entirely to type of student, school, or school 
resource level.

Moreover, the results in this section are tremendously insightful for improv-
ing our instruction practice. We noted specific areas of weakness in each age level: 
elementary and middle school students struggled with question one, which asked 
them to identify a good research question. We have long been aware of the chal-
lenges students face when creating questions for research.44 These new assessment 
results demand that we do even further work to differentiate our instruction of this 
skill for elementary and middle school audiences. We can also use these results when 
planning out our partnership program with elementary and middle school teachers; 
we might suggest more strongly that they include at least one class session entirely 
devoted to asking questions for research. At the high school level, we need to reflect 
on and change our instruction practice for teaching the multipart process of doing 
research and for teaching differentiation between fact and opinion. While survey 
results show that our instruction may be appropriate for the skill level expected of 
elementary and middle school students in these areas, TRAILS questions for the 
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high school learning level posed a greater challenge than our students were prepared 
to meet. Cumulatively, these results provide us with something we hoped our assess-
ment redesign would accomplish: feedback that could help us adjust and improve 
our instruction practices. 

While it is perhaps disheartening to conduct assessments that show areas of 
weakness, we see the implementation of Module Three as highly successful in that it 
provided us with honest results and pointed to areas where our skill-based instruc-
tion should be adjusted with some grade levels for stronger impact. Others could 
replicate our use of TRAILS questions in assessment by selecting questions from the 
freely available TRAILS question bank that specifically addresses skill areas targeted 
by their work.45

Overall, our work on redesigning our assessment protocols for a TPS initiative 
has confirmed that improving our assessment tools can give us better frameworks 
for describing the impact of our work and can have an impact on our instruction 
by revealing ways to tweak our instructional practice for better results. We also 
answered our three research questions. We were able to gather information on stu-
dent experience to understand the value of archives educators, the impact of proj-
ect-based learning, and the value students see in different types of library resources, 
among other things. We were able to confirm that the Brooklyn Connections pro-
gram, through a focus on local history research, helps students feel a closer connec-
tion to the place where they live and fosters a desire to take actions that will shape 
the future of their community. Finally, we were able to confirm that our students are 
learning research skills that they can transfer to other research contexts.

Data do not tell us everything about how we teach and how our students 
learn. We understand that the results of this new assessment tool help us understand 
nuances of our program’s impact that we could not see before and also confirm some 
ideas we had theorized through close observation. This reaffirms that our observa-
tional assessment is still valuable and may, in the future, help us build new assess-
ment tools to measure new impacts that we believe we see.

Going forward, we are eager to administer this survey in future years and com-
pare it against the baseline data of this first year’s results. We are also excited to see 
how others use and build on the assessment tools we’ve developed, and we hope that 
this can help us as a TPS community in refining our teaching practices and collec-
tively shaping a clearer picture of overall impacts of teaching with primary sources.

Reflecting on Assessment Redesign: A Conclusion and  
Road Map

This project succeeded in confirming for us that redesign of our assessment 
protocols could provide insight for speaking about the outcomes of our work and 
improving implementation of our program. 
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We understand that this assessment was redesigned in a specific context—
TPS specifically with local history content—and our own assessment findings may 
not be replicable in every other instance of TPS, let alone other contexts of library 
instruction. However, we encourage readers to note which of our findings resonate 
with impacts they have observed in their own work and to borrow our assessment 
tools as appropriate in the process of redesigning their own program assessments. 
We encourage others to adapt our assessment tool to show how results differ in 
other types of situations: when working on a one-off instruction basis instead of a 
partnership program; when looking at topics aside from local history; when work-
ing with a variety of K–12 and higher education audiences.

The primary goal of this article, however, is not only to understand our unique 
program outcomes but more broadly to explore the potential of redesigning a pro-
gram assessment tool. Our work confirms that clear reflection on existing tools, 
development of new goals, and design of new assessment strategies can result in 
inspiring new data on program impact and can highlight areas for improvement. 
This project provides us with a road map that we hope others might adapt for 
thoughtful reflection on their own library and archives program assessment, whether 
within the landscape of TPS or not:

• Step One: Reflect on the findings of current assessment tools. Do they 
provide you with the information you want to know? Is there anything 
you’d like to know that your current assessment tools do not tell you?

• Step Two: Set new goals. Think about what you’d like to learn from your 
assessment tools. Reframe these ideas as research questions that can guide 
your work.

• Step Three: Design a new assessment tool. This might incorporate parts 
of your previous assessment tool, or you may decide to start from scratch. 
Consider the format of your assessment tool and what will be most appro-
priate for your audience. In our own context, we scrapped a previously 
implemented pretest because we realized it could not be implemented in 
such a way (within our context) to provide the data we would want from it.

• Step Four: Implement your new assessment tool, and analyze the results.
• Step Five: Reflect: Does your new assessment tool answer the new research 

questions you created? Is it appropriate for your audience? Is there any-
thing you’d like to change?

Reflecting on Keith Curry Lance’s comment that library assessment tools 
can become “exhausted” and fail to provide new insight, the redesign of our own 
assessment tool provided excitement and new energy not only for the Brooklyn 
Connections program but for the huge potential of TPS in local history contexts 
and elsewhere.46 We hope that others will find this assessment work equally inspir-
ing for breathing new life into the ways we conceive of, implement, and talk about 
TPS.

Redesigning Program Assessment for Teaching with Primary Sources:  
Understanding the Impacts of Our Work
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Appendix A: Brooklyn Connections Exit Survey, 2008 to 2019

1.  What grade are you in?
2.  Do you have a library card? (yes / no)
3.  Rate how your opinion of history has changed after participating in Brooklyn 

Connections program:
 I like the library LESS
 I like the library the SAME
 I like the library MORE

4.  Did you visit any of the below libraries to work on your project outside of school?
• A branch/neighborhood library
• The Central Library
• The Brooklyn Collection archives

5. If you visited the library after school, what did you find most helpful? 
• Librarian
• Brooklyn Connections Educator
• Books
• Computer
• Other sources
• I did not visit the library outside of school

6.  True or false? 

True False

I developed new research skills while working on my  
Brooklyn Connections project.

I feel more prepared to complete future research projects.

I thought Brooklyn Connections was helpful to me while working 
on my research project.

7.  Rate how your opinion of the library has changed after participating in the Brooklyn 
Connections program:

 I like the library LESS
 I like the library the SAME
 I like the library MORE
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8.  Rate how much you liked or disliked the following aspects of Brooklyn Connections:

REALLY  
disliked Disliked

No  
opinion Liked

REALLY 
liked

Visiting the Brooklyn  
Collection archives
Seeing historic  
documents
Studying a Brooklyn 
history topic
Working on a research 
project
Working with your 
Brooklyn Connections 
educator

9.  In one or two sentences, tell us what you enjoyed most about Brooklyn Connections. 

10.  Describe to someone whose class doesn’t participate in Brooklyn Connections why 
they should be a part of the program. 

11.  What, if anything, would you change about Brooklyn Connections? 

12.  Would you describe your overall experience with Brooklyn Connections as positive or 
negative? 

Redesigning Program Assessment for Teaching with Primary Sources:  
Understanding the Impacts of Our Work
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Appendix B: New Brooklyn Connections Student Exit Survey

It has been a joy working with you this year! We want to hear how your experi-
ence was so we can make sure Brooklyn Connections is even better next year. Please 
fill out this survey and remember, your answers are anonymous so be as honest as 
you want. Thank you!

Part One

1. Who is your teacher? [drop-down list of options]

2. Rate how much you remember the following aspects of Brooklyn Connections:

Really  
remember

Sort of  
remember

Completely  
forgot

Visiting the Brooklyn Collection archives

Seeing historic documents

Studying a Brooklyn history topic

Working on a research project

Working with your Brooklyn Connections  
educator

3. Did you visit any of these places to work on your project outside of school (not with 
your whole class)? Select all that apply:

 The Central Library in Brooklyn
 A different library in Brooklyn
 A library not located in Brooklyn
 My school library
 The Center for Brooklyn History archives
 The Brooklyn Public Library website
 I did not visit any of these places

4. If you visited a library to work on your project, what did you do there? Select all  
that apply:

 Talked to a librarian
 Talked to a Brooklyn Connections educator
 Looked for information in books
 Used the library computer
 Looked at online resources
 Other (please explain): __________________________________
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5. If you had to do another research project, what would you really want to do at the 
library? Choose up to 3:

 Talk to a librarian
 Talk to a Brooklyn Connections educator
 Look for information in books
 Use the library computer
 Look at online resources
 Other (please explain): __________________________________

6. Tell us about your favorite school activity. It could be anything: reading, group 
projects, eating lunch, or anything that you like most about your school day.

7. Think about your favorite school activity as something you REALLY like. Now, rate 
how much you liked or disliked the following aspects of Brooklyn Connections:

REALLY  
disliked Disliked

No  
opinion Liked

REALLY 
liked

Visiting the Brooklyn  
Collection archives
Seeing historic  
documents      

Studying a Brooklyn 
history topic      

Working on a research 
project      

Working with your 
Brooklyn Connections 
educator

     

9.  Describe to someone whose class doesn’t participate in Brooklyn Connections why 
they should be a part of the program:
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Part Two

On this page, move the slider to the answer that reflects how much you agree with the 
following statements:

1. While doing research for my Brooklyn Connections project, I found that people, 
places, and events from Brooklyn’s past reminded me of people, places, and events in 
Brooklyn today.

Really disagree No opinion Really agree

2. Learning about people, places, and events from Brooklyn’s past makes me feel 
closer and more connected to Brooklyn’s past.

Really disagree No opinion Really agree

3. Learning about people, places, and events from Brooklyn’s past makes me feel 
closer and more connected to Brooklyn today.

Really disagree No opinion Really agree

4. Learning how people from Brooklyn’s past shaped what Brooklyn is today makes 
me want to take action that will shape the Brooklyn of the future.

Really disagree No opinion Really agree
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Part Three

Note: Questions in this section are adapted from the TRAILS Item Bank for grades 3, 6, and 9, 
https://trails-archive.org/archive. 

What grade are you in? (Responses from this question determine whether respondents 
receive elementary [grades 4 and 5], middle [grades 6 through 8], or high school [grades 
9 through 12] questions for part three.)

Elementary School (correct responses notated as <*> )

1. Your teacher asks you to research elected officials in your community. Which 
question would best help you find the facts you need to know to complete your 
research?

 Where is my state located?      
 Who was elected in my community’s last election? <*>
 What types of trees grow in my community?
 Who is the governor of my state?

2. When writing a report, what is the best order of the steps you should take?
 Find sources of information, list questions you want to answer, take notes, 

write your paper, choose a topic
 Take notes, write your paper, list questions you want to answer, choose a topic, 

find sources of information
 Choose a topic, list questions you want to answer, find sources of information, 

take notes, write your paper <*>

3. You decide to make a gift for your grandmother’s birthday and want to include ideas 
from sources you found in her home, including a letter, diary, piece of clothing, and 
photograph. What kind of sources are these?

 Primary sources <*>
 Secondary sources 

4. You need to find facts about Mexico for a presentation. Which of the following 
statements is an opinion and should not be included in your list?

 Mexico City is the capital of Mexico.
 Mountains cover much of Mexico.
 The Pacific Ocean borders the west coast of Mexico.
 Mexican food tastes good. <*>

5. Your sister shared some information with you that she found on a website about 
dogs. What is the best way to find out if what she’s sharing is true?

 Ask one of your classmates what they know.
 Look at an .edu or .gov website about dogs. <*>
 Read a fictional book about a dog named Rex.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via O
pen Access.



474 Jen Hoyer, Kaitlin Holt, John Voiklis, Bennett Attaway, and Rebecca Joy Norlander

The American Archivist  Vol. 85, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2022

Middle School (correct responses notated as <*> )

1. Imagine you’re conducting research about westward expansion in the United States. 
Which question would be most helpful in finding relevant information?

 Who was the President?
 What states were included in westward expansion? <*>
 Why did people move west?
 When was the west founded?

2. Your teacher wants you to write a report about a natural disaster. Choose the 
correct order of the steps from the choices below.
A) Make a list of questions about your topic that you would like to learn the 

answers to.
B) Choose a natural disaster topic.
C)  Find information about your topic.
D)  List what you already know about your topic.

 A, B, C, D
 B, D, A, C <*>
 D, A, C, B
 B, A, C, D

3. Your teacher has asked you to find a primary source that tells you about a soldier’s 
life during war. Which of the following examples is a primary source?

 Book about the war
 Biography about the soldier
 Encyclopedia article
 Soldier’s diary <*>

4. Read the text below. Which sentence demonstrates the author’s opinion about the 
topic rather than fact?
Many species have become endangered due to the destruction of the rainforests. 
People around the world have become more aware of how destructive deforestation 
is to the environment and wildlife. This is a cause that all people should be willing 
to give money towards to stop it from happening.

 People around the world have become more aware of rainforest destruction.
 Species are becoming endangered due to habitat destruction in the rainforest.
 People should be willing to give money to help save the rainforests. <*>
 Deforestation hurts the environment.

5. You’re writing a paper on the safety of tanning beds. Which website would have the 
most authority on the topic?

 www.surgeongeneral.gov—Information from the U.S. Surgeon General on tan-
ning beds <*>

 www.tanningtruth.org – A site sponsored by a tanning salon organization
 www.celebritytan.com – A site with celebrity endorsements for tanning beds
 www.totallytan.net – A tanning salon site with tips for your tanning session
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High School (correct responses notated as <*> )

1. You have been asked to write a five-page research paper about hydraulic fracturing 
or “fracking.” Which of the following research questions will lead to the most rele-
vant and focused information for your paper?

 What are the possible environmental dangers with fracking? <*>
 How much water is used in fracking to get the natural gas?
 What fracking cases have come before the Supreme Court?
 Who invented fracking?

2. Your English class group is creating a pamphlet about drug abuse. This pamphlet 
will be distributed in your school and community. Select the correct order of steps 
your group needs to take in order to complete this project:

 A)  Select sources, evaluate, and record information.
 B)  Organize information and create a rough draft of your pamphlet.
 C)  Identify information needed and likely sources.
 D)  Get review comments and revise for final version.
 E).  Review the success of your research and final pamphlet.
 F)  Focus the topic for the intended audience.

 F, C, A, B, D, E <*>
 C, F, A, B, E, D
 F, B, A, C, E, D
 C, F, B, A, D, E

3. You’re writing a research paper on Albert Einstein that has to include reference to 
at least one primary source. Which of the following is a primary source?

 A biography of Albert Einstein
 The chapter about Albert Einstein in the book Great Physicists
 The World Book Encyclopedia entry on Albert Einstein
 A speech by Albert Einstein <*> 

4. The excerpt below comes from a travel industry magazine. Does it illustrate fact, 
opinion, or bias?
Deputy Director Hill of Horseshoe Cruise Line stated the following about the mys-
terious illness aboard the 900-person cruise ship Royal Lady, “Including crew and 
guests, we believe that 766 passengers are presently ill. That is certainly not an 
epidemic. In fact, there is no reason to believe that this illness has anything to do 
with the food or facilities.”

 Fact
 Opinion
 Bias <*>

5. Which of the following provides the best evidence that a website is an authoritative 
and trusted source?

 The website is endorsed by a well-known celebrity.
 The website is near the top of search results found in Google.
 Other reputable sources refer to the website in their work. <*>
 There are a number of spelling mistakes on the website.
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are outside the scope of this article but can be read in full in Voiklis et al., Brooklyn Connections. 

34 Voiklis, Attaway, Norlander, and Ardalan, Brooklyn Connections, i; Callison, “Enough Already?,” 7–8. 
35 For a complete list of research questions developed through this process, see Rebecca Joy Norlander 

et al., Understanding Program Impact & Preparing for Remote Learning (New York: Knology, 2020), 
1–2, https://www.bklynlibrary.org/sites/default/files/documents/brooklyn-collection/connections/
Brooklyn%20Connections%20Understanding%20Program%20Impact.pdf, captured at https://perma.
cc/E7EG-ZXHU. 

36 A full copy of this new survey tool is available in Appendix B.
37 The full bank of TRAILS questions is available at TRAILS archives, https://trails-archive.org/archive. 
38 This is likely because identification is redundant with recognition, as revealed by the correlation 

analysis.
39 In the context of linear regression, statistical significance depends on whether the covariation between 

the outcome variable and the predictor would be “surprising” or unlikely within a range of estimated 
covariation values one might observe in 95% of samples that could be drawn repeatedly from the same 
population.

40 Cohen (1988) provides the following benchmarks for linear regression effect sizes: 2≅0.02 (i.e., 
explaining 2% of variance) is a small effect, 2≅0.13 (13% of variance) is a medium effect, and 

2≅0.26 (26% of variance) is a large effect.
41 TRAILS Benchmark Data 2016–2017. Originally published by Kent State Libraries. Shared via personal 

email by Kenneth Burhanna, May 25, 2021. 
42 In general, this estimates the range of values one might observe in 95% of samples that could be drawn 

repeatedly from the same population: i.e., 95% Confidence Interval.
43 Hoyer, “Out of the Archives and into the Streets.” 
44 Hoyer, Holt, Pelaez, “Crafting a Research Question.” 
45 The TRAILS question bank is available in its archives at https://trails-archive.org/archive. 
46 Callison, “Enough Already?,” 7–8.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via O
pen Access.



479 

The American Archivist  Vol. 85, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2022

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Jen Hoyer is electronic resources and technical services librarian at CUNY City 
College of Technology. She previously worked as the educating librarian at Brooklyn 
Public Library’s Center for Brooklyn History from 2016 through 2021 and has 
been a core organizer at Interference Archive in Brooklyn since 2013. Hoyer’s writ-
ing about archives, education, and access has been published in Reference Services 
Review, the Journal of Contemporary Archival Studies, Archival Science, Radical 
Teacher, Radical History Review, and the Journal of Critical Library and Information 
Studies. Her co-authored volume, The Social Movement Archive, was published by 
Litwin Books in 2021.

Kaitlin Holt is the associate director of Interpretation and Programs at the Central 
Park Conservancy, the nonprofit entrusted with the day-to-day care of Central 
Park, where she oversees tours, education, community, and recreational programs. 
Between 2013 and 2021, Holt worked for the Brooklyn Public Library where she 
significantly expanded and raised the profile of Brooklyn Connections, the Center 
for Brooklyn History’s archives education program. Under her tenure, the program 
was the 2019 recipient of the Society of American Archivists’ “Archival Innovator 
Award” and the 2016 beneficiary of the Archivists Round Table of Metropolitan 
New York’s award for “Educational Use of Archives.”

John Voiklis is a cognitive and social psychologist who leads behavioral research at 
Knology’s social science think tank. Specifically, he studies how people think about 
their social world (creating categories and norms) as they interact in that social 
world (making choices and forming relationships).

Bennett Attaway joined Knology as a researcher in 2020. He works across many 
projects, specializing in data collection, quantitative analysis, and data visualiza-
tion. He has a bachelor of science degree in computer science and engineering 
from MIT, and he previously worked as a software engineer developing educational 
technology. Attaway is interested in studying and experimenting with a range of 
techniques for explaining complex concepts to general audiences.

Rebecca Joy Norlander joined Knology in 2014 with degrees in history (BA), 
cultural studies (MA), and human science (PhD). She leads Knology’s Culture 
research, which focuses on ways in which cultural participation and practices 
advance social good. For the past eight years, she has led research and evaluation for 
American Library Association’s Libraries Transforming Communities initiative, as 
well as the National Impact of Library Public Programming Assessment. Her other 
research includes exploration of how people develop financial skills, media literacy, 
STEM/health identity, and entrepreneurial capacity through library programs.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via O
pen Access.




