
2019 CLAW Travel Bursary Post-Conference Essay  
(Tomoko Shida) 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
As a former secondary school teacher, assessing student learning and my own teaching effectiveness 
was something I was continually doing. As a result, I have spent a great deal of time studying and 
mulling over best practices in assessment methodology and data interpretation in the classroom 
setting. Now as a student myself pursuing a Master of Information degree in order to transition into 
a career in libraries and archives, I am cognizant of the need to re-learn how to do assessment in the 
library context. This need became even more apparent to me as I began work on a project for my 
student internship to assess the existing private records holdings of the University of Toronto 
Archives to identify strengths and gaps in the collection. 
 
My hope was that my attendance at the 2019 Canadian Library Assessment Workshop would help 
me not only with this project, but also help prepare me for other types of assessment projects I may 
undertake in the future. I was especially keen on learning how assessment practices could be 
integrated in the context of archives and special collections.  
 
Questions I brought with me included: What types of assessment practices are out there that could 
be used to make more evidence-based acquisitions decisions? What tools exist to assess current 
practices related to workflows, including how processing priorities are set and whether these 
workflows produce any unintended biases in the collections? And, how can user experience (UX) 
research and user statistics be used to improve not only the user experience but other decisions 
made within the workplace?  
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 
Two of the most significant takeaways for me from attending the 2019 CLAW sessions were that (1) 
a number of the collections assessment tools and resources available in academic libraries to help 
inform collection development and acquisition decisions cannot be used or do not exist in the 
context of archives and special collections, but that (2) many of the methods can be transferred 
over.  
 
In particular, the two pre-conference workshops (“How to Use APIs and Data Science to Support 
Your Collections Work” and “What Counts and What Can Be Counted: Fundamentals of Electronic 
Resources Assessment”) were especially eye-opening for me. They helped me understand not only 
the wealth of data sources available to academic librarians for collections development work, but 
also the wide array of data points that are considered and weighed against each other to make these 
decisions. For archives and special collections, however, these external data sources usually do not 
exist because many of the items being held or being considered for acquisition are often unique, 
one-of-a-kind items, and the data points used for evaluating electronic journals, for example, are not 
necessarily useful for evaluating the value of archival material.  
 
These same pre-conference sessions, however, reaffirmed for me my sense that archives and special 
collections are in fact in need of more robust tools and streamlined methods to assess collections 
and inform future acquisitions. My years working in the secondary school setting, with its increasing 
emphasis on standardized testing and standards-based assessment, has given me a healthy dose of 
skepticism about the possibility of developing a one-size-fits-all method for assessment within 
archives and special collections. That being said, I had been growing increasingly uneasy with the 
existing archival literature on archival appraisal that help shape the methods used to make 



acquisitions decisions. Scholars are increasingly recognizing archival appraisal as being somewhat 
haphazard, highly subjective and often determined by the personal interests, connections and 
expertise of individual archivists. A number of the CLAW sessions led me to wonder if the 
assessment methods used within other academic library departments could provide some useful 
guidance for helping archivists and special collections librarians make more objective, rationalized 
and transparent acquisitions decisions.  
 
Other workshop sessions like “Using Consultation Statistics to Tell Stories about Relationship 
Building, Workload, and Organizational Change” provided me with ideas for how an institution might 
go about analyzing and assessing archival workflows. The method described in the session could be 
applied to help determine processing timelines, and in turn help inform the number or volume of 
yearly acquisitions accepted. This could potentially help to combat the problem of backlogs and 
“hidden collections” within archives and special collections departments that, according to a 2012 
CARL study (“Special Collections at CARL Libraries”) is a problem found in most CARL institutions (p. 
16).  
 

CONCLUSION  
 
I would like to thank all the members of the CLAW Program Committee for their work in putting this 
Workshop together and for giving me the opportunity to attend. As someone very new to both 
librarianship and assessment work, there were times when the information being presented felt 
overwhelming. However, the experience in November became the impetus for me to search for 
more resources and studies related to assessment work within archives and special collections. This 
research of the existing literature, in turn, inspired me to pitch a lightning talk on “Harnessing the 
Power of Assessment & Policy in Special Collections to Advance Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion 
Within Academic Libraries” which I will have the opportunity to present at the 2020 OLA Super 
Conference.  
 

http://www.carl-abrc.ca/doc/Special%20Collections%20at%20CARL%20Libraries-Nov%202012.pdf

