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Before the transition from ANGEL to Canvas, there 
was already a method in place for embedding li-
brary content (namely guides) into the LMS. Un-

fortunately, this method placed library content in a 
little-used location. Students simply did not see them. 
The biggest reach of guides in the LMS was when in-
structors linked the students to guides directly within 
course content. While this was an excellent way to 
create instructor/librarian collaboration, there are 
many instructors who were unaware of the library’s 
resources and how these resources could be usefully 
integrated into their course. 

While these problems were obvious to the Uni-
versity Libraries LMS team from the start, it was en-
tirely possible that these issues were not the only ones 
experienced by our four main user groups: students, 
instructors, instructional designers, and librarians. 
In this section, we will explore the methods used in 
order to strategize our next steps. These methods—
a student survey and the collection of user studies—
were vital elements in our decisions regarding library 
integrations.

Student Survey 

In the spring of 2016, a Penn State Qualtrics Survey 
was sent out to seventy-three students who had taken 
the course COMM 190: Gaming and Interactive Me-
dia. This course was piloting the Canvas LMS before 

its university-wide implementation. Students were 
asked a series of questions, some left open-ended in 
order to include nuance in our results. In order to 
gather responses, the instructor gave all the students 
who completed the survey extra credit. 

These institution-specific survey questions were 
as follows: 

1. Do you know what a course guide is?
2. Have you ever used subject guides or course guides 

for a class project? 
3. If so, what class was this for? List all that apply.
4. Have you ever accessed a subject/course guide via 

Angel or Canvas? 
5. How often do you use the course guides? 
6. How much does it influence work in the course? 
7. How are you interacting with guides when a li-

brarian does not prompt you? 
8. Have you used course guides on your own when 

they are available to you?
9. How have your teachers/classmates been using 

the library through Angel? 
10. How does this influence work in the course?
11. Do you want the course guides to be included in 

a future Learning Management System (LMS) like 
Canvas? 

12. Where would you expect to see options to access 
course guides on Angel/Canvas?

13. How do you decide if a source is valid (accurate, 
current, trustworthy)? 

Chapter 2
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14. How much do you want included on Canvas itself 
as opposed to through links?

15. How are you finding information for projects right 
now? 

Perhaps the most reassuring and affirming piece 
of information from this survey was the response to 
question 11: Do you want the course guides to be in-
cluded in a future Learning Management System (LMS) 
like Canvas? Eighty-eight percent of students wanted 
guides to be included in their future LMS. This re-
sponse included thirty-five students who had never 
used guides before, yet recognized their usefulness in 
the process of taking the survey. 

General findings included: 53 percent of students 
did not know what a course guide was; 41 percent of 
students had used a guide for a class project; 60 per-
cent accessed a course guide via the LMS; and 37 per-
cent of students used course guides on their own.

When students were asked how their instructors 
or classmates used library resources, a large percent-
age said that they were not instructed in guide use 
by their instructors, or if they had been, it was for 
a single course and not in others. How they were in-
troduced to library content also varied. Some instruc-
tors guided them through the process of locating the 
guides within ANGEL itself. Others had simply linked 
to the guide in the lessons area of the course. 

Responses to the question of where guides should 
be accessed revealed mixed results. However, the larg-
est number of students suggested that the guides be 
located on the sidebar as a navigation item. This was a 
huge step up from the organization in ANGEL, which 
had the libraries’ resources in a difficult-to-find loca-
tion that required two clicks to reach. In the free re-
sponse section of this question, some version of the 
statement “it has to be visible” was repeated over and 
over. Complaints were made about the inaccessibility 
of the information in ANGEL. Many students said they 
might use guides if they knew where they were and 
realized why and how they should use them.

Students preferred including as much content as 
possible within Canvas itself, as opposed to through 
links to other resources. In the free responses, stu-
dents expressed both an unwillingness to leave the 
LMS and also a great desire for the LMS to remain 
“uncluttered.” Those who did not want to see guides 
in Canvas often said that it was because it would be 
too messy, or too crowded. This affects not only where 
the guides are integrated, but also what content is put 
on the guides themselves and how it is included. 

Actions

As a result of the student survey, several clear require-
ments for the Canvas LMS integrations rose to the top. 

Guides specifically had been seen as useful and should 
be included in future integrations. It was important 
that the guides were in a visible place, but not a place 
that overwhelmed the course content. It was strongly 
suggested that the guides go into the left-hand navi-
gation. Minor improvements to guide design were 
suggested. Since students often did not know what a 
course guide was, obvious titles and descriptive intros 
were encouraged. 

A less technical element was also observed, that 
being that students were most motivated to interact 
with the guides if someone directed them to their ex-
istence. Responses were split between that someone 
being an instructor or a librarian; however, in both 
cases, the student needed a gentle nudge toward the 
guide. Instructors will introduce students to guides 
only if they are aware of their existence, as well as 
if they are convinced that such a tool can be useful. 
If such an item is implemented automatically (which 
was the avenue we chose at Penn State), it opens up an 
excellent avenue for librarians to communicate with 
instructors on the tools that can be included in their 
course. 

User Stories

Working with several technologies and distinctly dif-
ferent user groups, the University Libraries LMS team 
needed a method to document requirements and to 
communicate them across audiences. The libraries 
have adopted the Agile framework for managing de-
velopment projects (and more). The Agile framework 
is a set of values and principles—not processes or 
tools—intended as an alternative to traditional doc-
umentation-driven, linear methods, allowing greater 
flexibility and responsiveness to user needs.1 We bor-
rowed one technique in particular, user stories, as 
a method to further define user needs from various 
points of view. 

A user story is a tool in Agile methodology that 
can work for many types of requirements gather-
ing. They are “short, simple descriptions of a fea-
ture told from the perspective of the person who 
desires the new capability, usually a user or cus-
tomer of the system.”2 

User stories follow the format:

As a [role] I want [requirement] so that [end 
result desired].

For example:

As an instructional designer, I want an easy and 
reliable way to embed the library into courses 
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so that changes in the library databases don’t 
break links in my course. 

As a student, I want to find everything that I 
need for my course in one place so that I don’t 
miss anything.

User stories are used to paint a clear picture of the 
actual use cases of a product or service for each target 
audience. They are clear statements, constructed in 
plain language (without jargon), that bring needs into 
focus and reveal similarities and differences between 
user groups to the product owner and team. 

The product owner, another role borrowed from 
Agile, serves as the primary stakeholder who priori-
tizes work and has the final say in requirements and 
acceptance criteria of the deliverables.3 Another re-
sponsibility of the product owner is to group user sto-
ries into groups, often called epics. These are sets of 
features and functions that interrelate together as the 
deliverable.4 

In an Agile development environment, the devel-
opment team designs software to meet the objective 
and requirements of the user story. Developers are not 
constrained by any particular development method as 
long as the deliverable meets the objective laid out in 
the user story. Stakeholders do not have to understand 
the technology in order to set requirements. This di-
vision of labor between what to do and how to do it 
brings the team to a middle ground of communication 
and understanding around the product, allowing each 
person to capitalize on their own type of expertise.  

In Penn State’s example, the library team was 
made up of both technical and nontechnical person-
nel who also interacted closely with the Penn State 
Canvas technical team and the Springshare technical 
team. Additionally, the library team worked closely 
with stakeholders and consumers of library services. 

These groups had very different levels of knowledge 
on what the library does and can provide. Whether 
the difference was technical/nontechnical or library/
non-library, common understanding was limited be-
tween groups, but user stories proved to be a successful 
bridge to communicate needs and requirements across 
everyone involved.5 They also provided a way to keep 
the project focused and on track. The organization of 
user stories into epics provided a nice visual of where 
we were going and where we were at any given time. 

Our goal of user stories was to figure out how 
we could leverage the opportunities of the chang-
ing technologies to maximize value to students and 
instructors.

• Could a new LMS enable assignment-level links to 
reserve reading assignments?

• Could the new LMS enable embedded content 
from LibGuides?

• Could we use new technologies to automatically 
provide topical links between library resources 
and courses?

• Could we resolve the philosophical difference of 
bringing users to the library tools and website 
versus bringing library resources to the users? 
What experience did users really want?

• Could the LibGuides content and references in 
Canvas/LMS be customized to help pull students 
in and encourage use? 

We leveraged the energy of the team members, 
the opportunity to work with a cross-functional 
team, as well as the possibilities that new technolo-
gies bring to define our problem statements: What do 
students care about? What do instructional design-
ers and faculty want? And what do librarians want 
to share?

We began by focusing on the gap between what 
librarians think users want and what users state that 
they want. We embarked on parallel studies: a student 
survey, as mentioned in the first section of this chap-
ter, interviews with ID shops, and user story develop-
ment with stakeholder groups.

Execution

Several user story meetings were held with the fol-
lowing constituent groups: library employees, instruc-
tional designers from the college of Information Sci-
ence and Technology, and the project team.

These meetings were conducted with a facilitator 
who encouraged participation and recorded user sto-
ries in a table in Microsoft Word. This was done on a 
large screen display of a three-column table with the 
following headers: 

As a . . . 

I want . . . 

So that I can . . . 

The facilitator recorded user stories in real time 
throughout the session. Participants built on each oth-
er’s ideas to further define stories or to write new ones. 
The facilitator had the opportunity to clarify in the 
moment if anything was ambiguous. The participants 
were vocal, and pain points were quickly pointed out 
as well as wish lists. 

Often the pain points were not directly related to 
the project. We recorded them regardless. Later, we 
were able to use these to inform other projects. One 
example was the need for a URL generator for linking 
to licensed database resources using our proxy pre-
fix. This was a small project that fulfilled a large need 
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that might not have been discovered had we not been 
gathering stakeholder input. 

It became clear that even our instructional de-
signers and instructors weren’t always aware of what 
the library can and does provide. For instance, some 
didn’t know about guides at all. We utilized the op-
portunity of our user story meetings to provide some 
“what if’s” to seed discussion. An outgrowth of this 
work was an opportunity for librarians to penetrate 
the Learning Design network and to provide deeper 
information sessions on what libraries provide and 
points of collaboration. This resulted in additional 
user stories. 

Results and Analysis

The analysis of user stories along with survey results 
shaped requirements of the project. The major re-
quirements were to provide seamless access to library 
resources within the course for everyone involved 
in the course, including the instructor, designer, TA, 
learner, and librarian. The resources had to be easy 
to find and require little work on the part of course 
designers to implement. The bulk of the integration 
and content provision had to fall on the libraries. 
We couldn’t overlook what librarians wanted, either, 
which was ease of use, automation, and a presence in 
Penn State courses. 

Unlike guides, course reserves were familiar to al-
most all of our constituent groups. There was a com-
mon and strong need conveyed that reserves have to 
be easier to request for a course, to create in a course, 
and to use from within a course. Our WorldCampus 
team had developed code to pull a list of reserves from 
our Symphony reserves system. Instructional design-
ers and instructors, frustrated with the complexity of 
creating reserve reading lists and incorporating them 
into the LMS, increasingly provided their own direct 

links or took a chance on copyright by scanning arti-
cles and embedding the PDFs in their courses. These 
issues created an additional line of focus for our team. 

Decisions

With the timely release of its LTI, Springshare provided 
us with a solution for the integration of our guides, 
which included easy access, little work on the part of 
the instructor, and simple integrations for librarians. 
We were also able to make improvements to reserves 
based on these user stories by implementing Spring-
share E-Reserves and Document Management. The 
implementation of this LTI will be covered in the fol-
lowing chapter, and the integration of both guides and 
reserves will be addressed in chapters of their own.
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