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Academic Success: How Library  
Services Make a Difference

Ying Zhong and Johanna Alexander

Introduction
Which library initiatives are really helping students 
succeed academically? This question is the focus of the 
present research. Analyzed data comes from a 2006 
survey conducted at the California State University 
Bakersfield (CSUB) Walter W. Stiern Library. The re-
searchers’ goal is to find the library services, programs, 
and/or resources most frequently identified by students 
as helping them accomplish their academic work more 
efficiently and successfully. 

Academic persistence and success are critical issues 
for higher education and for the current research from 
CSUB. A 2005 Associated Press report states, “Just 54 
percent of students entering four-year colleges in 1997 
had a degree six years later . . . “1 CSUB rates are similar; 
for first year students in 2001, a retention rate of 78 
percent is reported, but the retention rate of fourth year 
students that same year drops to 53 percent.2 (See Ap-
pendix, Figure 1) 

Literature concerning academic success and its 
related concepts generally focuses on student pre-col-
lege preparation, enrollment policies, remediation and 
transfer programs, the role of teaching faculty, student 

services, financial assistance, and theoretical models.3 
While the university community would agree that li-
braries are an integral part of the academic experience, 
is there recognition of a direct and practical connection 
between library programs and students’ academic suc-
cess? The library assumes an important responsibility 
to facilitate students’ education, providing services, pro-
grams, and resources to assist students in being more 
effective and efficient in their academic career—to suc-
ceed academically. 

Other related descriptors, used to discuss and mea-
sure academic success, include academic persistence, 
student attrition, time-to-degree, degree-completion 
rates, grade point average, student retention, and drop-
out rates. For simplification, the term academic success 
is used most often in this paper.

Review of selected literature
The article, “Undergraduate retention and Academic 
Libraries,” by Kelly, presents an agenda for the role of 
libraries in student retention and academic success.4 
Other literature regarding the impact of libraries and 
library programs on academic success in higher educa-
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tion can be grouped in five categories: 1) information 
competency initiatives, 2) transitional and first-year 
experience programs, 3) student preparation in library 
use prior to college, 4) students’ usage and perception 
of the academic library, and 5) cooperative partnerships 
between the library and other university community 
groups.

Studies by Bolt and Ferguson demonstrate that 
students who complete library instruction courses make 
significant gains in academic achievement and reten-
tion.5 Whitmire reports that “students who think well 
of their library facilities” have higher self-reported in-
formation literacy skills.6

The integration of the library in first-year experi-
ence programs for student success and retention are 
recounted in articles by Boyce and Frazier as well as 
Brown, et al.7 Smalley’s research points to the impor-
tance of high school libraries in preparing students for 
success in higher education.8 

Various researchers present data on the role of 
students’ perception of the library and library usage as 
an impact on student retention and success. Karin de 
Jager’s article, “Library Use and Academic Achieve-
ment,” compares final exam scores in different subject 
areas with circulation records.9 Whitmire’s 2002 study, 
“analyzes the relationship between an institution’s aca-
demic library resources and services and undergraduates’ 
academic library use and self-reported gains in critical 
thinking.”10 Both articles provide valuable reviews of 
earlier studies, albeit with varied results.

A number of other authors recount the impact of 
academic libraries and programs among multicultural 
student groups. These include Holmes and Lichten-
stein, Jones-Quartey, Mallinckrodt and Sedlacek, Pat-
ton, and Whitmire.11

“The library as a place” for both academic and so-
cial affiliations is recognized in various studies.12 Ma-
jor research on institutional student attrition also sup-
ports this. Tinto proposes that persistence in college 
is a function of social and academic integration. Tinto 
further describes four factors at the institutional level 
that influence student departure from higher education 
including “adjustment,” “difficulty,” “incongruence,” and 
“isolation.”13 Academic libraries can influence these and 
other factors, thus impacting positively or negatively 
student retention. There are several examples. Krae-
mer finds library usage to be a valid measure (among 
others) of academic integration for Hispanic students; 
Mallinckrodt and Sedlacek note “Library use was relat-
ed to retention for all groups.”14 Research by Onwueg-

buzie and Jiao study the connection of library anxiety 
and student research performance.15 

Partnerships between libraries and other university 
divisions that promote academic success are highlight-
ed in Kelly’s and Kross’s, Making the Grade: Academic 
Libraries and Student Success and in an article by Org-
eron.16 Such program descriptions demonstrate practi-
cal ways that libraries impact student achievement and 
retention. Examples include an array of initiatives such 
as faculty/librarian collaboration, library student as-
sistant employment and increased retention, a library’s 
involvement in retaining women engineering students, 
and developing a student support model that includes 
library services.

What is unique about this present study is connect-
ing the student’s perspective of academic success and 
efficiencies with specific library initiatives. Academic li-
braries provide myriad services, resources, and programs; 
librarians gather use data to assess value; and users are 
surveyed about their satisfaction with a service; but little 
is written about what value or recognition students put 
on particular services for their own academic success 
and daily efficiency to accomplish their work.

Methodology
Survey
 Funded by a CSUB Research Council grant, the survey 
presents data that shows the most and least frequently 
identified library services, programs, and resources help-
ing students accomplish their academic work more ef-
ficiently and successfully. Out of the total 1,363 surveys 
taken, about 95 percent of all surveys (n=1,295) provide 
complete data.17 

Respondents
Nearly 70 percent of all respondents represent the un-
der-26 age group and about 30 percent represent the 
27 to 59-age bracket. Female students equaled 75 per-
cent of the respondents. Male respondents totaled 25 
percent. The ethnic breakdown of respondents includes: 
47 percent white, nearly 42 percent Mexican Ameri-
can or other Latinos, 6 percent African Americans, and 
5 percent Asian. Lower division students represent 26 
percent of all respondents and upper-division students 
present the largest contingency with 58 percent, totaling 
84 percent undergraduates. Graduate students represent 
16 percent of the responses. First-generation college 
students represent 61 percent of responses. GPAs dis-
tribute fairly evenly among respondents with 22 percent 
with 2.5 GPAs or less, 33 percent with 2.6 to 3.0 GPAs, 
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27 percent with 3.1 to 3.5 GPAs, and 18 percent with 3.5 
or greater GPAs. (See Appendix, Figures 2 through 7)

Student responses result in an evaluation of thirty-
three factors, arranged in six categories covering 1) li-
brary services, 2) research assistance and instruction, 3) 
resources, 4) access and technology, 5) personnel, and 
6) facilities. Student responses show if particular factors 
help them accomplish their academic work more effi-
ciently and successfully. The data gathered is the focus 
of this paper. 

Survey categories and factors
Services
• Circulation Services
• Electronic Reserves
• Print Reserves
• Pay to Print in Library Reference Area
• Interlibrary Loan
• Renewing Books Online
• Renewing Books In-Person

Research Assistance and Instruction
• Reference/Research Assistance at Reference Desk
• Reference/Research Assistance via Email
• Reference/Research Assistance via the 24/7service
• Individual Research Assistance Appointments with 

Subject Specialists
• Library Orientations
• Library For-Credit Courses
• Basic College Composition Library Lab

Resources
• Library Web Site
• Electronic Periodicals & Databases
• Library’s Book Collection
• Library’s Media Collection

Access and Technology
• Library Computer workstations
• Off-Campus Electronic Access to Library Resources
• In-Library Wireless Access for Laptops
• Main Library Hours

Personnel
• Reference/Research Assistance Personnel Effectiveness
• Reference/Research Assistance Personnel Friendliness
• Circulation Personnel Effectiveness
• Circulation Personnel Friendliness
• Interlibrary Loan Personnel Effectiveness
• Interlibrary Loan Personnel Friendliness

Facilities
• Library Group Study Rooms
• Library Seating
• Quiet Areas in Library
• Library Security
• Library Facilities in General

The ten factors cited most frequently and the five 
least frequently cited factors are compared both in ag-
gregate and among fourteen different demographic 
groups. This preliminary paper reports on findings from 
six demographic groups according to age, gender, eth-
nicity, student class standing, first-generation college 
students, and grade point average (GPA). These param-
eters are used to control the amount of data analyzed 
and limit the length of the paper, but also to provide a 
broad picture of what various student groups most often 
deem significant. Two questions posed in the analysis 
are: 1) what are the most often and least often identified 
factors, and 2) are there commonalities or differences in 
the frequency a factor is identified by different demo-
graphic groups? Data are shown in the following figures 
but only when the factor indicates enough response to 
be in the top ten most frequently identified or the five 
least identified factors.

Results in aggregate
For all respondents, the ten most frequently identified 
factors for helping students accomplish their academic 
work efficiently and successfully are shown in Appen-
dix, Figure 8. For all respondents, the most frequently 
identified factors represent the categories of facilities, 
technology and access, and library resources. Of partic-
ular note, library facility factors are the most frequently 
identified for all respondents. Four out of the top six 
factors deal with facilities. Noticeably, for all respon-
dents, the library web site is identified secondly most 
often, signaling its importance as a portal to library 
resources. Access and technology factors (except in-li-
brary wireless connections) are also in the top ten most 
frequently identified set. Only one factor of the research 
assistance and instruction category is recognized in the 
ten most frequently identified group and that is refer-
ence/research assistance at the reference desk (numeri-
cally ranked in the tenth position).

Factors overall receiving the least recognition in 
helping students accomplish their academic work effi-
ciently and successfully are shown in Appendix, Figure 
9. Certain factors under the research assistance and in-
struction category and interlibrary loan are included in 
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the list. The library for-credit course is the least recog-
nized factor. Students also report being frequently un-
aware of the five lowest ranked services. In spite of this, 
over 45 percent of respondents still find these five least 
identified factors helpful. 

Results by demographic group
Age 
Appendix, Figure 10 shows all age groups most fre-
quently identify the library facility as numerically num-
ber one in helping them accomplish their academic 
work efficiently and successfully. Additionally, library 
quiet areas are also identified within the top six for all 
ages. A larger percentage of younger students, those 26 
and younger, identify library quiet areas as significant 
over other age groups.

All ages, including the under-26 age group, iden-
tify electronic periodicals & databases as the third most 
often cited factor. Though Generation-Y students often 
are thought to be GoogleTM dependent regarding aca-
demic research, the survey results temper that concern.

The significance of research assistance factors for 
different age groups varies. Students under 26 years 
of age do not even mention research assistance fac-
tors as important in the ten most frequently identi-
fied. In fact, as shown in Appendix, Figure 11, for the 
under-26 age group, four out of the five least identi-
fied factors are in the category of reference assistance 
and instruction. For older respondents, 27 to 40 years 
of age, reference/research assistance at the desk is in 
the ten most frequently identified factors (numerically 
number nine). Additionally, for the 41 to 59 age group, 
three out of the ten most recognized factors are related 
to reference assistance. For this same age group, refer-
ence personnel friendliness is more frequently identi-
fied as helpful, than other reference and instruction 
factors. 

Gender
Appendix, Figures 12 and 13 compare the most and 
least identified factors by gender. Computer worksta-
tions in the library are considered more important by 
female students. A larger percentage of male students 
vs. female students, more frequently identify reference/
research assistance at the reference desk. Only male stu-
dents identify reference personnel effectiveness in the 
top ten.

Ethnicity
Appendix, Figures 14 and 15 highlight results by eth-

nicity. Most research assistance and instruction factors 
are in the least recognized list for all ethnic groups. 
However, reference personnel friendliness is one of the 
ten most frequently identified factors for most ethnici-
ties. Out of all ethnic groups, only Mexican American 
students identify book collections in the top most fre-
quently cited factors for helping them accomplish their 
academic work efficiently and successfully (numerically 
number eight).

Student class standing (freshmen, etc.)
Appendix, Figures 16 and 17 depict results by student 
class standing (freshmen, sophomore, etc.) The larg-
est percentage of freshmen most frequently identify 
the library web site as helping them accomplish their 
academic work efficiently and successfully (numerically 
first). All other class groups identify the library facil-
ity most frequently (numerically first). All class groups 
identify off-campus electronic resource access within 
the top ten factors. Graduate students identify this same 
factor in the top four most frequently cited. All groups 
cite library study rooms within the top ten factors, but 
a larger percentage of seniors cite this factor (numeri-
cally number five). Library hours and library computer 
workstations are cited by all undergraduates within the 
top ten most frequently identified factors, but are not 
in the top ten for graduate students. Only the graduate 
student group cites renewing books (both online and 
in-person) as one of the top ten frequently identified 
factors for efficiency and success.

Freshmen through junior students consider inter-
library loan the least identified factor. As one would 
expect, this is not the case for seniors and graduate 
students. 

First-generation college students 
Only first-generation college students (versus non-first-
generation college students) cite reference personnel 
friendliness in the top ten most frequently identified 
factors. Nine of the top ten most frequently cited fac-
tors are the same for both groups, and include facilities 
factors, the library web page, electronic periodicals and 
databases, off-campus electronic resource access, and li-
brary computer workstations. Renewing books online 
is number eight in the most frequently identified fac-
tors for non-first-generation college students. The five 
least frequently identified factors are the same for both 
groups and include research assistance and instruction 
factors and interlibrary loan. Appendix, Figures 18 and 
19 show these results.
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GPA
Students’ GPA is an important indicator of academic 
success and thus taking a closer look at this group is 
valuable. Appendix, Figures 20 and 21 provide results 
by student grade point average. Students with 2.6 to 
3.0 GPAs most frequently cite the library web site as 
the top (number one) factor. All GPA groups identify 
off-campus access to library resources in the top ten 
most frequently cited factors, but a larger percentage of 
students in the highest GPA group identify this factor 
more than other GPA groups. 

The lowest GPA group does not mention reference 
assistance in the top ten, nor does the 3.1 to 3.5 GPA 
group. Reference/research assistance at the reference 
desk is in the top ten for only the 2.6 to 3.0 group. Ref-
erence personnel effectiveness is in the top ten for only 
the 3.5 and above group. Reference personnel friend-
liness is recognized in both these same GPA groups. 
All GPA groups report library computer workstations 
in the top ten most frequently cited factors. Again, all 
GPA groups’ least cited factors include library for-credit 
courses as well as many other research assistance and 
instruction factors.

Conclusions, implications, and strategies
After analyzing the data, what is the direct and practi-
cal connection between library initiatives and students’ 
academic success? What seems to matter the most in 
libraries as perceived by students in accomplishing their 
academic work efficiently and successfully? What seems 
least important from the student viewpoint? 

Students’ views
Foremost, the findings and observations from this study 
validate the notion that academic libraries and library 
initiatives are viewed by students to directly and posi-
tively impact their academic success. 

The library should implement strategies to commu-
nicate to university accreditation committees, admin-
istrators, and the campus community as a whole, the 
importance of libraries and library initiatives in directly 
impacting students’ academic success and ultimately, 
degree completion.18 

Secondly, the library needs to demonstrate to stu-
dents exactly how utilizing academic library services, 
readily accessing its resources, and taking advantage of 
its programs will improve academic success. 

Facilities
Library facilities in general and other facilities factors 

(group study rooms, quiet areas, etc.) are prevalent and 
significant throughout all respondent data and the six 
demographic groups. The importance of a student’s 
positive views and experiences with the university li-
brary and its impact on student outcomes is supported 
by Whitmire.19

The library should adopt strategies to promote 
academic and social integration, encouraging library 
use and connections. Additionally, the library should 
continue to focus on what is deemed most critical to 
student success including the maintenance of a study-
friendly environment and facility.

Electronic resources
The largest percentage of respondents, both in aggre-
gate and in the six study groups, identify the library web 
site and electronic periodicals and databases as most 
significant over and above the physical print collections. 
Decades of library material budget reductions may be 
the reason, in part, for students not readily identifying 
book collections in the top-tier important factors.

The library should adopt strategies to support, con-
tinually enhance, and market the library web site and 
electronic periodical and database collections. Addi-
tionally, monographic materials should be expanded 
and marketed to students. Attention to these services 
and resources are significant.

Access and technology
Regarding access and technology, off-campus electronic 
access is clearly significant to respondents and effec-
tively essential for student efficiencies and academic 
success. But what may prove equally critical, is that us-
ers still put high value and significance on computer 
workstation access in the library. Library computers are 
used for additional academic work, such as accessing 
and using application programs. It may be assumed that 
students more often access and actually prefer to access 
library electronic resources and other applications re-
motely from home, work, or by laptop in the library’s 
wireless environment. However, this does not seem to be 
the case. Two factors, off-campus electronic access and 
library provided computer workstations, are not exclusive 
of each other and, in reality, serve to provide continu-
ous, non-obstructed access and services. It is clear that 
student academic success and retention are improved by 
offering busy students, with pressured and varied sched-
ules, more options for efficiently accessing resources.  

The library should adopt strategies to support, main-
tain, and refresh library workstations, optimize student 
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access to current computer equipment, and improve and 
expand off-campus access to electronic resources both 
in collection development aspects and by providing lap-
top and/or other access programs.

Reference personnel
Reference personnel friendliness, according to respon-
dents, is more frequently recognized than other refer-
ence assistance factors. This result is supported by previ-
ous research that shows that friendliness and openness 
in a reference encounter can result in increased user sat-
isfaction even more than a correct answer. The academic 
and social integration theory also supports this prem-
ise.20 Students need to feel they are a part of the insti-
tution, empowered by using its resources, and at ease 
and welcomed in their educational environment. The 
concept of “the library as a place” that supports students’ 
academic and social integration is an important one. 

Training, evaluation, and assessment strategies 
should focus on reference personnel friendliness in ad-
dition to effectiveness. Library personnel need to un-
derstand their critical role in fostering a welcoming en-
vironment that facilitates student success and improves 
institutional retention.

Service visibility
Library services and programs which are less visible, 
such as library for-credit courses, interlibrary loan, ref-
erence/research assistance via email, 24/7 reference ser-
vices, and individual appointment services with subject 
specialists,  consistently fall into the least frequently 
identified set. 

The least frequently identified factors by all respon-
dents are associated with low recognition (35 to 60 per-
cent of students are unaware of these factors). However, 
these same factors share similarities. The factors are less 
obvious or evident to students entering the library facil-
ity; require some knowledge of how the service works 
on the part of the student; and in many cases are medi-
ated services requiring electronic, phone, or individual 
communication in order to receive the service. 

These initiatives, while important to certain groups 
of users, are for a larger percentage of students, unde-
tected. These factors may represent “safety-net services” 
that facilitate academic success for some students. How-
ever, until a larger percentage of students become aware 
of these services, the role of these factors in academic 
success cannot be fully evaluated. 

The library should adopt strategies to create, imple-
ment, and market library initiatives that: 1) target spe-

cific student populations based on findings, and 2) focus 
marketing on less frequently identified initiatives.

Library instruction
Based on evidence from studies by Bolt and Ferguson, 
previously mentioned, there is clear evidence that library 
instruction courses can improve student persistence, 
grades, and overall academic achievement.21 In spite of 
these benefits, instructional factors have very low recog-
nition in this present study. No instructional factor is list-
ed in the group of ten most identified. Likewise, the for-
credit course factor is listed in the least identified set.

The library needs to implement strategies that 
proactively highlight instructional benefits. Librarians 
need to create instructional courses that are relevant to 
student needs, assist students in their academic devel-
opment, and provide real student learning experiences. 
These courses should not only teach library and research 
skills, but as Whitmire suggests, also enforce and im-
prove students’ academic experience in the areas of criti-
cal thinking, analysis, and writing.22 

Applicability and future research
The present results are applicable to other institutions 
by providing a replicable assessment model as well as 
outcomes and general guidelines for services that are 
meaningful to different student populations. Of course, 
characteristics of the institution and library, such as 
mission, student population, budget, and facilities, will 
likely result in varied outcomes.

Academic success and student efficiencies, in this 
study, are based on the student’s perspective. While 
student self-reported GPA is included as a measure, 
additional success measures such as years-to-degree 
completion, retention rates, etc. could be used in other 
research models. Areas for future research, using cur-
rently collected data, include analyzing all survey data 
for the other eight demographic groups and comparing 
most and least frequently identified factors with satis-
faction levels. 

In honor of our families.
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Appendix

Figure 1: CSUB Retention Rates for 2001

Figure 2:  Survey Respondents by Age
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Figure 5: Survey Respondents by Class Rank
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Figure 4: Survey Respondents by Ethnicity
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Figure 7: Survey Respondents by GPA

Figure 8: Ten Most Frequently Identified Factors by All Respondents

Figure 9: Five Least Frequently Identified Factors by All Respondents
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Figure 10: Ten Most Frequently Identified Factors by Age Groups

Figure 11: Five Least Frequently Identified Factors by Age Groups
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Figure 12: Ten Most Frequently Identified Factors by Gender

Figure 13: Five Least Frequently Identified Factors by Gender
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Figure 15: Five Least Frequently Identified Factors by Ethnicity

Figure 14: Ten Most Frequently Identified Factors by Ethnicity
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Figure 16: Ten Most Frequently Identified Factors by Students Class Ranking

Figure 17: Five Least Frequently Identified Factors by Students Class Ranking
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Figure 20: Ten Most Frequently Identified Factors by GPA

Figure 21: Five Least Frequently Identified Factors by GPA




