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Library and Information Studies (LIS) faculty members responded to a survey of their
opinions on the use, advantages, and disadvantages of a variety of end of program as-
sessments (EPAs) in LIS master’s programs. Portfolio was the most widely preferred top
choice for EPAs, but opinions ranged from preference for no EPA to preference for a
combination of more than one type. In discussing types of EPAs, respondents were con-
cerned with the value of the experience for students, the impact on faculty workload,
and the assessment aspect of different types of EPAs. As programs continually revise
their master’s degree requirements, these data may provide useful professional opinions

across the discipline.
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Introduction

he majority of Library and Informa-

tion Studies (LIS) master’s degree
programs require students to success-
fully complete an end-of-program assess-
ment (EPA) to receive a master’s degree.
Other LIS master degree programs do not
use EPAs to determine whether a student
earns a master’s degree. Some EPAs may
assess students’ knowledge and abilities
more directly than others and there is a
wide range of opinions among LIS faculty
on the use and value of these assessments.
This study examines faculty opinions of
the advantages and disadvantages of dif-
ferent EPAs. It also reports preferences for
the use of EPAs in LIS education.

Background

Final assessments are standard in many
disciplines. Comprehensive exams and
theses or dissertations have been part of
graduate education in the United States for

at least 150 years (Storr, 1953). Portfolios
have become popular more recently.

Master’s degree requirements are vari-
able both across disciplines and across
universities (Berelson, 1960). While U.S.
doctoral degree components became stan-
dardized in the 1930s to generally include
coursework, comprehensive exams, two
foreign languages, dissertation, and oral
exam (Schafer & Giblin, 2008), a simi-
lar process has not standardized Master’s
degrees. While some Master’s programs
focus on research and discipline-specific
knowledge acquisition, the Council of
Graduate Schools reported that the ma-
jority are practice-oriented professional
programs (Council of Graduate Schools,
1994). Whether an EPA is a required
component of master’s education may be
dictated by university requirements or ac-
creditation standards (Oehrtman, Smolen,
Hoblet, & Phillips, 2010).

While few studies on EPAs exist in the
LIS literature, there are several such stud-
ies in the literature of other fields. Many
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of the papers reviewed pointed to Bloom’s
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives as
a rubric for designing effective EPAs,
particularly the cognitive aspects of the
taxonomy (Fitch, Reed, Peet, & Tolman,
2008; Loughead, 1997; Ponder, Beatty, &
Foxx, 2004; Schafer & Giblin, 2008). For
LIS education, Latrobe and Lester (2000)
reported that there was a variety of EPA
options including theses, capstone cours-
es, various kinds of projects or papers, and
portfolios, with about 40% of programs
requiring comprehensive exams. Follow-
ing, are brief lists of advantages and dis-
advantages of EPAs as gathered from the
literature.

Portfolios

Portfolios are relative newcomers to
graduate education and are hailed as a
means to spur self-reflective analysis by
students. In Latrobe and Lester’s (2000)
piece on the adoption of portfolios at Uni-
versity of Oklahoma, they reported that,
by 1999, there were four LIS programs
using portfolios. By 2010, there were 15
LIS programs doing so (Wallace & Nai-
doo, 2010).

Not all portfolios are the same and dif-
ferent types result in different products and
learning experiences. Fitch, Reed, Peet,
and Tolman (2008) identify the following
portfolio types: Assessment or evaluative,
reflective, integrative, structured, process
or learning, and showcase or professional.
Additionally, they can be paper or elec-
tronic.

Portfolios have a number of advantages.
Unlike other EPAs they offer a longitudinal
assessment that represents the educational
process (Fitch, Reed, Peet, & Tolman,
2008; McNamara & Bailey, 2006; Prus &
Johnson, 1994; Ryan, 2011). They also il-
lustrate multiple components like writing,
critical thinking, and ability to integrate
knowledge (Fitch, Reed, Peet, & Tolman,
2008; McNamara & Bailey, 2006; Prus
& Johnson, 1994; Thyer, 2003) and dem-
onstrate student achievement of program

objectives and competencies (Latrobe &
Lester, 2000; McNamara & Bailey, 2006;
Ryan, 2011; Thyer, 2003). They teach self-
reflection (Fitch, Reed, Peet, & Tolman,
2008; Latrobe & Lester, 2000; Ryan, 2011;
Scott, 2010). Reputed to be more related to
professional expectations than other EPAs
(Fitch, Reed, Peet, & Tolman, 2008; Mc-
Namara & Bailey, 2006; Prus & Johnson,
1994; Ryan, 2011; Thyer, 2003), they give
a more accurate picture of abilities and
potential success in a career (McNamara
& Bailey, 2006). They can also be use-
ful as a product to show future employers
(Ryan, 2011). Offering a degree of flexibil-
ity (Latrobe & Lester, 2000; Thyer, 2003),
they minimize test anxiety and other one-
shot measurement problems (Prus & John-
son, 1994; Thyer, 2003). Lastly, portfolios
help faculty get a broad picture of the pro-
gram (Fitch, Reed, Peet, & Tolman, 2008;
McNamara & Bailey, 2006; Prus & John-
son, 1994).

Several disadvantages to portfolios
were also given. Reliability and validity
might be issues in grading (Ryan, 2011)
and there may be subjective, uneven stan-
dards across committees because of quali-
tative evaluation (McNamara & Bailey,
2006; Thyer, 2003). Students may feel
uncertain about what the portfolio en-
tails (Ryan, 2011) and the process is time
consuming and laborious (McNamara &
Bailey, 2006; Neumann, 2009; Prus &
Johnson, 1994; Ryan, 2011). Thyer (2003)
reported when his graduate program
switched to portfolios, each successive
class felt it needed to exceed the efforts of
previous cohorts which increased expecta-
tions of students and put a heavier grading
load on faculty.

Comprehensive Exams

Issues with comprehensive exams in
graduate education were discussed in the
academic literature of the 1930s and 1940s
and again in the last decade. Concern with
appropriate design and grading of exams
was central to this discussion. An early
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study found that grading of exams did not
demonstrate inter-rater reliability and thus
the validity of the exam as an assessment
tool was questioned (Pressey, Pressey, &
Barnes, 1932). Beck and Becker (1969)
also raised doubt about the reliability and
the usefulness of comprehensive and qual-
ifying exams for graduate students. Scha-
fer and Giblin (2008) emphasized that in
order to design effective exams it is impor-
tant to clearly define the objectives for the
exams to address. They stated, “The extent
to which coherent educational objectives,
as opposed to ritual and tradition, govern
comprehensive examination practices re-
mains unclear” (p. 276).

The advantages of comprehensive ex-
ams listed in the literature fell into several
categories. Most of the advantages con-
cerned student knowledge and skills that
the exam responses illustrated. For exam-
ple: Demonstrates mastery of knowledge,
literature, and research in a discipline
(Lindquist, Wortman, & Francis, 2011;
Loughead, 1997; Mawn & Goldberg,
2012; Oehrtman, Smolen, Hoblet, & Phil-
lips, 2010; Ponder, Beatty, & Foxx, 2004;
Shafer & Giblin, 2008; Thyer, 2003); re-
quires students to integrate, analyze, and
synthesize knowledge (Anderson, Kraus-
kopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984; Loughead,
1997; Oehrtman, Smolen, Hoblet, & Phil-
lips, 2010; Ponder, Beatty, & Foxx, 2004;
Shafer & Giblin, 2008); fosters creative,
critical thinking (Ponder, Beatty, & Foxx,
2004.); hones problem solving skills (An-
derson, Krauskopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984;
Loughead, 1997; Ponder, Beatty, & Foxx,
2004); assesses students’ basic skills and
abilities (Shafer & Giblin, 2008). Other
advantages concerned what students gain
by experiencing the process: Imparts a
sense of mastery (Anderson, Krauskopf,
Rogers, & Neal, 1984); prepares students
for scholarly, academic life (Ponder, Be-
atty, & Foxx, 2004.); rite of passage (An-
derson, Krauskopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984;
Loughead, 1997; Ponder, Beatty, & Foxx,
2004; Shafer & Giblin, 2008). An addi-
tional advantage for both students and fac-

ulty is that exams are less time consuming
than a thesis or professional paper (Oehrt-
man, Smolen, Hoblet, & Phillips, 2010).
Exams also function for the department
to weed out weak students (Anderson,
Krauskopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984; Shafer
& Giblin, 2008) and give feedback about
effectiveness of the program (Anderson,
Krauskopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984).
Disadvantages of comprehensive ex-
ams listed in the literature concern prob-
lems with the exams themselves such as
potential issues with reliability and valid-
ity (Beck & Becker, 1969; McNamara &
Bailey, 2006; Pressey, Pressey, & Barnes,
1932) and a vagueness of purpose (Ander-
son, Krauskopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984).
Disadvantages for students include the
considerable study time and effort (Ponder,
Beatty, & Foxx, 2004), vague guidance
on how to effectively prepare (Anderson,
Krauskopf, Rogers, & Neal, 1984), and
the high level of stress and anxiety gener-
ated by the process (Anderson, Krauskopf,
Rogers, & Neal, 1984; Bartle & Brodwin,
2006; Ponder, Beatty, & Foxx, 2004).

Theses and Dissertations

The traditional academic purpose of
theses and dissertations is to provide guid-
ed research practice to graduate students
and to contribute to knowledge in the field
(Thomas & Brubaker, 2000). Regardless
of the long-standing use of theses and dis-
sertations in graduate education, few arti-
cles were found examining their pedagogi-
cal value as EPAs.

A major research and writing project
such as a thesis or dissertation is a tradi-
tional rite of passage in graduate educa-
tion. It gives students practice with many
of the expectations common in academia
such as choosing a topic, managing a self-
directed project, reviewing the literature of
the field, conducting research, and writing
research reports (Benor & Phillips, 2009).
It also functions as the final identifiable
milestone for a degree (Hamilton, John-
son, & Poudrier, 2010).



Faculty Opinions on the Use of Master's Degree End of Program Assessments 29

Disadvantages of theses and disserta-
tions are that their subjective grading may
compromise reliability and validity (Ham-
ilton, Johnson, & Poudrier, 2010) and they
are labor intensive for faculty and students
(Oehrtman, Smolen, Hoblet, & Phillips,
2010). They also require faculty to have
graduate standing (Oehrtman, Smolen,
Hoblet, & Phillips, 2010) and may not re-
flect skills learned in the program (Hamil-
ton, Johnson, & Poudrier, 2010).

This Study

Faculties continually review and revise
master’s degree programs in an attempt to
keep the educational experience relevant
and up to date with current needs and ex-
pectations. Such decisions are generally
based on the professional experiences and
opinions of the faculty members. While
each department can draw on the expertise
of its own faculty, the value of this study is
that it aimed to collect professional opin-
ions about EPAs from the faculty base
of the ALA-accredited schools of LIS in
North America, thus presenting a broader
opinion and experience base than a single
faculty for considering EPAs. Such a col-
lection of professional opinions may pro-
vide useful data for informing decision-
making in LIS master’s programs. This
study queried respondents about their
experiences with comprehensive exams,
theses, portfolios, internships/practicums,
design or research projects (other than the-
sis), scholarly papers (other than thesis),
capstone courses, and other types of EPA
to be defined by the respondent.

In 2009-2010, the Graduate Studies
Committee at the University of Oklahoma
SLIS discussed changing the format of the
master’s comprehensive exam. Discussion
turned to questions about the use of EPAs
in LIS education which became the impetus
for this study. The purpose of the study was
to collect information on LIS faculty mem-
bers’ professional experiences and views
concerning types of end of program assess-
ments. Base study questions included:

1. What do LIS faculty members see as
the advantages and disadvantages of
different types of end of program as-
sessments?

2. Do characteristics of faculty such as
rank and area of PhD impact their opin-
ions on EPAs?

Methodology

The survey for this study was developed
by combing through numerous administra-
tive documents from different disciplines
and different universities for assertions
about the advantages and disadvantages of
different EPAs. These statements were syn-
thesized to create typologies that were used
to create closed-ended answer categories.
Acknowledging that these categories were
not exhaustive, each question also had an
open-ended “other” response for respon-
dents to contribute additional thoughts.

Names and email addresses for faculty
were obtained from the websites of ALA
accredited LIS programs excluding Puerto
Rico and Quebec for language reasons.
In February 2011, all faculty members
listed on these programs’ websites were
emailed an invitation to participate in an
electronic survey posted to Survey Mon-
key. Two weeks later a follow-up email
was sent to generate additional responses.
Of the total number of invitations sent, 37
either bounced or we received a response
to remove them from the list as they were
no longer involved in LIS education. This
resulted in 961 invitations. A total of 125
faculty members responded to the survey,
a 13.0% response rate. One respondent
filled out the survey, but indicated in the
initial question that they did not give con-
sent for their responses to be used. There-
fore, that respondent was deleted from the
dataset. Respondents were asked to com-
plete sections of the survey that related to
their experience. Consequently, not all re-
spondents filled out all sections.

Responses were downloaded into SPSS
for analysis and are described below us-
ing descriptive statistics. Since the popu-
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Table 1. Top EPA Preference by Faculty Rank.

Full Professor

Associate Professor Assistant Professor

% % %
Portfolio 48.0 39.1 29.0
Research EPAs 16.0 17.4 25.8
Fieldwork EPAs 16.0 17.4 25.8
Comprehensive exams 12.0 17.4 6.5
Capstone course 8.0 8.7 12.9
Total N =25 N =23 N =31

lation was surveyed rather than a random
sample, inferential statistics are not ap-
propriate for this study and were not used.
Limitations of the study concern the lack
of generalizability of the results. While the
entire population of the LIS faculty was
surveyed, the response rate was low. No
assumption can be made that the opinions
of those who did respond is similar to the
opinions of those who did not.

Findings

Respondents had been teaching from 1
to 48 years with a mean of 14 and a me-
dian of 11 years. The majority had doctor-
ates in LIS/IS (63.8%) while 27.6% had
doctorates in other fields. An additional
eight did not have doctorates. As to rank,
30.0% were full professosr, 26.0% were
associates, and 36.0% assistants, with four
Professor Emeriti, two administrators, two
instructors, and two adjuncts.

A key question of this study was, “If you
had to choose one type of master’s degree
end of program assessment as your top
preference, which would it be?” One-third
of respondents chose portfolio (36.7%)
with most of the other EPA choices receiv-
ing 10 to 12.2% of the votes. Preference
varied by faculty rank with half of full
professors compared to 29% of assistant
professors choosing portfolio. Assistant
professors were somewhat more likely to
choose research (thesis, scholarly paper,
research projects) and fieldwork (intern-
ship, practicum) EPAs than associate and
full professors.

The field of the respondent’s doctorate
was also related to EPA top choice with
LIS/IS PhDs being somewhat more likely
to choose research and experience EPAs
while PhDs in other fields were much
more likely to choose comprehensive ex-
ams. Portfolio was still the most popular
choice for both groups.

For those respondents who were unable
to choose a top preference for an EPA,
most said that they support having options
so students can choose the EPA that best
fits their own goals and abilities. Some
thought that completion of coursework
should be enough for students to receive
the master’s degree if the state, college, or
university does not require an EPA. Others
support the use of multiple EPAs such as
exams and a paper, a portfolio and an in-
ternship, or a capstone course that includes
projects and scholarly papers.

Portfolios

Although the closed-ended answer
categories were gleaned from profes-

Table 2. Top EPA Preference by PhD.
LIS/IS PhD Other PhD

% %
Portfolio 33.3 44.0
Research EPAs 24.5 12.0
Fieldwork EPAs 22.8 16.0
Capstone course 12.3 4.0
Comprehensive exams 7.0 24.4
Total N =57 N =25
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Table 3. Faculty Opinions on Portfolios as EPAs.

%

f N=69
Advantages
The finished portfolio can be used in job seeking 54 783
The portfolio process teaches students to be professionally self-reflective 50 72.5
Requires students to think in terms of goals and/or objectives 48  69.6
The portfolio requires students to synthesize their learning experiences from their 47 68.1

master’s program

Reflective statements could give faculty information about student satisfaction with 29 42.0

the program

The portfolio process is similar to types of reports a professional in this field might 25 362
write
It is less stressful for students than some other types of EPAs (like comps) 22 319
Highlights students’ strengths and weaknesses 21 30.4
The portfolio process improves critical thinking skills 18 26.1
It is less time consuming for students than some other types of EPAs (like thesis) 13 18.8
Disadvantages
Content may vary widely 36 522
The portfolio is very time consuming for faculty 32 464
The structure is too open to interpretation 32 46.4
Grading portfolios is too subjective 31 449
The portfolio is very time consuming for students 20 29.0
The structure is too rigid 4 5.8

sional documents, respondents did not
agree with most of the statements. They
were most likely to agree that the finished
portfolio can be used in job seeking, and
the portfolio fosters self-reflection, think-
ing in terms of goals and objectives, and
synthesis of learning experiences. Fewer
than half of respondents agreed with the
majority of advantages and disadvantages
listed.

Advantages listed by respondents in
open-ended responses were both program-
related and student-related. Several re-
spondents thought that portfolios help fac-
ulty assess instruction, diagnose problems
with the program or courses and evaluate
whether program competencies are being
met. For students, it taps into skills such as
creativity, ability to choose among prod-
ucts to include, and technology skills. One
respondent stated, “I don’t see any nega-
tives with this approach.”

Concerning disadvantages, several re-
spondents thought that the resulting prod-
uct was “so what” and held no real value,
nor was the experience valuable as it did
not teach skills or require critique. Other
disadvantages mentioned included issues
with technical skills, difficulty keeping
students on track, grading difficulties,
time-consuming for faculty and students
and some faculty were not engaged in the
process. One person noted, “No matter
how clear the instructions, some students
will misinterpret them.”

Quite a number of respondents made
general comments about portfolios. For
many, the portfolio was a new option in
their program or their process was under
revision. There was clear disagreement
about the potential for students using their
portfolios as a job seeking tool. Many
commented that the portfolios are useful
in job seeking, but others stated “prospec-
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tive employers are not interested in see-
ing them.” One declared, “Although the
argument is usually made that a portfolio
can be used for job seeking, as one who
has been active in libraries for most of her
professional career, | have never asked to
see a portfolio nor do I think I would do
so. I think this argument points out one
of the difference in perspectives between
those who teach and those who do [not].”
Several respondents discussed how the
design of the portfolio is key to the value
of the outcome. Their concerns were that
good design is vital. Another noted that
the “main advantage to the student is the
process rather than the product”.

In commenting why portfolios were
their top choice, most respondents listed
reasons having to do with students, both
what it requires of students and what stu-
dents take away from it. The most common
reason given was that it requires students
to reflect on their program experience. Ad-
ditionally, students have to discriminate in
their selection of items to include and in-
tegrate knowledge across courses. It dem-
onstrates to students and faculty growth
over time and compares student process to

learning outcomes. The portfolio is flex-
ible and is a professional-type activity
blending or bridging academic and profes-
sional skills. Many respondents stated that
it could be used in job seeking either as a
tool in and of itself or in how it prepares
students to talk about their skills in oral
presentations. It is realistic, “shows depth
and range,” and is “appropriate for a vari-
ety of students.” It is comprehensive. Two
additional respondents noted that it can be
used for program assessment and accredi-
tation.

Comprehensive Exams

For the listed advantages of compre-
hensive exams (comps), about half to
two-thirds of respondents agreed that stan-
dardization across students and terms was
an advantage. For disadvantages, around
half agreed that some students do not test
well and the exams do not measure student
ability to succeed in the profession. Fewer
than half of respondents agreed with any
of the other advantages or disadvantages
listed for comps.

In open-ended responses several people

Table 4. Faculty Opinions on Comprehensive Exams as EPAs.

%

f N=71
Advantages
Fairly standardized across students 47 66.2
Fairly standardized across terms 34 47.9
Takes less total time for students 26 36.6
Does not take the place of an elective course (like a thesis often does) 26 36.6
Takes less total time for faculty 25 35.2
Comprehensive exams are common across many disciplines 21 29.6
Comprehensive exams are traditionally part of graduate education 21 29.6
Disadvantages
Some students do not test well 41 57.7
Exams are not a good measure of student ability to succeed in the profession 40 56.3
It is not a good measure of student success in the program 29 40.8
It is overly stressful for the students 29 40.8
It is too time consuming for the faculty 19 26.8

It is too distracting for the students when they have other coursework concerns 17 23.9
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mentioned that exams require students
to integrate, synthesize, and summarize
knowledge acquired in the program, and
exam outcomes and quality of responses
help faculty evaluate the program and
suggest curricular modifications. Other
advantages mentioned were that exams al-
low students to demonstrate writing skills
and professional knowledge, they are a rite
of passage, and the stress of preparing for
the exams mirrors stressful situations they
will face as professionals. One stated that
there were no disadvantages to comps.

In the open-ended answers for “advan-
tages” of comps, five respondents stated
“none” or expressed that they did not
support the use of comps. One stated that
they “cannot think of any pedagogically
sound reason” to use comps. For the “dis-
advantages” open-ended question, several
respondents indicated issues with admin-
istering the exam: the need to develop dif-
ferent question sets each term, and loca-
tion and timing-related problems. Other
responses criticized the value of comps:
they are “not typically ‘comprehensive’,”
“distill a complex field down to a pitiful
exam,” the “length of time” a student is in
the program can “make it difficult to recall
concepts.” One person stated, “There are
better forms of assessment that fit into an
overall learning process”.

General comments about comps fell into
four categories. First, a number of people
stated that they had had good experienc-
es with comps. Next, people commented
about the design and administration of the
exam. While one stated that a plus is that
all faculty were involved in the design,
another noted that not all faculty actively
contribute to the questions. Two said it
was easy to administer and one stated that
it was “extremely time consuming and
stressful for faculty”. Next, respondents
criticized the essence of comps, stating
that they do not adequately measure stu-
dent success in the program and they are a
“less-than-optimal pedagogical method.”
The last category concerned the student
experience. Comments included: It is an

equal experience for students, objective,
gives students a chance to show mastery,
synthesize knowledge and demonstrate
critical thinking and writing ability. It is
the “least drawn out of other options. Get
it over with”.

Theses

Respondents were very likely to agree
with the listed advantages of theses. Over
80% agreed that theses provide experi-
ence in research methods and can result
in a publication and around three-quarters
agreed with the other advantages such as
preparation for doctoral studies, gain fa-
miliarity with literature on a topic, and im-
proving writing and critical thinking skills.
Concerning stated disadvantages, half to
two-thirds of respondents agreed that they
are very time consuming for faculty and
students and can delay graduation. One
respondent commented that these listed
items were not really disadvantages, but
merely excuses.

In the open-ended responses people
stated that theses allow students to focus
on an area of personal interest, facilitate
their ability to interact with researchers,
practice applying theories, collecting evi-
dence, and complex thinking. One stated
that a thesis “gives the student the self-
confidence to tackle a challenging long-
term project”. One respondent noted that
the valuable feedback students receive in
thesis work is worth the effort. A number
of respondents emphasized that doing a
thesis should be optional and not required
as it is not appropriate for all students.
Many stated there are no meaningful dis-
advantages to theses if they are optional.

Open-ended responses concerning dis-
advantages of theses included several
comments that theses are not really EPAs
and do not demonstrate knowledge of
LIS, students are often unprepared to do
research, and there is not much time par-
ticularly for studies needing Human Sub-
jects approval. Several also lamented the
possibility of mediocre theses devaluing
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Table 5. Faculty Opinions on Theses as EPAs.

%

f N = 60
Advantages
Provides experience in research methods 53 88.3
Can result in a publication 50 83.3
Helpful if student decides to go on to a doctoral program 46 76.7
Helps student become very familiar with the literature in a topic area 46 76.7
Improves professional writing skills 45 75.0
Improves critical thinking skills 45 75.0
Opportunity to become highly knowledgeable in a specific topic 43 71.7
Disadvantages
Very time consuming for faculty 37 61.7
Very time consuming for student 33 55.0
Can delay student graduation 31 51.7
Teaches skills that may not be relevant to many LIS jobs 23 38.3

the MLIS degree, research done for theses
“usually isn’t actually useful,” the thesis
process does not guarantee a good out-
come, and some students perform badly.
Also mentioned was that the process may
work well if a professor has a few theses
to supervise, but does not work well with
many. One respondent stated that their
school discouraged theses as faculty mem-
bers did not get credit for their supervi-
sory work. Under advantages of theses as
EPAs, one respondent said, “none.”

For those respondents that chose the-
ses as their top preference, most focused
on the skills students hone in the process:
writing, thinking, research, analysis, sum-
marization, and mastery of a specialty
area. A few others focused on how these
skills strengthened the profession. One
stated that theses are “standard in gradu-
ate education” and “universally accepted
in academia”. Both quantitative and quali-
tative analysis showed that respondents
had very positive attitudes towards theses.
They just felt that a thesis should be an op-
tion and not a required EPA.

Field Placements

The majority of respondents were in

agreement with all of the advantages for
field placements such as internships and
practica listed in the survey. Nearly all
agreed that practical work experience
is valuable on a resume. Another 90%
thought that the experience can help stu-
dents decide if they really want to work
in the area, and that experience-based
EPAs apply knowledge and skills gained
in coursework in real-world settings. For
listed disadvantages, around three-fourths
of respondents agreed that disadvantages
to field placements are that some site su-
pervisors create better learning experienc-
es for their students than others, and field
placements are difficult for students who
already work full-time.

Advantages offered by respondents
included: Introduces students to the cul-
ture of the profession, develops practical
skills, helps build relationships between
the school and the industry, and may be
a source of recommendation letters for
students. Several responded that in their
programs fieldwork is not considered an
EPA, for many it is an optional course that
students can take. One respondent sup-
ported field placements “as part of a basket
of measures and not as a single measure”.
Some respondents noted that in their pro-
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gram practica are required, but not consid-
ered EPAs, another stated that all students
should do a practicum, but not necessar-
ily as an EPA. Concerning the use of field
placements as EPAs, some faculty noted
that they do not assess program achieve-
ment, integrate learning, or require reflec-
tion from students. Additionally “with
full-time working students: it just doesn’t
work”.

The majority of respondents who chose
internships and practica as their top EPA
preferences cited the practical, real-world,
professional experience. Some noted that
such experience is “clearly important in
a professional program.” The experience
helps students move from theory to prac-
tice. In addition to the practice itself, other
useful aspects included basic abilities to
function in a workplace such as appropri-
ate social skills and the development of
realistic career expectations.

Other EPAs

There was some EPA overlap, particu-
larly concerning capstone courses. For

several respondents, the capstone course
included the creation of a scholarly or
research paper, poster presentation, re-
search project, analytic project, or design
project. In one case, the capstone course
was a research methods course. In another
program, students had to identify a client
and design a project to solve a problem for
them. In some cases, students created their
portfolios in a capstone course. Poster pre-
sentations included online presentations,
presentation at an actual conference, and
presentation at an in-house show or re-
search symposium. Capstone courses were
non-credit at some institutions and one to
three credits at others. Time frames for the
capstone course ranged from one-half term
or short summer term to two full terms.
Common expectations of capstone
courses expressed in the comments includ-
ed individual and collective reflection, inte-
gration of knowledge across courses, syn-
thesis of experiences, and the fostering of
professional competency. These outcomes
are arrived at through a variety of means
including writing, discussing, and creating
projects. Advantages of capstones given

Table 6. Faculty Opinion of Fieldwork as EPAs.

%

f N=71
Advantages
Practical work experience is valuable on a resume 52 98.1
The experience can help students decide if they really want to work in that area 48  90.6
Applies knowledge and skills gained in coursework in real-world settings 48 90.6
Builds students’ confidence in their abilities 46  86.8
Graduates are sometimes hired at the sites where they did their internship/practi- 41 77.4
cum
Helps point out areas in which the student needs to work on their knowledge or 38 717
skills

Disadvantages

Some site supervisors create better learning experiences for the students than others 40 75.5

Difficult for students who are already working full time 38 717

Poorly designed internships/practica may result in students spending most of their 30  56.6
time doing non-professional work (like filing)

Difficult to find an appropriate internship 21 39.6

Requires a great deal of hours 12 226
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Table 7. Does Your School/College Require EPAs?

%

f N=96
Yes, all students are required to complete an EPA to receive a master’s degree 63  65.6
No, EPAs are not used to determine whether a student receives a master’s degree in 24 25.0
our program
It depends on which degree track students choose, some tracks require EPAs and oth- 9 9.4

ers do not

by respondents included: “expectations are
standardized but the content . . . can vary,”
“meets new state system of higher educa-
tion requirements”, “reduces the granular-
ity of the topics students examine”. Dis-
advantages were related to excessive time
commitments, lack of student preparation
or aptitude necessary for meaningful re-
flection and buy-in from the faculty and
program as a whole.

For some respondents, the “assessment”
aspect of “end-of-program assessments”
was a sticking point. For these respondents,
culminating experiences such as capstone
courses, portfolios, theses, field placements,
and projects were not EPAs because there
was no assessment of student learning the
way one might have with a comprehensive
or oral exam. In other cases, some activities
such as theses and field placements were
optional choices that students did not have
to complete in order to graduate. Concern-
ing choices, many respondents stated that
students had options in their programs for
type of culminating experience, some had
to do more than one, and sometimes stu-
dent concentration dictated the choice such

as school library media students having to
do a portfolio.

On the Use of EPAs

Respondents were asked if their pro-
gram uses EPAs. A majority, two-thirds,
required an EPA as part of the master’s de-
gree. However, a sizable minority of one-
quarter of programs did not have an EPA
requirement and 9.4% stated some degree
tracks required EPAs, while others did not.

Several respondents used to have a re-
quired EPA, but now did not. For others,
they had not been requiring one, but were
going to start. Still others said they used to
require one type but had switched to an-
other. These comments suggest that EPA
requirements are fluid over time, perhaps
as faculty examine their pedagogical pur-
poses, and as governing and accrediting
bodies change their requirements.

Not all faculty members support the
use of EPAs. 31 respondents felt that LIS
master’s programs should not have, or do
not need, EPAs. The most commonly cited
reason for not supporting EPAs was that

Table 8. Opinions on Why Not Use EPAs.

%

f N=96
Course work is a sufficient measure of student success 19  61.3
There is not enough time in a master’s program to include an EPA 14 45.2
It is too much additional work for faculty 14 45.2
It is too much additional work for students 10 323
EPAs are not required by our Graduate College/University 9 29.0

EPAs are not a good measure of student success in the program 7 22.6
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course work is a sufficient measure for
student success. Time issues were the next
most common reason: not enough time in
the master’s program to include an EPA,
and too much additional work for faculty.

In the open-ended remarks about not
having EPAs, respondents mentioned time
pressures and problems with faculty buy-
in. One respondent did not believe EPAs
serve any useful purpose, while another
declared that “assessment activity is anti-
intellectual conservative corporatization
of education”. One stated that “evaluation
metrics” should be in place throughout
the program, and if they are not, an EPA
is “not a viable alternative”. About half of
the comments in this section were actually
in support of EPAs, such as, “I believe
they are needed,” and, “It is good to have
some type of EPA”. One opinion was that
coursework-only programs can become
paper mills. Two responses viewed the
EPA discussion from a wider lens. “In an
age of accountability, it may be the most
effective and efficient way to demonstrate
what a graduate can do upon graduation”.
Another said, “The fact is that accrediting
bodies require outcomes based assessment
and such assessment is critical to consid-
ered program evaluation”.

Several respondents discussed the poli-
tics of EPAs on a broader level. Some
decried the EPA process as cumbersome
and driven by external concerns such as
accreditation or an effort by LIS schools
to “justify and protect themselves from
criticism”. One pointed to current debates
in the media and in state legislatures con-
cerning “measures to prove that taxpayers
got their money’s worth”. One suggestion
was that, unless the EPA is standardized
across accredited LIS schools, it is mean-
ingless, while another was there should be
an ALA librarian exam in lieu of EPAs. A
criticism of EPAs was that they only pro-
vided a gatekeeping function and were not
rigorous. Two respondents suggested that
the only way to know how well the pro-
gram is functioning is to assess the careers
of graduates.

In contrast, several respondents recalled
their own MLS experiences of graduating
from programs without EPAs and they felt
it was “anti-climactic” with “no real syn-
thesis, summation or closure”. One person
stated about EPAs, “I wish we used them
here,” while another said their program
tried to institute EPAs and were turned
down by the university over faculty sal-
ary issues for faculty time spent on EPAs.
Others reiterated that their university de-
termined whether EPAs were required and
what EPAs they could use.

Discussion and Conclusions

According to the 2010 ALISE Statisti-
cal Report the portfolio was the second
most common of the “Special Require-
ments for Graduation with a Master’s De-
gree” with 15 schools requiring it (Wal-
lace & Naidoo, 2010, 259). Portfolio use
has increased in LIS over the past decade
and this may be related to the shift to-
wards a requirement for outcomes-based
measures by the infrastructures within
which LIS programs function such as the
American Library Association Commit-
tee on Accreditation, other accrediting
bodies, and federal agencies such as the
Institute of Museum and Library Servic-
es. In this study full professors were more
likely than their more junior colleagues to
choose portfolios as their preferred EPA.
This might result from their recognition
of the value of outcomes-based measures
due to their greater experience with ac-
creditation, funding, and administrative
activity.

Comprehensive exams were the most
common “special requirement” indicated
by the ALISE report with 20 programs
requiring them. Exams did have their pro-
ponents among the respondents in this
study, but the majority was not satisfied
with the value of the exams and few chose
exams as their top preference for EPAs.
While exams carry the weight of tradition
in graduate education, their use has been
questioned repeatedly over time.
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The ALISE report showed that theses
were required for a master’s degree by 8
schools and are an option at 33. An addi-
tional 26 did not offer theses. While few
respondents chose theses as their top EPA
preference, overall comments concerning
them were highly positive. Many were in
favor of offering a thesis option for stu-
dents who have the aptitude and desire to
pursue one. Several respondents disagreed
with the concept of a thesis as an EPA,
instead casting them as an experience ap-
propriate for some students but perhaps
restricted by the time limitations of a mas-
ter’s program.

Fieldwork as a for-credit class was re-
quired by 27 schools per the ALISE re-
port. Like the thesis, many respondents
had very positive opinions about field-
work, but they were unlikely to think of it
as an EPA and many thought it should be
an option rather than a requirement.

The lists of advantages and disadvan-
tages in the survey were gleaned from
administrative documents and most were
echoed in the literature. Many of these
items, however, were not supported by
the faculty who responded to this study.
Therefore, faculty responses to these items
might be useful for those writing future
administrative documents.

In general terms, respondents judged
EPAs on their usefulness to students and
their soundness as a pedagogical practice.
They were concerned with how much fac-
ulty time was involved in various EPAs
and many questioned whether the items
listed were truly assessments. Some ex-
pounded on the purpose of EPAs in the
broader picture outside of their depart-
ments or universities. What was most
clear was the range of opinions and lack
of consensus. A number of faculty were in
favor of having coursework only with no
required culminating assessment or expe-
rience. Of the ones who were in favor of
having EPAs, many advocated having op-
tions so students could choose what best fit
their skills and career plans.

As programs are continually revisiting,

revising, and attempting to improve their
program requirements such as EPAs, it
may be useful to have some insight into
professional opinions in a broader context
than a single program. This study provides
that. Future studies on LIS EPAs may ben-
efit from conducting in-depth interviews
with senior faculty and administrators
who can share insights into historical con-
texts of how end of program requirements
evolved at various schools. Since portfo-
lios have become increasingly popular as
EPA options or requirements, it would be
useful to examine aspects of portfolio use
such as why senior faculty are more likely
to prefer them, and collect data from stu-
dents and graduates about whether they
found their portfolio experience to be a
helpful tool in professional acculturation.
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