
Tarida Anantachai and Camille Chesley  
Syracuse University Libraries 

 
Questions?  Comments?  Feel free to contact us! 

Tarida Anantachai (tanantac@syr.edu) and Camille Chesley (cechesle@syr.edu)  
 

 

Assessment After Dark: Using Gaming in Libraries as a Opportunity to Assess Undergraduates’ 
Research Skills and Facility with Library Resources 

 
 
What is Bird After Dark? 
Bird After Dark is a competition and social event, held annually at Syracuse University’s E.S. Bird Library.  
Students compete in teams to answer questions about library services and resources, using ONLY library 
resources, e.g. the library catalog, databases, and website. Once the question sets are scored, the three 
teams with the highest scores at the end of night win an assortment of grand prizes.  In between rounds, 
students chow down on pizza and candy, listen to music, and play games or chat.  Bird After Dark has 
traditionally been a collaboration between the Office of Residence Life and the Learning Commons 
department. 
 
Who Participates? 

Registration is capped at sixty 2-person teams, or 120 students.  The majority of participants are 
freshmen and sophomores, mostly hailing from the College of Arts and Sciences and the College of 
Engineering and Computer Science, but it has representation from all four years and all of the schools 
and colleges across the university. 
 
Why Assessment? 
Assessing undergraduates’ research skills and facility with library resources is often challenging—
librarians have difficulty recruiting and gathering a representative section of the student population and 
the often formal atmosphere of traditional assessment can make it difficult to adequately gage student 
knowledge and research behaviors.   
 
As we scored participants’ question sets, we noticed that certain patterns began to emerge—students 
were getting the same questions partially or completely incorrect in the same manner.  We decided to 
undertake a more complete analysis of student responses to see if the patterns we observed held true 
under scrutiny, and to test the feasibility of incorporating an assessment component into the event for 
the following year.  Because of the social nature of the event, it will never be a completely controlled 
method of assessment; however, because it works on multiple levels as a quick snapshot of student 
knowledge, an outreach tool, and a way to build partnerships, it can’t be beat.  With or without 
assessment, the show will go on, so why not assess! 
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Keep These Things in Mind! 
 
Event Goals 

 What balance do you want to strike between assessment and fun? 

 What do you want to learn about your students? 

 What do you want to highlight about your library? 
 
Tips for Planning and Logistics  

 Look for other campus partners and collaborators 

 Offer plenty of incentives (food, prizes, etc.) 

 Do a test-run of questions using volunteers  

 “Google-check” the questions! 

 Vary the questions in terms of category and difficulty 

 Gather student demographic information using event registration forms 

 Recruit enough volunteers for the scale of your event 
 
Wrenches in the Works 

 Foul play 
o Hiding books 
o Cheating or sharing answers 

 Time constraints 

 Blank or incomplete answers 

 Random guessing 

 Students don’t “show their work” 

 
Possibilities for Follow-Up Assessments  

 Focus groups or participant interviews after the fact 

 Using commonly missed questions as a framework for anthropological-based assessment 
methods, i.e. keystroke logging, research diaries, concept mapping 

 Incorporate commonly missed questions into instruction session activities 

 Surveys for participants and volunteers 
 
 
Further Reading 
Kasowitz-Scheer, Abby, & Thorne, F. (April, 2011) Locked In to Win! Library and Residence Life Team Up 
for a Late-Night Student Competition. Poster presented at the biannual meeting of the Association of 
College and Research Libraries, Philadelphia, PA. 


