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Executive Summary

Identifying Research
• Students are aware of the qualitative distinction between published research and general internet sites

• Students are not generally sophisticated in their understanding of things like peer-review or currency, there
is a common view that if something is published it must be reliable

• There is a growing diversity in the kinds of content identified as research but journal articles and books still
dominate students’ perceptions of what research is

• Students are very reliant on library catalogues, databases and staff advice 

• Research content is seen primarily as a source for assignments and students’ perception of research is very
much led by the context of their assignments

• Students are reluctant to approach their tutor directly in the first instance for advice on what research
content to access

• Very few students identify undergraduate or postgraduate dissertations as research content

Accessing Research
• The vast majority of students use either a home computer or a university computer to access research

• Most students will go to their library catalogue first, then Google

• Although Google, Google Books and Google Scholar are heavily used, the library catalogue is still the
preferred first choice for most students

• A lot of students use Google but are bewildered by the amount of responses and will rarely look beyond
the first couple of pages of search terms

• An increasing number of students are using the limited preview facility in Google Books to either read
books not in their library or to save themselves the trouble of actually going to the library 

• Although the trend is towards electronic access for students of all age groups, there is still a significant
proportion of students who will use library visits in conjunction with or instead of the internet

• The internet is used but also distrusted, many students are aware that sites such as Wikipedia are not
respected by their tutors

• Some students will use a discipline-specific database to access research. These students have had a better
experience of accessing research and some use these databases almost exclusively. However, this means
they are dependent on the holdings of the database

• Students at all universities expressed dissatisfaction with their library holdings and level of service

• There is limited evidence of students using social networking and other Web 2.0 technologies to identify
and access research
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Using Research
• Most students use research to support their assignments, so use of research is primarily ‘assessment led’

• Some students demonstrate a sophisticated engagement with research which they use to develop
arguments rather than simply support a point

• A significant and encouraging minority also use research to gain a wider knowledge of their field 

• Students tend to be very selective, using research content which is immediately relevant to their needs. For
example, they are happy to use the limited preview pages in Google Books without seeing the wider
context of the material in the rest of their books

• Many quote or paraphrase research content in their assignments

• Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) identify themselves with academics rather than students and
demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of the research environment
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The environment in which research is disseminated and used is undergoing a radical change and the task of
modern HEIs is to better understand this change and support new ways of accessing content. It is now beyond
doubt that the internet has revolutionised the way that research content is discovered, accessed and used.
Content which once needed specialist skills to find is now widely available and searches which once took days of
painstaking work can now be done in a matter of seconds. Increasingly, learners and new teachers’ needs are
defined by their capacity to differentiate information: to recognise what is and what is not research content, to
sort out the good from the bad, the useful from the merely relevant. The internet also appears to have had an
impact on the way that research content is used in the real world. Many universities have invested heavily in
learning spaces designed to facilitate the kind of social interaction that the internet promotes. Networks - online
and offline - are increasingly a part of the way that the modern world evaluates information, including research
content. Yet all this presumes that modern users will best know how to find their way in this new information
environment, that they have the skills to find the right databases, enter the right search terms, to discover the
most appropriate research content for their teaching and learning and use it in the most appropriate way. 

This study was commissioned by JISC in 2008 and was conducted over four months starting in January 2009. The
aims of the study were to answer the following questions, with users of research content defined as ‘learners, as
graduate teaching assistants or as others for whom the research environment may not be familiar’:

The study was led by the Centre for Research-informed Teaching at the University of Central Lancashire. The
Principal Investigator was Stuart Hampton-Reeves and the full team included: Claire Mashiter, Jonathan Westaway,
Helen Hewertson, Peter Lumsden, Helen Day, and Anna Hart. Heather Conboy and Jeremy Spencer acted as
consultants. The project was overseen by a Steering Group chaired by John O’Donoghue. 

Methodology
The study had five elements to it:

• A literature review

• A general survey

• Discipline and institution-themed Focus Groups

• Recordings of student searches

• Case Studies based on semi-structured interviews

• how do users of research content discover the existence of research content which may be useful in
teaching and learning?

• how do they assess whether particular content will be relevant to their needs? 

• how do they access the content they feel to be useful? 

• what problems do they face in using research content in a learning or teaching situation? 

• what could be done to make their use of research content easier?

• how do they use the research content they discover?

• do they differentiate between formal, peer-reviewed content and other content they discover through
the internet? 

• do they use content from undergraduate or masters’ dissertations as well as doctoral theses?

• do they use student-generated ‘research’ content on wikis or web-sites?
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These studies were conducted over four institutions. The main basis for this research was the University of Central
Lancashire (UCLan), where the majority of case studies and focus group sessions took place. UCLan is a large
metropolitan university with an emerging research culture, a strong research-informed teaching ethos and a
widening participation mission. At UCLan, we structured the research into discipline areas in order to see what
common themes emerged from students from different disciplines. 

Because the university sector is very diverse, we also conducted focus groups at three other universities. The
identities of these universities have been kept confidential for this report to protect the identities of those
sampled, but all three are English HEIs from different places in the sector. They are, briefly:

The final report contains findings from all five elements and synthesises broad conclusions. The final aim of the
research is to make general recommendations for improving the experience of users of research content who may
not be as familiar with the research environment as academics are. To that end, the focus of the research has been
to look for common themes rather than highlight diversities, though these are noted too when relevant. 

Conforming to best practice in ethical research, all participants were made fully aware of the purpose of the
research. None of the students were interviewed by a member of staff who had a connection with their teaching
team and all were asked for their written consent before research was conducted. Only the students who
participated in the survey had an incentive to participate (in the form of a prize draw which each student had a
0.01% of winning). 

We broke the use of research content into 4 main areas: how research content is discovered, how it is assessed
by the user, how it is accessed (including obstacles to access), and how users differentiate different kinds of
research.

The study also explored typical institutional and disciplinary contexts for the use of research content. The research
was qualitative and aimed to capture a range of different usages which can be correlated against different
disciplinary areas and institutional levels.

For the purposes of this study, research content is defined as any knowledge that has been created for
dissemination which has been validated through a recognised peer-review process. In order to fully evaluate the
understanding of a learner or teacher unfamiliar with the research environment, we also broadened our definition
of content to include non-peer reviewed content as well since an important part of this study was to determine
the current level of understanding amongst users of different kinds of information.

A recurring theme of the study was the emphasis that users place on accessibility of research content over its
academic authority. That is to say, we explored the steps students take to find research content, which content
they use most often and in the most significant ways, and whether this usage correlates to the research content’s
accessibility. For example, we wanted to find out whether research content that has academic authority is used
more extensively than research content which is highly ranked by an internet search engine. Or is relevance
(regardless of questions of accessibility and authority) more important? The research also looked at the obstacles
users face in using research: obstacles could be technological, epistemological and/or institutional.

University A: A traditional research-led, Russell Group university

University B: A large post-92 metropolitan university with a well-developed research culture

University C: A small ‘new new’ teaching-led university, formerly a university college

2
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Literature Review
The literature review was conducted by Westaway, Mashiter and Hampton-Reeves and provides a discursive and
theoretical underpinning for the analysis of surveys and focus groups. 

General Survey
The purpose of the survey was to capture a wide range of responses to the study’s core questions. In designing
the survey, we took into account the need for reliable, nuanced data but balanced this with the equally
demanding need to engage students who may be unfamiliar with the way that HEIs traditionally distinguish
research content from teaching content. The survey was published online using the tools provided by Smart Survey
(www.smart-survey.co.uk) which also offers sophisticated analytical tools. As an incentive for participation,
students were entered into a draw to win one of seven £50 Amazon vouchers. 

The main question that the survey asked was: how do you use research content? There then follow a number of
sub-questions about identifying, assessing and accessing content. The target number for the survey was 400
students - we achieved this target and closed the survey when it reached 429.

Focus Groups
We conducted 7 focus groups organised as follows:

The aim of the focus groups was to establish a range of views on the following questions:

Each focus group was facilitated by one of the team (usually one with sensitivity to the disciplines under
investigation). Mashiter was also present at all focus groups to ensure that there was a common link. 

All focus group sessions started with an exercise designed to capture how students instinctively start to research
a topic. We wanted a way of measuring how accurately students speak about their encounters with the research
environment, especially as many of the terms and conventions are likely to be unfamiliar to them. All students
took the same exercise, which was designed to be relevant to all disciplines and institutions and was, quite simply:
‘How many publications can you find by one of your tutors in 15 minutes?’ We recorded their searches using

• what do students and graduate teachers
understand by the term ‘research’ and how
do they recognise research content?

• to what extent is course guidance provided, to
what extent do they typically make their own
judgments about what is research content?

• how do they find research?

• how do they differentiate quality in research?

• do they understand the difference between
peer-reviewed and non-peer reviewed
research?

• how do they use their research?

• do they use research content created by
undergraduates and postgraduates?

• what obstacles do they face in discovering,
evaluating and using research content?

• what would make finding and using research
content easier?

• do they use networks (real or online) to
discover and evaluate research content?

• Group 1: Arts and Humanities

• Group 2: Science

• Group 3: Social Science

• Group 4: Professional Practice & Practice-as-
Research

• Group 5: University A (research-led)

• Group 6: University B (post-92)

• Group 7: University C (teaching-led)

3
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Adobe Connect (seeking permission from students to make the recordings). After the exercise was completed, the
facilitator asked the students what they would have done differently if they had had more time to complete the
exercise (see Appendix for links to these recordings and our analysis of them).

Case Studies
Case studies were developed through extended, semi-structured interviews. All names used in this report have
been changed to protect the identities of the participants. 

Limitations
This project was conducted over four months including time for survey design and writing up. This inevitably
means that we have captured the student experience at a particular moment in the academic cycle - although a
highly appropriate one as many students were in the midst of assignments and dissertation research. Nevertheless,
this research represents a snap-shot profile of user experience which could and should be assessed by more long-
range research. In particular, we would like to analyse trends in the use of new technologies, particularly social
networking, to see if there are emerging paradigms that need to be taken into account. 

The sample for both the survey and the focus groups tended to be self-selecting. Future studies would be advised
to look for ways to capture the views of other students and users, particularly those who are struggling with
assessments. 

Although the institutions surveyed represent a cross-section of the sector, it may not capture the full diversity of
higher education either within the sector or even in institutions. In particular, a regionally-based study of HEIs in
Scotland and Wales would be useful to balance our findings.

4
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Chapter 2
Literature Review

Overview
A large number of studies over the past few years have highlighted key challenges for the sector and identified
some of the pressures which have transformed the contexts for students’ use of research. In this literature review,
we have digested the most salient studies in what is a large field of theoretical and empirical data on the way in
which students use research in their teaching and learning. The review is presented as a survey of work grouped
together under the key issues relevant to our study. It is not presented as a critical review, its function is to raise
some key questions and relate the literature of the field to the findings in our study. 

This study in part arises from the work conducted by Armstrong and Norton in 2006 on the use of research
content in undergraduate teaching, which concluded that, ‘this study … needs to be validated and also
understood from the students’ perspective.’ Rather than repeat their work, we have focused this review on studies
published since 2006 and on two issues particularly pertinent to our study: the importance of the learning
environment (both institutional and disciplinary contexts) and the significant impact of digital technologies on
students’ use of research content. 

The pressures behind this research have been largely twofold: pedagogic issues arising from the unpredictable
impact of new technologies on how students research (Caruso et al 2007 and 2008; Foster and Lin 2007; Rowley
and Urquhart 2007a/b; Williamson et al. 2007); and library-focused issues arising from a perception that libraries
need to adapt to new information-seeking behaviours (Godwin 2006; Swan and Brown 2007; Maness 2006).
These contexts have shaped the methods underlying this research, which is dominated by empirical action
research and informed by a constructivist methodology, and tilted towards influencing pedagogic practice and
information policies in academic units and library services. Almost all research in this area takes new technology
as a major context for understanding the way students now use research content. These agendas help to define
the research base but they also colour it. It is very clear from a number of these studies (e.g. Bennett, Maton and
Kervin 2008; Maynard 2007; Willison and O’Regan 2007) that more rigorous research is required to advance the
debate and test earlier claims about the likely impact of new technologies on information-seeking behaviour
including the accessing and use of research content. 

Most of the research papers referenced in this review arise from small-scale studies which, like our own work,
provide useful snapshots of a developing field, but were conducted across different universities, at different times,
with relatively small numbers of students in different disciplines. There are exceptions, such as Caruso et al 2007
and 2008, which were large scale studies involving more than 20,000 US students on an annual basis, but
comparable, systematic data for UK HEIs is lacking. Nevertheless, the studies we’ve looked at highlight key issues
as well as pointing to critical gaps in our knowledge. One issue which emerges very clearly from the most recent
published research is that the debate has now decisively shifted from what might be called a utopian/dystopian
evaluation of the potential of information technologies to a critical, considered awareness of the complexities of
the current learning environment. 

5
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1. How students discover and access research content

In this section, we discuss research on the disciplinary contexts for research, the changing role of the tutor in
helping students to discover research content and the evolving nature of the research environment.

1.1 Disciplinary contexts
According to current research, the way students discover, access and use research content is largely shaped by
conventions within their subject discipline. This is a point particularly developed by Rowlands in a number of
studies, which argue that: ‘it is impossible to make generalizations about scholarly information behaviour that
transcend discipline’ (2007, 391) and that: ‘book discovery is very highly structured, with gender, subject
discipline, and academic status offering powerful predictors of certain underlying behavioural strategies’ (2008,
3). These findings echoed those of MacDonald, who discovered that:

students need to be able to comprehend the “framework” of the discipline so that they can form appropriate
questions and evaluate the results of their searches. This implies that students will only be competent
information handlers when they have some basic understanding of the discipline (2001, 431). 

A number of studies in the field bear out the same basic point: disciplines provide frameworks for knowledge and
set standards for the discovery of research content which vary considerably from discipline to discipline. 

Do students then find it hard to research outside the conventions of their discipline? This is the findings of studies
conducted by Roberts (2004) and Gannon-Leary (2006). MacDonald finds that students on multidisciplinary
courses often struggle with the competing demands of disciplines: 

most students were required to read an unfamiliar style of writing, associated with one or other of these
disciplines. There is some evidence to suggest that the genre of the discipline previously studied by students
may also have influenced their success (MacDonald 2001, 428).

Disciplinary differences shape attitudes to the way different types of research content are valued within the
research community. Citing Talja and Maula (2003), Armstrong and Norton note ‘the degree to which academics
still use print journals varies with academic discipline’ and conclude that ‘disciplinary differences were found
consistently in studies that looked at use of resources’ and go on to cite a range of studies including Bronthron
et al. 2003 and Tenopir 2003.

1.2 Role of the tutor
The role of the tutor remains fundamental to setting the environment for the use and discovery of research
content. In a recent study, Nicholas and Rowlands found that traditional reading lists remain the main way in
which students gain knowledge about their subject area (Nicholas and Rowlands 2008, 327). However, the
traditional role of the tutor in framing students’ use of research content may be diminishing as more and more
students will go to the internet first before consulting tutors or course bibliographies. Nicholas and Rowlands
found that students tend to economise by not purchasing the books that they have been recommended to read.
Some students are also charged by their own University for coursepacks of research content. A study in the US
found that sometimes the cost of these coursepacks rivals that of the textbooks, but they have no resale value to
mitigate the cost (Baker 2007). This combination of economic factors and new technologies are slowly eroding
the traditional means by which tutors manage students’ first contact with research content. 

6

JISC_v2  1/6/09  10:15  Page 6



1.3 Other environments
Although the library remains a key physical resource for the student learning environment, more students are
using home computers to conduct initial and advanced research: ‘the value to students of being able to access
library services at home (their office?) is very clear, they are information homebirds. This is especially true for
women students, 24 per cent of whom said they access the virtual library from home’ (Nicholas and Rowlands
2008, 330-331). A study by Vondracek (2007) looking at why students choose to use alternatives to the library
found that students cited inconvenience and enhanced comfort elsewhere. However, it remains the case that
students are still reliant on their library as a physical space for the discovery of research content, with an estimated
71% in one study visiting the library at least once a week (Nicholas and Rowlands 2008, 330-331). New
technologies may well offer new, more flexible ways for students to meet and collaborate on research, turning
informal networks into dynamic virtual spaces for learning. The JISC project In Their Own Words (2007) observed
that ‘the flexibility of the one stop shop mobile phone with internet access is considered particularly useful for
networking’ (21).

1.4 Libraries as social learning spaces
Universities are increasingly responsive to the changing needs of students and to that end are providing library
spaces or ‘information commons’ which are purposely designed to enhance collaboration. The move towards
creating social learning spaces has been informed by a consensus in research into the value to student learning
of group work and collaborative projects in teaching and learning (Bruner 1996; Paris and Turner 1994; Waite and
Davis 2006). In the UK, the University of Sheffield’s Information Commons has wholly re-thought the relationship
between students and research content, displacing the traditional role of the library as a repository for books and
instead emphasising the provision of a variety of different kinds of learning spaces, both physical and virtual. Other
UK Universities including Edge Hill University and the University of Central Lancashire have followed a similar
model. At the University of Georgia, the creation of an electronic library followed research that clearly showed
that students prefer to access research content using the internet and that their learning and research habits had
decisively shifted away from the ‘lone scholar’ model of learning (Van Scoyoc and Cason 2006, 48-9). This ‘Library
2.0’ is discussed in more detail by Maness (2006) who suggests that the dynamic electronic library should provide
a multimedia experience that is ‘socially rich’ and ‘communally innovative’. 

7
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2. Students’ use of research content

Many studies in this area now focus on the role of digital information and the role of technology in mediating
research content and disrupting established pathways. New technologies also present new challenges. The scale
and pace of change is itself a barrier for many students and information overload is a serious obstacle to effective
use of research content. Students are no longer constrained by the resources provided by their own institution,
but they are not yet equipped with the skills, the literacy, need to deal with the vast amount of information
available online. Yet it is now clearly the case that, as Van Scoyoc and Cason (2006) argue, ‘students expect to
find most of their information online’. In the past year there have been studies which have usefully corrected over-
enthusiastic attempts to predict future trends and have highlighted how much research remains to be done on
the exact impact of new technologies on students’ use of research content. 

2.1 Has digital altered the way students use research content?
That the medium for encountering research has changed is beyond any doubt, but has the rise of digital also
altered the way that students read research content - and even think? According to the research that we’ve
surveyed, students tend to encounter research content in a much more fragmentary way than in the past,
developing chains of meaning from a variety of sources rather than investigating one source in-depth. This is
considered in studies of critical thinking such as Moon (2005) and Heinström (2005) who argue that, in today’s
information-rich society, surface learning is more prevalent due to the availability and diversity of information.

For example, a detailed report produced by the Centre for Information Behaviour and the Evaluation of Research
(CIBER) observes that:

young people scan online pages very rapidly (boys especially) and click extensively on hyperlinks - rather than
reading sequentially … They tend to move rapidly from page to page, spending little time reading or digesting
information and they have difficulty making relevance judgements about the pages they retrieve (Rowlands
and Nicholas 2008, 14). 

The study may be overstating the nature of pre-digital research - after all, book indexes have long been used to
fragment books into the most salient information for the student. Nevertheless, it is self-evidently the case that
internet search engines have introduced a new rapidity and fluidity to the research experience. The internet is
immediately accessible, it is information-rich, it produces a diversity of sources and, as Garfield found (using
research by Weiler), ‘students for the most part retain only about 10% of what they read, but they retain 20-30%
of what they see’ (Garfield 2007, citing Weiler 2005). 

Some studies argue that this behaviour is more than a simple response to a change in technology. Nicholas, for
examples, believes that ‘we have witnessed a paradigm shift in the way people use information systems’ forced
by the huge amount of information now available. This paradigm is characterised by a ‘high information churn
rate’ and ‘an absence of information filters’ in which, critically, ‘the individual is the filter.’ In other words, the
traditional filters offered by institutions such as universities and libraries to help students identify research content
can no longer be held to be reliable. Nicholas continues: 

The most important feature of today’s information environment is links and this has made information seeking
a horizontal rather than vertical form of behaviour. It is thus impossible to isolate reading from navigating;
people are reading as part of searching, not searching for reading (Nicholas 2008a, 196). 

Nicholas’ point is reinforced by studies of the ways in which users consume information on the screen. Users of
online content are prone to using classic speed-reading techniques in order to consume information quickly,
grabbing headlines but not looking in-depth at what they read (see Bauerlein 2008; see also Evans 2008 and
Garfield 2008 and Heinström 2004). The ‘impossibility’ of isolating reading from navigating has been linked to
low levels of attention to research content and a greater hunger for a variety of information, even if that same
hunger creates anxiety. 

The move from depth of reading to width of reading is a fundamental one and if it is indeed a paradigm shift (as

8
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Beeson 2006 also argues), not one that can easily be negated or managed. Research undertaken in 2007 at an
Australian University suggests that students are anxious about their use of the internet and that, although the
online environment shapes the way that they access research content, in practice many lack key skills to manage
the sheer volume of information they discover (Williamson et al 2007).

2.2 The digital native
The ‘digital native’ is a term that has received a wider currency as a result of Harvard University’s Digital Natives
project based at the Berkman Centre for Internet & Society (Palfrey and Gasser 2008). A digital native is someone
who was ‘born digital’, i.e. born into and raised in a world defined by technologies such as the internet. Most
universities in the UK introduced the World Wide Web onto their computer networks in c.1993-4, when current
school-leavers were toddlers. Very soon HEIs will be admitting students for whom the internet is not a ‘new’
technology in any sense and who have grown up using search engines, social networking and similar technologies
as a matter of course. 

However, a lot of this research depends upon a number of assumptions about students’ ability to use computers
and indeed about who students are and their level of technical skills. Many assumptions about ‘digital natives’ are
not evidence based. However, there is a lot of evidence that digital natives are not necessarily high-end users of
technology. As Bennett found, ‘there appears to be a significant proportion of young people who do not have the
levels of access or technology skills predicted by proponents of the digital native idea’ (2008, 779). Bennett goes
on to argue that, ‘it may be that there is as much variation within the digital native generation as between
generations’ (779). Given the variety of students in higher education, it is important that the embracement of new
technologies does not create a digital divide. Equally, students may be adept at using new technologies, but they
do not necessarily have the abilities to use research content in effective ways: ‘digital literacies and information
literacies do not go hand in hand’ as one study argues (Rowlands and Nicholas 2008, 20). Head argues that:

even though young people may have been exposed to computers since they learned the alphabet and may be
avid users of sites like MySpace and YouTube, college-age students are no more likely to be natural born
researchers and scholars than anyone else (2008, 437).

This reflects a growing realism in recent studies about the way that students of all ages use the internet in practice.
Just because they are frequent users of the internet does not mean that they have the skills to identify and
discover research content. On the contrary, the haphazard and auto-didactic nature of the way many students
learn to use the internet may hamper them by equipping them with poor information literacy techniques. An
IPSOS MORI poll in 2008 found that ‘half of students (50%) feel stretched by their use of ICT at university.’
Maynard anticipated this result in 2007: ‘Students are often less adept at and/or disposed to using electronic
resources than we tend to assume’ (Maynard 2007, 23). Also in 2007, Head’s research found that students are
still heavily dependent on library resources and course reading lists (Head 2007, 3). 

The prevailing assumptions behind the ‘digital native’ debate have been challenged theoretically and in terms of
evidence-based research by Bennett, Maton and Kervin (2008). They tackle head-on the notion that today’s
students have significantly different educational needs because of their familiarity with information technology by
addressing what they regard as a research-base which is undertheorised and lacking a ‘sound empirical base’
(776). Their research suggests that teenagers’ use of the internet is complex and context-dependent (778) but that
the basic skills that underlie this use such as multitasking are not unique to their generation (779). They draw
attention to studies by Sutherland-Smith (2002) and Eagleton, Guinee and Langlais (2003) which reveal that
students tend to be ‘shallow, random and often passive’ in the way they use the internet to search for information
(781).  Bennett, Maton and Kervin have made a sober intervention into a debate which, as they say themselves,
remains to be fully investigated. The shape of future technology remains unpredictable, with many of the key
technologies that are now routinely talked about only emerging in the last five years. However, anticipating such
changes is perilous. For example, Godwin’s article on social networking, published in 2006, concludes by heralding
three new developments which at the time seemed to have the potential to push Web 2.0 further, none of which
have taken off in the following years (Godwin 2006, 282-3). 

The question about whether current students embody a paradigm shift and, crucially, what that means in practice,

9
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remains to be properly tested. We do not know yet whether there is more variation within the Google generation
than there is between them and older cohorts, but studies are highlighting some of the key issues that this might
involve (see in particular Rowlands and Nicholas 2008). 

There is also growing evidence of a class of ‘digital dissidents’ who are turning their back on the internet as an
all-purpose solution. A 2007 Synovate study found only 27% of UK teenagers had a deep interest in ICT. The
majority used ‘relatively low level technology to support their basic communication or entertainment needs and
there is a substantial residuum of 20% (“digital dissidents”) who actively dislike technology and avoid using it
wherever possible’ (Rowlands and Nicholas, 21). 

The issue of the ‘digital divide’ between students and staff is contentious. There is a widespread assumption that
students are more digitally literate than their tutors but studies are now showing that the imbalance may be the
other way round. Maynard argues that a lack of coherent approaches in departments restricts student
opportunities to use innovative technologies. Maynard identifies a lack of consistency in departmental abilities to
manage student expectations, with some staff very resistant to new technologies and others fully embracing them
(2007, 23). There are still very varied levels of skills amongst staff in HEIs, with some very low levels of ICT
competencies and some staff with high levels of competency in Web 2.0 technologies. This lack of a coherent
approach amongst staff has arguably created a staff/student digital divide. This does not mean that students are
necessarily more information literate or better able to use ICT, but it does mean that more and more students are
bypassing traditional university systems when searching for and accessing research content (2).

Studies also suggest that there is a student/institution digital divide:

Undergraduate learners … feel that the relationship between themselves and the university is frequently
mediated by technology … This increasing dependence on technology in the administration and support of
learning deepens the divide between those who have the skills and ease of access to computers, and those
who do not (JISC 2007, 20).

In other words, the institutional context of learning is characterised by the use of information systems and
websites to monitor and administer the support of learning, but it is not comprehensively or adequately
addressing the very varied skills and needs of students. 

The most significant concern across nearly all the studies in this review, including Bennett et al, is that students’
critical thinking skills are not being adequately supported and that the ‘fast surfing, broad scanning and deep
diving’ (Heinström 2005) habits of internet users, young and old, is detrimental to their critical use of research. 
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3 Students as producers of research content

The literature on students’ use of research content intersects and overlaps with a growing interest in students as
producers of research content. As part of this study, we have looked at the ways in which students use social
networking and research content produced by undergraduate research. 

3.1 Social networking
An issue of great interest in studies at the moment (and in this current study) is the rapid growth of social
networking. The research in this field is relatively underdeveloped as social networking sites are a new phenomena
- Facebook, now the leading social networking site, is not yet four years old at the time of writing and is still
establishing itself as a presence in UK HEIs. It is useful to look at studies in the U.S. where students have been
using social networking for a longer period. The 2008 ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information
Technology in the USA has tracked the growth in importance and penetration of social networking sites in
students lives. In summary, its findings are that students’ use of social networking sites has increased dramatically,
with more than half of students now using them on a daily basis. However, although nearly half of students in
the survey had integrated social networking into their academic lives (in the sense that they used them to talk to
classmates about course-related topics) only 5.5% used them to communicate directly with tutors. Students in
focus groups were apparently very reluctant to see tutors encroaching on their social networking activity (Caruso
et al 2008, 8-9). 

MORI’s Great Expectations of ICT study confirms much of this:

In the discussion groups, the assumption is that teaching is about conveying knowledge to the learner, from
a position of authority. This sets all sorts of expectations about the kind of relationship teachers and students
have, and the technology it is appropriate for a teacher to use. Therefore they can feel uncomfortable when
teachers relate to them in a flat, non-hierarchical structure (e.g. getting involved with personal Facebook
accounts). Teachers setting up a social network site send a clear signal that formal teaching is now taking place
- which is at odds with their expectations of these sites … where social networking emerges organically from
among students, it is more successful than social networking systems put in place by the teacher (2008, 10).

Other studies concur that ‘there is no doubting that social networking is a major success story’ (Rowlands and
Nicholas 2008, 17). However, the exact impact of social networking on the use of research content has not yet
been fully investigated. Maynard points to the current lack of ‘reliable, original pedagogic research and evaluation
evidence’ of the benefits and dangers of social networking in mainstream education (2007, 3). The question
remains, then, whether social networking will transform student use of research content in the future in the same
way that Google has in the past few years. 

One area in which social networks might have a beneficial effect is in the translation and energising of existing
informal networks which students may already use to identify research content. Studies in the past have indicated
the importance of this informal process to the way students discover research. For example, a study by Weiler
found in students: ‘a strong bias in favour of knowledge collected through personal experiences, or by talking
with others about the others’ personal experiences’ (Weiler 2004, 48). The informal network also works as a
channel of resistance for some students:

digital learners frequently maintained an underworld of communication and networking that runs parallel to
their official studies and sidesteps channels of communication set up by tutors (JISC 2007, 21).

Using social networking to positively enhance these networks may well have a counter-productive effect,
especially if university systems for dealing with collaborative work are not able to handle new forms of
engagement which resist traditional and orthodox channels. Nevertheless, new technologies remain an indelible
part of the context for research content in teaching and learning and the agenda now is to find ways to address
this digital divide.
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Even in 2005, Kirkwood and Price were arguing that the needs of ICT and educational strategies need to be better
aligned if the full impact of this paradigm shift is to be successfully managed:

ICTs can enable new forms of teaching and learning to take place, they cannot ensure that effective and
appropriate learning outcomes are achieved. It is not technologies, but educational purposes and pedagogy, that
must provide the lead, with students understanding not only how to work with ICTs, but why it is of benefit for
them to do so (Kirkwood and Price 2005, 257).

However Godwin, an early enthusiast for the potential of social networking, argues that the real value of these
technologies is not in what they do, or what educators can do with them, but in the key skills that students learn
from activities such as creating profiles (Godwin 2006, 274). This will mean much less emphasis on social
networking as a medium for enhancing student learning (as for example in the case of use of research content)
and much more focus on social networks and wikis as a useful tool for classroom activities and reflective practice. 

3.2 Undergraduate research
A large body of research has in recent years highlighted activities in many universities to enhance opportunities
for students to engage directly in research, so becoming creators of research content themselves. The lead work
in this field is Jenkins, Healey and Zetter (2007) and it is about to be surpassed by a new book by Jenkins and
Healey on undergraduate research. These two books collect case studies of initiatives from HEIs across the world
to create research opportunities together with broad discussions of the practical and policy issues for UK HEIs
wishing to engage in the creation of a culture of undergraduate research. The most compelling reasons for
encouraging students to produce their own research content are most usefully summarised in Brew (2006) who
presents a range of empirical and theoretical evidence to support the positive benefits of allowing students to
behave as researchers. The report of the Boyer Commission on Educating Undergraduates in the Research
University (1998) is usually cited as a decisive intervention in the debate, because the report not only highlighted
the value of integrating teaching and research, it also established a set of values for higher education itself which
are underpinned by a fluid sense of HEIs as a community of learners. However, as Willison and O’Regan argue in
their valuable 2007 survey of the literature of the field, the research-base for undergraduate research remains at
an early stage with many of its claims yet to be rigorously tested. There is a considerable research base now to
support the claims that undergraduate research improves the student experience for those students engaged in
it, but very little research on how students use this work themselves. Issues such as the value of an undergraduate
research paper as a source for another student’s essay remain under-researched in the field.
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4 Conclusions

The literature in this area captures student behaviour at a time of unpredictable change in the environment for
discovering and using research content in HEIs. The question of how students access and use research content
can no longer be separated from an engagement with the technical means by which students access it. The
impact of the internet has been researched in detail and a consensus has emerged from the literature about the
changes that services such as Google and electronic databases of journals and other research content have had
on the way that students select appropriate information and incorporate it into their learning. 

ICTs allow students to circumvent the traditional ways in which course tutors and institutions attempt to manage
the way students access research content. Devices such as course bibliographies, though still important, are
disrupted by the free-play of the Google search engine. Yet there is also evidence that students do not all easily
fit into the stereotype of the digital native and that many students lack the skills to sift through and manage the
variety of information at their disposal. Universities are currently failing to bridge the gap between pedagogic
practice and the skills-shortage of students because past mechanisms for framing the student encounter with
research have been decisively eroded. Yet HEIs are unable to achieve a coherent policy of leading change in
educational practice because of a marked digital divide within their own academic staff. 

The literature also highlights the importance of disciplines in providing a framework of conventions and practices
that shape students’ engagement with knowledge. This can be a more important factor than institutional context
in determining what students understand research to be, how they assess its quality and what they do with it in
their assessments. 
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Chapter 3
Survey Results

We surveyed over 400 students in four universities about their use of research content. The survey was conducted
online using a tool provided by smart-survey.co.uk. Participants were entered into a draw to win one of seven £50
Amazon vouchers. The survey was closed when it exceeded 400 responses. 

The analysis below focuses on issues where there is commonality across the four institutions. However, where
appropriate, we have also highlighted key differences. The top-level results to questions are provided in graphs
and tables. We were also able to cross-reference data to produce data for specific groups of respondents and have
referred to these where relevant. The tables for these sub-groups have not been reproduced but can be provided
on request.

The survey offers a snapshot of students at a particular moment in the academic cycle and its results should be
regarded in this context. 

Profiles
The survey was completed by 429 respondents from all four universities. The majority of responses were from the
Universities of Central Lancashire and University C; however we also had 49 responses from University A and
University B. 

Most respondents (90%) were undergraduate students and 41% of them were in their second year of study. 68% of
respondents were 18-22 years old and 32% were mature students, with participation tapering out at the older end.

These figures broadly reflect national trends in student profiles, with the exception of gender where 73% of
respondents were female. However, when we narrowed our data to just the responses from males we did not
notice any significant difference in the returns so we are confident that the survey provides a representative
snapshot of the sector. 
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Question 1: In relation to researching your assignments what do you
understand by the word 'research'?

This question was designed to capture what students intuitively understand research to be and one of our aims
was to see whether students understood research as something they do or something they use. 

Most students tended to agree to some extent with all of our suggested definitions of research which suggests
that students have a ‘fuzzy’ sense of what research is. 51% of students strongly agree that research is an activity
which supports assignments with secondary or background reading; however only 17% of students strongly agree
that research is ‘finding the answer to questions set out by my tutor.’ In other words, research is seen primarily as
something that other people do and generate and it is something that students use rather than an activity that
they undertake themselves. They primarily use research to underpin arguments in assessments, but a significant
number, 36%, strongly agree that research is a way of gaining understanding of current debates in the field. 

Remarkably, there is no significant difference from institution to institution or from year group to year group on
this question, all of whom answer with very similar rankings. Students from University A, a research intensive
university, ranked ‘discovering new facts or formulating new theories’ more highly than other universities, but
these students also rank ‘supporting my assignments’ as the definition that they agree most strongly with. 

However, there is a sharp difference between undergraduates and Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs). GTAs
rank both ‘gaining an understanding of the field’ and ‘discovering new facts or formulating new theories’ more
highly than ‘supporting my assignment.’ This suggests that GTAs view research as an activity that they undertake
rather than a repository of knowledge to support their assignments.

Students were also invited to supply their own definitions and less than a quarter did so. The responses to this
question were very varied indeed, but some give an intriguing insight into their use of research content: 

• talking to professionals within my field
• working on placement and lessons
• going to the library/online resources to look up background information for essays, practical work, or just

because something in a lecture seemed interesting
• to gain a greater understanding of the subject
• finding research arguments against my points, to enable me to discuss both sides of a debate. Research involves

more than just the internet
• with regards to Drama and Theatre Studies, going to experience new work to understand current ways of

working
• establishing sources within the field, reviewing established facts and theories with a view to developing an

argument for or against and/or evolving and/or developing new theories

Conclusions
Academic context shapes understanding of research but this is cushioned by a widespread interest in inquiry and
knowledge beyond the specific needs of an assignment. 

9 33 61 124 124 77 428Finding the answers to questions set
out by my tutor

3 9 22 88 148 158 428Gaining an understanding of current
debates in the field

7 25 35 92 134 135 428Finding sources to agree with the
points made in an essay

8 15 33 101 137 134 428Discovering new facts or formulating
new theories

2 10 14 60 121 221 428Supporting my assignments with
secondary background reading

O Strongly
Disagree

1 2 3 4 5 Strongly
Agree

Responses

Key Analysis Statistics based on 428 respondent(s)   1 skipped
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Question 2: How do you assess the usefulness of the research you find?

Overwhelmingly, students assess the relevance of the research they find to their assignments, with nearly 80% of
respondents rating this 4 or 5 in the survey and virtually nobody disagreeing with the statement. A little more than
50% of students valued usefulness based on whether the research had been recommended by their tutor, and
over 60% of respondents rated peer-recommendations in the bottom three categories. Peer-review is important,
but the ratings for peer-review are much more evenly spread out across the categories. ‘Relevance to assignment’
is clearly the most important use-value of research to students and other methods of assessing usefulness such as
peer-recommendation and academic provenance seem to supplement this.

Students from University A concurred that ‘relevance to assignment’ is the most important criterion, but they
ranked in second place the importance of ‘peer-review by leading academics in the field’. Not only was this the
second most strongly agreed with statement, all but one student scored this as 3 or above. Students in research-
intensive universities have a clearer understanding of the significance of peer-review in assessing research. To put
this in context, over 50 students from University C and nearly 30 students from UCLan disagreed or strongly
disagreed with this statement. 

GTAs showed similar results to University A, with the exception that ‘student recommendations’ was given a very
low rating with no respondent strongly agreeing with this statement. 

Conclusions
Answers to this question in all categories of respondents judge the usefulness of the research they find by its
relevance to their assignment. Other contexts such as recommendations by tutors, the library or other students
are appreciated but not rated highly. More research-intensive universities and GTAs also value the usefulness of
research by its peer-review status, which reflects an advanced understanding of what research is. 
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Question 3: In what ways do you use the research that you find?

The purpose of this question was to determine the extent to which students’ use of research is shaped by their
assessment regime. We also wanted to capture other ways in which research is being used by students in HEIs. 

This question generated a real diversity of results which in itself highlights the very varied nature of the student
learning experience. Nevertheless, there was a clear clustering around those responses which related directly to
assessments. For example, nearly 85% of students use research to support a point, nearly 90% use research to
give substance to their own arguments and 75% quote or paraphrase the research content that they discover.
According to these results, students tend to see the research environment as a dynamic field available for re-
working into their own essays. The size of this sample cuts across all disciplines and suggests that even in the hard
sciences and professional practice cohorts, it is essays which require students to develop arguments through key
points that provide the ruling paradigm for the use of research content. For most students, research content is
perceived as a way to enrich and enliven their assessed work, not just validate the points they want to make.

The answers to the other questions are much more evenly spread but this is in itself surprising, since none of the
activities listed was scored 1 (never) or 0 (not applicable), which suggests that students do have occasion to use
research for purposes other than to develop an assessment, even if those occasions are rare. More than 70% of
students indicated that they will use research in a lesson, for example, even though only 16% say that they do so
frequently. 

The different student groups showed broadly similar results, with all groups clustering around assessments but
few excluding all activities in any great number. More than half of respondents from University A use research to
support a presentation, as opposed to a third of UCLan or University C students. Surprisingly, no GTA said that
they always used research in the classroom and less than half occasionally use it. 
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38.55%
(165)

23.6%
(101)

4.21%
(18)

428to help develop a presentation

0.23%
(1)

3.74%
(16)

35.28%
(151)

57..94%
(248)

2.8%
(12)

428to support a point

0.23%
(1)

8.18%
(35)

35.28%
(151)

53.74%
(230)

2.57%
(11)

428
to give substance to 

my own argument

10.98%
(47)

22.9%
(98)

31.54%
(135)

19.86%
(85)

14.72%
(63)

428
to establish current standards for

professional practice

20.79%
(89)

23.36%
(100)

21.5%
(92)

12.62%
(54)

18.46%
(79)

428to help develop a test or experiment

10.28%
(44)

27.34%
(117)

34.35%
(147)

22.9%
(98)

5.14%
(22)

428to use as part of a workshop activity

2.57%
(11)

5.14%
(22)

14.72%
(63)

28.74%
(123)

32.48%
(139)

428
to review the current literature 

in the field

4.44%
(19)

18.46%
(79)

38.55%
(165)

35.98%
(154)

2.57%
(11)

428as a quote or paraphrased text

1
Never

2
Occasionally

3
Frequently

4
Always

0
Not applicable

Responses

Key Analysis Statistics based on 428 respondent(s)   1 skipped
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Very few GTAs or students from University A elected to add their own statements. A quarter of students from
University C did do, and some emphasised the broader use of research beyond assessments:

• to further my own personal knowledge in my chosen field of study

• as background info for myself to help understand what I am writing about

• to gain understanding of topics discussed in lectures

• for my own personal understanding of the field

• pure enjoyment

• for own knowledge in practice

• when I'm bored and just want to read

A similar proportion of UCLan students also responded with comments such as:

• to compile documents of things that I find interesting, I use these documents for general reading and continue
to update and expand upon them about technologies and developments within the field

• to help improve my own knowledge on the subject

• to broaden my understanding, or even sometimes misunderstanding, of a topic so that I am better able to
determine what is relevant, interesting and useful in the long-term

• to provide a well rounded discussion, showing contradictions to other studies provided if any

• personal development of knowledge

One University B student added:

• to disprove a lecturer's assertion, occasionally

Conclusions
These extra statements are a useful corrective to the emerging picture of an assignment-led approach to using
research content. Students are focused on their assignments but a significant number also use research to
enhance their learning generally and with an awareness of the importance of research to their own personal
development. 
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Question 4: What problems (if any) do you encounter when using research
in your learning or teaching?

One of the objects of the project is to identify obstacles to accessing research. This question was left open and
248 (more than half the sample) elected to add comments. 

Several students from University A said that they had problems accessing journals which their library does not
subscribe to. Search engines will return abstracts for articles which cannot then be accessed directly. Typical
comments included:

• many articles do not provide the entire text, more often than not only the abstract is provided and this does not
contain much information

• being unable to assess papers online (even from library), sometimes papers are in other languages and you can't
translate them or copy the text to put in a translator

These students do not seem to be aware that they could use their local inter-library loan system and seem to have
a clear expectation that research content will be instantly available online. A number of University A students also
find the language of research papers difficult:

• sometimes it is too complex to be understood

• review articles are easier to comprehend than original articles so I use them more

• sometimes very difficult to understand and extract the main points

• the language used in various original papers are hard to understand and comprehend, therefore require
additional reading to support them

• scientific papers can be poorly worded, often I find that things are made to seem a lot more complicated than
they are through poor structure

• there is a large gap between the textbook and the primary literature which makes the primary literature very
hard to understand

Although other survey results have shown that students at research-intensive universities like University A are more
accustomed to the conventions of peer-review research, these comments suggest that students are not always
equipped with the skills to read and understand complex research language. 

A fifth of University C students responded and, for many, one of the hardest problems they face with using
research content is managing the amount of information that they discover and identifying what will be useful to
them. They are frustrated that research does not necessarily conform directly to their needs. For example:

• it's a very long winded process and sifting through the articles takes ages

• finding relevant passages

• finding points relevant to my studies, or making sure that it is exactly applicable

• the sites do not usually show the relevant content I need and I have to search harder because of this

• I find it a long and tedious process to find the exact things I need

• it is usually hard to find the research that you want

• sometimes there is too much and it’s hard to pin point the bits I want to use and sometimes it is overly wordy
which can be a hindrance at busy times of the year

• finding material relevant to my area of interest. Often I have to sift through lots of material to find specifics

• due to the amount of information available today I feel it is difficult to assess when you have enough

A number of University C students also expressed concerns about avoiding plagiarism and finding up-to-date
information. 
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At University B, many of the students who responded find it difficult to identify research that is relevant to them:

• deciding how relevant it is and whether another piece of research is more relevant or not

• the sheer volume and how long it can take to wade through something to get to the point, which may or may
not prove relevant

Students at UCLan have similar problems to students in University A in accessing materials online and, like
students at University C, finding resources which are relevant to their needs. Some mention that sources they find
are too old.

Only a small number of GTAs responded and most cited lack of access to resources as their main problem. 

As the above comments demonstrate, the obstacles for accessing research very much depend on the institutional
context. For example, strict plagiarism rules in University C seem to create anxiety about how to integrate
secondary sources. At University A, a greater emphasis on using advanced research has lead to many students
feeling challenged by the way that the content is written. 

This is the area in the survey where the institutional differences are most distinct. 

Conclusions
Students in all universities are frustrated that they cannot access research content online and immediately. In other
words, they discover research content online using search engines but in many cases they depend on libraries to
subscribe to those journals in order to access them. Students in all institutions are critical of their library resources,
even (especially in fact) in University A which has a large research library. Students also have difficulties with the
complexity of academic discourse and with managing a large volume of research content, which has to be ‘sifted’
to find content relevant to the assignment.
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Question 5: What do you do first when you research your assignment?

With this question, we wanted to learn more about how students identify research content and to this end, we
wanted to capture what their first gut response is when set an assignment. The responses are very mixed. Nearly
32% of students will use the library catalogue first, 23.5% will use an internet search engine and 18% will use
an electronic database. In other words, for over 70% of students, identifying research means going to a computer
and inputting keywords into a local or general search engine. What is surprising about these results is how few
students will consult their course bibliography or talk to a tutor first. Only 20% of students will start with course
bibliographies and less than 5% will start by talking to a tutor. In other words, the traditional frames which tutors
currently use to try and shape which research content students identify - i.e. course bibliographies and one-to-
one tutorials - are no longer effective in determining what students identify as research content. They will use
keywords first in most cases. 

Unpacking this institution by institution, we found that results for UCLan students are broadly similar to the overall
sample. University C students are more likely to use the library catalogue than an electronic database -- but in
other respects the figures are similar. University B students on the other hand are more likely to consult course
bibliographies (30%) and tutors (11.8%) than other students. University A students are the least likely to consult
course bibliographies (12.5%) and, surprisingly, none will consult course tutors first. 

This data can be interpreted in a number of ways but we provisionally attribute the differences in institutions to
a question of reliance. University A students are more self-reliant than other students in finding out research for
themselves. The apparent reliance of University B students may reflect different institutional policies on the
provision of course support materials. 

GTAs overwhelmingly prefer electronic databases (55%) to searching the library catalogue (only 5%). This appears
to reflect the more specialised nature of postgraduate study and the role of the tutor as supervisor and peer. 

We also asked respondents if there were any other methods that they used to look for and identify research and
50% of them added extra comments. Most of these cited other electronic sources, usually the internet, Google,
subject-specific journal databases and so on - in other words, conforming to the patterns noted above. Many
respondents used this question to add a second choice to the preceding question. Some responses stand out as
atypical, for example:

20.7%1 Consult course bibliographies

4.9%2 Consult course tutors

31.9%3 Search the library catalogue

23.5%4 Use an internet search engine

18.2%5 Use an electronic research database

0.7%6 Site visits, such as 
museums and galleries

Key Analysis Statistics based on 428 respondent(s)   1 skipped
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101

78
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• talking to other academics, attending conferences

• library, word of mouth 

• using references from other books 

• random topic search 

• look at relevant magazines 

• Oxford Reference online and, of course, Wikipedia …

• email theorists/critics 

These results point to the diversity of formal and informal methods students will use to identify and access
research. However, none of the respondents used this opportunity to talk about the role of their tutors and course
support materials in identifying research.

Conclusions
The overall figures conclusively demonstrate the importance of technology in accessing research content, but they
also illustrate that student needs and abilities remain diverse and that some are more self-reliant than others. The
overall figures also suggest that the traditional ways in which tutors have attempted to manage students’
encounters with research are no longer, or rarely, working as signposts to research content in the first instance. 
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Question 6: What kinds of information do you typically recognise as
research?

This question was designed to establish what kinds of content students recognise as research content. Nearly
100% of students recognise journal articles and books as research content. Strikingly, 71.5% of students identify
websites as research content which reflects the dominance of the internet in students’ perceptions of what
research is. That students also recognise news articles (61%), dictionaries (41.4%), encyclopaedia entries (35%)
and even their own lecture notes (59.3%) as research content in reasonably significant numbers suggests that
many students have a looser definition of what counts as research content than their tutors. 

One of the objects of the study is to establish how students are using postgraduate and undergraduate research
in their own work. 36% of students typically recognise PhD dissertations as research and slightly less than 28%
identify MA dissertations as research content, but little more than 13% of students recognise undergraduate
dissertations as research. This corroborates our findings elsewhere in the study that students do not recognise the
work of their peers as research content and only a minority use work by postgraduate students. Students at
research-led universities are marginally more likely to identify undergraduate dissertations as research (15%).

The results are broadly similar across all institutions. The research-led students at University A all identified journals
as research, but slightly fewer identified books (93%). Research-led students are also less likely to identify news
articles as research (46%) but more likely to use encyclopaedia entries (46%) than students in less research-
intensive universities. Students at University B are less likely to identify lecture notes (23.5%) and twice as likely
to identify PhD dissertations as research (58%). Students at UCLan are more likely to identify undergraduate
dissertations as research than any other institution sampled (16%) and this may reflect UCLan’s recent initiatives
to develop a culture of undergraduate research. Nevertheless, all of these variances are relatively small and are
likely to reflect local contexts. 

97% 415

Response
percent

Response
total

1 journal articles

96.7% 4142 books

61.2% 2623 news articles

24.1% 1034 write-up of experiments

13.1% 565 posters

27.8% 1196 multi-media

35% 1507 encyclopaedia entries

41.4% 1778 dictionaries

71.5% 3069 websites

59.3% 25410 lecture notes

36% 15411 PhD dissertations

27.6% 11812 Masters dissertations

13.3% 5713 Undergraduate dissertations

6.1% 2614 Other, please specifiy

Key Analysis Statistics based on 428 respondent(s)   1 skipped

1. What kinds of information do you typically recognise as research?
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Students were also asked if they identified anything not listed as research. Only 6% responded and no typical
responses emerged. Some atypical comments included:

• government reports

• log books, excavation write ups, biographies

• data derived from practical research methods e.g. interviews, questionnaires, observation and field notes

GTAs also answered in very similar ways, prioritising journals and books but not excluding other categories of
content. They are much more likely to identify PhD dissertations as research (75%), which they listed as their third
highest form of research content. Interestingly, 50% identify MA’s as research and 20% identify undergraduate
dissertations as research. These figures suggest that GTAs are more likely to see their own work as part of a
continuum with research content, whereas undergraduate students tend not to see their work and those of their
immediate peers in the same category. 

Conclusions
The bigger picture is remarkably similar and demonstrates that students have a diverse view of what research is
whether their institution is research-led or not, that they immediately recognise journal articles and books as
research content, but also identify a number of other forms of content as research. Undergraduate students do
not tend to see a link between their own work and research content even in research-led universities, whereas
GTAs are more accustomed to seeing their work as contributing to the body of research.
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Question 7: Do you ever use research content that has been created by
other students?

This question is designed to address one of projects aims, which is to find out whether students use research
content created by other students. As the table above clearly demonstrates, the majority of students do not use
materials created by other students. Only 14.9% of students do so, and only 13% of undergraduate students do
so. GTAs are more likely to use research content created by their peers (45%) which conforms to other results that
we have for this group. 

Research-led students are the least likely to use student research content (9.4%) and students at UCLan, a
research-informed teaching university with an agenda to develop undergraduate research, are most likely to use
it (16.8%). However, these are relatively minor differences and the overall results for each institution remain
strikingly similar. 

Conclusions
Irrespective of the institution, students do not use research content created by other students in any significant
numbers. Research-led universities are marginally less likely to use such research content and this might reflect a
slightly more enhanced sense of issues of academic quality in research-led curricula. 

10%1 Yes

66.9%2 No

23.1%3 Don’t know

28

JISC_v2  1/6/09  10:15  Page 28



Question 8: What is the main way you gain access to research materials?
Please select one answer.

Nearly 70% of students will use a computer to access research materials. However, more than a quarter of
students still identify library visits as the main way of accessing research materials. These are not in themselves
unexpected results, but what is surprising about them is that, though computer use has achieved a clear critical
mass, it has not yet reached saturation point.

One might expect GTAs to be more regular users of libraries but our respondents challenged this assumption. In
fact, GTAs are less likely to use the library in person (10%) than undergraduates (27.6%). 

One might also expect mature students to be more likely to use the library than 18-22 year olds, but our results
also challenge this. Only 21% of students over 22 use the library as their main way to access research materials,
whereas nearly 30% of students under 22 cite this above computers.

Research-led students are much more reliant on computers with nearly 95% of them using a computer and only
6% using the library as their main way to access research. Students at University B and University C are both more
likely to use the library, with around a third in each case citing this, than UCLan (19%). However, the most marked
difference here is between the research-led university and the universities with a broader teaching-research mix.
This again challenges expectations that students at research-led universities might be more likely to use the library.
However, the conclusive figures for University A might reflect an increased self-reliance and less dependency on
library resources than students in other universities. This corroborates findings elsewhere in this survey. For
example, earlier we found that University A students are more likely to be dissatisfied with their library resources
despite having access to a library with a much larger research holding than in other universities. 

Only ten respondents added extra comments and all were variations of the answers above.

Conclusions
Students mainly use computers to access research content. However, a significant minority still privilege in-person
library visits and there is no evidence of a trend towards the saturation of computers. On the contrary, it seems
that mature students and GTAs are actually more likely to use a computer than 18-22 year olds. 

1
Through a home computer

2
Through a university networked

computer

3
By visiting the university library in

person

4
By visiting other libraries in person

5
By purchasing books

6
Other, please specify

232

59

115

5

8

10

54.1%

13.8%

28.8%

1.2%

1.9%

2.3%
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Question 9: When accessing internet-based research which sites do you
normally use? 

With this question we wanted to establish which internet sites students use to access research content. We also
wanted to gain a sense of how much students use Web 2.0 technologies to discover and access research content.
Students could choose as many answers as they wished.

Answers to this question are much less varied than answers to other questions where students were allowed to
select more than one answer. There is a very clear clustering around keyword-driven search engines. The library
catalogue is used by 80% of students and course websites are used by 41%. 

Google dominates the responses, though we expected to see a figure higher than 60.5% especially as only a small
minority of students listed other internet search engines. 

Google Scholar is used by 41% of students but less than 1% of students use Print Google. This may be because
most students will know this product better as Google Books which represents a minor flaw in the survey design.
However, only one student lists Google Books under ‘other’. We found students in focus groups more likely to
use Google Books than this survey suggests. Nevertheless, taken together, it is very clear that Google has emerged
as a real force in the accessing and discovery of research content which is rivalling university library catalogues. 

By contrast, we were surprised at how few students use social networking and other Web 2.0 technologies to
identify and access research. Results for Facebook, blogs and podcasts are virtually flat-lining at fewer than 4%
for blogs and under 2% for podcasts. Wikis are used by 17.1% of students. However, this category includes the
popular website Wikipedia, which is primarily used as a keyword-driven database despite its wiki underpinnings.
Overall, students tend to be passive and reactive seekers of research content who privilege keyword searches and
instant access over and above socially-derived informal networks and collaborative research. 

Students at a research-led university are more likely to use Google Scholar (53%) than Google itself (43%) and
less likely to use the library catalogue (72%) though this still remains the most selected website for these students.
They are also much less likely to use social networking, with 0% for most instances. GTAs are also more likely to
use Google Scholar than Google itself in similar numbers to research-led undergraduates.

The results across all profiles including institution and age groups are strikingly similar to the overall figures. We

41.4% 1771 Course website

80.6% 3452 Library Catalogue

60.5% 2593 Google

41.1% 1764 Google Scholar

0.9% 45 Print Google

22% 946 Publisher’s websites

17.3% 747 Other internet search engines

7.2% 318 Youtube / other video sites

1.6% 79 Facebook / other social netowrking
sites

3.5% 1510 Blogs

1.4% 611 Podcasts

17.1% 7312 Wikis

17.1% 7313 Other, please specify

Key Analysis Statistics based on 428 respondent(s)   1 skipped
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found that students over 22 are marginally less likely to use Google, in most samples more than half use Google
and 70-80% use the library catalogue. 

17% of respondents added extra comments and almost all cited keyword-driven subject-specific databases such
as Web of Knowledge, Web of Science, JSTOR, Athens and Pub Med. 

Conclusions
Students tend to be passive and reactive seekers of knowledge, preferring overwhelmingly to use keyword-driven
search products when identifying and accessing research content. There is virtually no evidence of students using
social networking at this stage. Students remain heavily reliant on their library catalogues and on specialist
research databases which their library subscribes to. Students are also increasingly dependent on Google and
Google Scholar, with students in research-led universities and GTAs preferring the more academically sophisticated
Google Scholar. Students are not using other search engines in any significant number. Student behaviour in this
respect is strikingly similar across all age groups and institutions so there is no evidence yet of an emerging trend
towards social networking as a means to identify and access research.
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Question 10: Have you ever used student-generated research created
through wikis or websites?

This question is designed to reinforce our knowledge about how Web 2.0 technologies are informing the way
students identify, access and use research.

The results are conclusive. Only 10% of students use research content created by or with other students using
wikis and more than twice this number do not even understand the question, which suggests there is a long way
to go before wikis are established in students’ minds as a legitimate way to access and co-create research. 

The responses are again strikingly similar across all institutions, with only minor variations noted. University B
students are more likely to recognise student-generated research created through wikis (only 6% answered ‘don’t
know’) but still little more than 10% will actually use it - which at least suggests that wider knowledge of what
wikis are will not lead automatically to greater use. 

GTAs (15%) are more likely to use wikis for this purpose than undergraduates (9%) which suggests that as
students advance they are more confident about using online collaborative tools. Similar figures were collected
for University A students (15% yes) which suggests that students in research-led courses are slightly more attuned
to the potential for student generated research. 

In terms of ages, students aged between 22 and 40 are most likely to use this kind of research content (13%) and
those over 40 the least likely to use it (0%), so there is no clear trend towards students under 22 engaging with
wikis more. The figures for all age groups are even so very small. It is clear that most students do not use wikis to
access research at present. 

Conclusions
Whichever way the data is analysed, the results show a consistent picture. 1 in 10 students use wikis, 2-3 out of
10 students do not know about student research created through wikis and the majority of students in all age
groups, course levels and institutions do not use it at all. Students at research-led universities and GTAs are more
likely to use this kind of research content than undergraduates in other universities. 

10%1 Yes

66.9%2 No

23.1%

43

287

993 Don’t know

32

3

87

9
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Question 11: What do you value most about the information you find
when researching? 

This question was designed to measure what features of research content students value most. We expected most
respondents to agree in some way with most questions but we wanted to be able to rank their answers to see
which features emerge collectively as the most important in each group and overall. We also wanted to introduce
another term for research (in this case, information) in order to ensure that we were capturing a range of possible
interpretations of the word for students. We also wanted to see whether accessibility or quality would be more
important to students. 

In this case, despite the change in terms, respondents followed a pattern already clearly established in the survey.
Nearly 60% strongly value the relevance of research content to the assignment and 80% gave this a score of 4
or 5. As we have already clearly established in this survey, the needs of assignments are far and away the most
important factor for students using research at all points in the process of identifying, accessing, assessing and
using it. 

Answers to the other questions challenge some stereotypes about the digital native student. More than half of
respondents strongly agree that academic quality is important, against less than a quarter who value ease of
access either online or offline. 80% of students gave academic quality 4 or 5, and 90% gave academic quality 3,
4 or 5. These figures are very nearly equal to ‘the relevance of information to assignment.’ This offers a more
sophisticated and quality-aware student body than the usual stereotype of the student using anything they find
on Google. 

We did not find any significant differences across institutions on this answer, except to note that students at
University B and UCLan marginally rate academic quality higher than relevance of assignment, but in broad terms
the figures are very similar across all institutions.

GTAs also ranked academic quality higher than relevance to assignment and this time the difference is more
marked, with 70% strongly agreeing with ‘academic quality’ and only 45% strongly agreeing with ‘relevance to
… assignment.’ GTAs also ranked access whether online or not relatively low in comparison.

The findings on access challenge our findings on obstacles where many students cited difficulties in accessing
research content online as one of the most important obstacles they face when using research content. Students
may value accessibility in practice more than they will admit to.

Conclusions
Across all groups and institutions, a clear picture emerges. Students value relevance and academic quality above
everything else when identifying and using research, with GTAs clearly valuing academic quality over everything
else. 

0.23%
(1)

0.47%
(2)

1.4%
(6)

8.39%
(36)

29.6%
(127)

59.91%
(257)

429
The relevance of information 

to assignment

1.63%
(7)

3.26%
(14)

12.35%
(53)

28.67%
(123)

34.03%
(146)

20.05%
(86)

429
The ability to access the 

information quickly

2.1%
(9)

3.5%
(15)

11.19%
(48)

24.24%
(104)

34.27%
(147)

24.71%
(106)

429
The ability to access the 

information online

0%
(0)

0.7%
(3)

3.73%
(16)

10.49%
(45)

33.57%
(144)

51.52%
(221)

429The academic quality of information
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1 2 3 4 5 Strongly
Agree
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Question 12: How do you judge the academic quality of the research? 

‘Quality’ is a highly contested term, particularly in the research community. We felt it was important to establish
what students mean by ‘academic quality’ in order to gain a better understanding of how they assess the value
of research content. 

In this question students were able to score each statement and the results are very varied across each one. 

‘Relevance to assignment’ emerges as the most strongly valued criteria for academic quality, with nearly 35%
marking this as very important and over 70% scoring this 4 or 5. 

The tutor does play an important role in establishing the academic quality of research content with nearly 70%
marking this a 4 or 5 - students trust that research recommended by their tutors is of appropriate academic quality
even though, as we have seen earlier in the survey, they tend to be reluctant or unable to approach their tutors
for direction on finding and using research content. 

By contrast, the most accepted definition of quality in the research community, that research is peer-reviewed, is
given a score of 3 or below by 50% of the respondents, with the rest evenly split between 4 and 5. The currency
of the research (whether it is up-to-date) is ranked as much less important to students than other aspects of
quality, with only 15% saying that it is very important that the research content is published within the last 5 years.
Even in a research-led university like University A, only 10% of students ranked this as ‘very important.’ To put this
in context, students in most institutions clustered around 4, so students are aware of currency issues but do not
value them as much as other aspects of academic quality. Surprisingly, GTAs also tended to rate this 4, with only
15% ranking currency as very important. 

Reinforcing the findings of the previous question, the availability of work online is not in itself valued highly as a
feature of quality. However, students do recognise well-written and engaging writing as an aspect of academic
quality. 

The findings are consistent across all institutions. 

Conclusions
This evidence suggests that student definitions of academic quality are at significant variance to accepted
understandings of what academic quality is in the field. Although students show awareness of different kinds of
measures of quality with very few ranking any of the statements 0 or 1, students clearly privilege relevance, tutor
recommendations and clear writing over and above evidence of a peer-review process or work that has been
published within the last 5 years. 
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6.99%
(30)

429
The research is readily available

online

1.4%
(6)

3.96%
(17)

10.26%
(44)

26.11%
(112)

40.09%
(172)

18.18%
(78)

429
The research is well-written and

engaging

8.62%
(37)

7.93%
(34)

14.22%
(61)

23.31%
(100)

30.54%
(131)

15.38%
(66)

429
The research was published within

the last five years

5.13%
(22)

7.23%
(31)

12.35%
(53)

25.17%
(108)

25.87%
(111)

24.24%
(104)

429
The research was published in a peer-

reviewed journal or university press

2.1%
(9)

5.59%
(224)

11.19%
(48)

26.57%
(114)

34.5%
(148)

20.05%
(86)

429
The research has been referenced by

other researchers

O Not
important

1 2 3 4 5 Very
important

Responses
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Chapter 4
Usage of Research Content across Institutions and Disciplines:
Focus Groups and Case Studies

In order to gain a more detailed and nuanced understanding of how students use research content, we
interviewed 44 students in all four universities in focus groups of 3-11 students. These focus groups were
organised by institution and discipline. At the University of Central Lancashire we interviewed students in the
following discipline groups: Humanities, Social Science, Science and Professional. The latter group included
students studying for an accredited degree directly linked to a profession such as Journalism, Law and Nursing. 

Each focus group was led by a subject specialist and followed the same structure. Students were asked to
complete a short research exercise. The question we set them was, ‘How many research papers by your tutor can
you find in 15 minutes?’ We wanted a question that would be applicable to all students and all disciplines. We
recorded the desktop behaviour of volunteers (see Appendix for a full archive of these recordings) so that we could
capture what students actually do as opposed to what they say they do. Each exercise concluded with a discussion
about what students would have done differently if they had had more time. This was in part to give students the
opportunity to talk about ways to access research content without using a computer. 

All students were then asked a series of questions based on the original tender. The responses to those questions
are summarised, synthesised and analysed below. We have focused on areas where there was broad consensus
across groups, only highlighting individual responses where differences are worth noting.

1. Discovering and Accessing Research Content
For most of the students we interviewed in all institutions and disciplines, the discovery of research content is
largely directed by the assessment that they’ve been set and the resources available to them, in particular the
library, the internet, course materials and the direction of their tutor. The traditional reading list is important to
some students who use it as a basis for starting their research. Students in Social Science, Science and at University
B all cited the reading list as their main starting point which they then use to expand on their reading. However,
the reading list was not mentioned by other groups. Many students said that they found research content through
references in other research content. This might mean expanding on the reading list and following up references
in journals and books. As one Science student put it, ‘you research something then that leads to something else
and then something else.’ Students in Social Science said that they would visit a library first to look for key texts
and get background information on their topic. 

Although a significant minority of students prefer hard copy texts, most of the students we talked to use computer
search engines to discover research content. They will extract keywords from the assignment question and input
them into their library catalogue, their local intranet service, a specialised database or a third-party commercial
search engine, normally Google. Usually these keywords are strategically extracted from assignment questions as
the words most likely to lead to a successful search, although one student in the Science focus group has a
different strategy: ‘I underline what I don’t understand and do an internet search.’

Students in nearly all groups cited at least one specialised research database such as Project Muse, Web of
Knowledge and Emerald which demonstrates that students are aware of discipline specific resources. They tend
to prefer databases which give them direct access to research content online and many said that they were
frustrated when links led to content that their library does not subscribe to. One student at University A was even
surprised that their library had non-electronic journals: ‘I’ve never seen a ‘real’ journal, do they have them in the
library?’

Students in every group, without exception, use Google as their main search engine. No other non-academic
search engine was talked about and it is clear from all our research that Google is now absolutely dominant. We
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found that even students who claim not to start with Google, or who are sceptical about its usefulness, never-
the-less started their searches in Google when we recorded their research exercise.

In the research exercise, the majority of users showed familiarity with online search techniques: a common pattern
emerged of using Google as a stepping stone to either known sources (named journals/systems) or unknown (a
generalistic approach to searching). However in the case of the unknown, users would, in the main, only go to
the first few links before either a) using these to develop further lines of enquiry or b) going to a dedicated
academic search facility.

Using Google has become a default action whether students are seeking to discover research content because of
an assignment, or simply pursuing an academic question for its own sake. This statement from a University B
student is revealing: ‘I take key words from the title and look at what I can find quickly and easily, I’ll also read
the source list, I’ll type them in Google and then go to the library.’ In other words, the student does not even
check their library catalogue before using Google to expand upon the keywords and source list that they have
been given. As a student in the Professions group put it, ’Google’s like a train: it takes you there.’

That said, students did demonstrate some sophistication in the use of Google. They are aware that it is very much
‘keyword’ driven and many are frustrated about the amount of information that is returned. Most students do
not look beyond the first 2-3 pages returned by Google; one student in the Professions group claimed to have
searched through 80 pages for relevant research content, but he was very much the exception rather than the
rule. Students are also aware of Google’s academic services, particularly Google Scholar which searches research
content on the internet and on specialist databases; and Google Books, which returns sample pages of many
published books. For some students, Google Books replaces the library as a means of accessing content: ‘books
are not always in the library so I also use Google books.’ Two students in the Professions group use Google Books
exclusively, never visiting the library in person and only discovering research content through the fragments and
snippets available. 

Tutors still have a role to play in helping students to discover research content but all students we talked to will
use tutors as a last resort rather than a first point of call. The Science students told us that: ‘if we can’t find the
books, we consult our tutor’ and students at University C will occasionally be given copies of research content if
they cannot find it. In the Humanities group, one student said that, ‘if it’s a particular reference [in the essay
question] I would ask the tutor for the original source of the quote’, however, the ‘tutor doesn’t always know!’
We did not speak to any students who sought direction from tutors before consulting the library and the internet.

Students can be persistent (as the Professions student who looks through 80 pages of Google links shows) but
most students want research content to be easily accessible. Their most common complaint about Google and
other search terms is the sheer amount of information available to them. Students will also screen out research
content that is written in a difficult style. For example, a Social Studies student told us, ‘I choose my information
by how understandable it is, if it’s interesting and has a good argument, some are confused and difficult to read.’

In terms of the process of discovering research content, we did not find any significant differences between
disciplines or institutions. Students at University A prefer the internet to the library and seem to rarely use their
library, whereas students at all of the other universities still see the library as a main focus for their discovery of
research content. However, even some of these students tended not to rely on the library. Students at every
institution complained about the lack of resources in their library, and the institution with the largest library
attracted the most complaints. This suggests that libraries can no longer keep up with student demand for
immediate access to research content. One Social Science student told us that a physical library search is the ‘last
choice’ when looking for research content.

Disciplines vary when it comes to defining what research content actually is. A dance student in the Humanities
group did not accept that her discipline did any research. In the Professions group, a sharp difference was noted
by a student taking courses in Arts and Law. He had found a significant difference between the two, with Law
demanding a very rigorous approach to defining and discovering research and his arts subject encouraging him
to be creative and adventurous about the mainly primary materials that he was researching. 
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1.1 Obstacles
The apparent free-play of information on the internet does not mean that students face less obstacles in accessing
research content. On the contrary, the students we talked to were all very conscious of the difficulties that they
faced in accessing research content and were all eager to talk (sometimes at length!) about their frustrations.
These obstacles can be digested into these main areas of concern:

• lack of skills in using search engines effectively

• lack of relevance of research training to the actual research behaviours of students

• difficulty in accessing research content once it has been identified, usually because the local library does not
subscribe to certain online journals

• lack of adequate ICT skills

• research content is too difficult to read: one Humanities student told us he would rather not read some authors
because they are hard to read

These obstacles cut across all disciplines and institutions. Some students are aware of their interlibrary loans
system but find them expensive and slow (Humanities). Interestingly, students at University A, a research-led
university, talked more about ‘information overload’ than any other group: ‘searching for papers take so long’ said
one student; another, ‘you end up with millions of windows open and then can’t find the one you want’; and
another complained about ‘the sheer mass and trawling through it all.’ All of the groups that we talked to
exhibited an anxiety about dealing with the large amount of research content available to them.

Most students we talked to had undergone some form of research methods training. Some students took modules
in their first and/or second year, others received instruction embedded in their subject modules. These courses
have made students aware of issues such as referencing, peer-review and academic quality. However, none of
them directly address the real skills gap highlighted above. It seems that, despite a lack of confidence and
inadequate search skills in a lot of students, they are still irresistibly drawn to the ease and immediacy of access
that the internet offers.

Case Study 1 - ‘This isn’t really a good way’

Alex is in the second year of a Physiotherapy and Counselling course. 

When starting to research an assignment, Alex will begin by clarifying the question with his tutor and consulting
reading lists and websites links posted by the tutor. He often uses the internet as well in order to create what he calls a
‘chain of links’. He does not tend to use specialist databases except for the World Health Organisation database which
has research content relevant to his assignments. 

When asked how he assesses the quality of the research content that he finds, he said, ‘I don’t really know … if it’s
published on a recognised website, you can judge how it looks’ but he admits that ‘this isn’t really a good way’ to
assess the validity of research content. Alex did not seem to have thought about this issue before and could only
reflect on how he intuitively judged the content he found. 

Alex does not use e-journals and prefers hard copies of books and journals. He also does not use blogs, wikis or
research content developed by undergraduate and postgraduate students. However, Alex does use informal networks
to identify research content: ‘It’s a close knit community so you tend to tell each other about good sites you find and
have your own study groups.’

The biggest obstacle for Alex is limited resources. Books are expensive to buy and there are not enough copies in the
library for all students to use. In his first year Alex was given a library induction and his course included a module on
research methods. However, Alex finds it hard to relate his subject-based training with his use of library resources and
would like to see more relevant research skills taught in the library itself and a better way of cataloguing books: ‘the
nine digit book code, do they really need it that long? I can never find stuff, if you haven’t got pens or anything on
you by the time you can remember the fifth digit you’ve forgotten what the book was even called!’

The other obstacle Alex faces is that there is too much information online to easily digest. ‘If you Google it [the
research content], you get loads, then you go through and you can usually tell by the website name but you have to
skim read everything.’
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1.2 Conclusions
The discovery of research is now a process that is common to most students of extracting key words from
assignments and inputting them into search engines including specialised databases and library catalogues.
Students overwhelmingly use Google for initial searches but have problems sifting through all the answers. Google
Scholar and Google Books are becoming more important to the process of discovering research content. The library
remains an important institution for most students and forms part of their discovery process. Students will use
reading lists but often as a source text for keywords to enter into databases. They tend to use tutors as a back-up
or last resort. Disciplines vary in what they define as research content, but the process for discovering it remains
much the same: keywords, reading lists, Google, library, tutor. Students privilege ease of access when looking for
research content and prefer to access content directly online.

It seems clear that across the sector, traditional structures for managing student access and discovery of research
context have been severely eroded. Tutors are the last resort rather than the first port of call; libraries are not used
as a physical resource unless essential materials are not available online. Because research content is so available
online, students expect and demand instant access to research content and are reluctant or unable to pursue
accessing it by other means such as inter-library loans. As one University A student told us, ‘it’s too much hassle to
find hard copies.’ However, students do not have the skills to manage this information overload and often
encounter research content written in a style that is too specialised and technical for them to understand. Many
existing research modules are not addressing these skills gaps because they are not addressing the process by which
most students access and discover research irrespective of best practice in their discipline.

Case Study 3 - ‘We’re more interested in actual products’

Emily and Jane are third year advertising students. Because of the nature of their discipline, their definition of research
content is very broad and extends to primary content such as brands and advertising campaigns, much of which is
available on the internet. They are not at all concerned about questions of academic quality, they rarely use wikis,
blogs or even journals. Instead, they rely on books and on the internet. ‘Sometimes the tutor might tell us to look at
something.’ Otherwise, they start their assignments by researching brand value and past campaigns on the internet
and then they will use books for reference. They use Google to come up with general terms and look up relevant
associations and, because of the nature of their discipline, they use Google Image a lot too. They are not concerned
about how old the books they study are. However, their heavy reliance on the web is tempered by a preference for the
materiality of real-world content. ‘We’re more interested in actual products rather than the net, it’s not as reliable.’

Case Study 2 - ‘Too much information’

Bob is a first year student in Psychology and Creative Writing. 

Bob begins by reading the question and the set reading. This gives him some direction but he finds: ‘there’s so much
information and lots of branches that take you off.’ 

He was given some limited guidance in his course on how to find a journal. ‘They might show you how to
write/structure your work as you are getting your assignment but I think they prefer the trial and error approach, you
do it first then they tell you what you should have done and provide workshops afterwards, so it’s a learning
experience.’

Bob uses research to keep up-to-date with his field and broaden his knowledge. He uses a wide-range of sources of
research content: ‘blogs, news articles, journals, all of them!’ However, ‘I get paralysed by choice, there’s so much.’ In a
recent essay he had to write on Freud, Bob would read abstracts of books and find chapters to help him develop a
balanced argument that attacks traditional thinking.

Bob assesses the validity of research content by looking at the publisher and/or institution. He is aware of the problems
with content on the internet: ‘Books and journals on the internet have rules; on the internet anything can be written
by a random person.’ Bob will be guided by tutors.

Bob’s greatest obstacle is that there is too much information: ‘There’s too much choice, the teacher provides instruction
but a lot of it is based on your personal argument.’ Bob would like more training on how to use search engines
effectively, especially modifiers such as the use of + and - signs in Google to help refine searches.
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2. Assessing and Using Research Content
The next part of the study focused on how students assess the research content that they find and what they do
with it. As we have already seen, assessing research is one of the most difficult challenges most students identify.
Themes in the discussions above that touch on this section include a lack of competency in selecting relevant
content when the internet in particular produces so many results, and factors such as relevancy and ease of access.
Our survey highlighted the importance of relevancy when assessing the use-value of research content. However,
our focus groups revealed that many students will also use research content as a stepping stone or gateway to
other relevant content. That is to say, more experienced students are adept at finding pathways through chains
of research content relevant to them. The students we talked to tended also to be more sophisticated than the
survey suggests in using research content to develop independent views and arguments. As in the survey, students
remain reluctant to approach course tutors directly for advice in the first instance. 

In this section of the study, we also wanted to test how far students used judgments about academic quality when
assessing research content. By using search engines such as Google to circumvent library stock and course
materials, which is how tutors traditionally define academic quality for them (on the basis that if it is in the library
or reading list, it must be acceptable as research content), students have to make these judgments for themselves.
Are they competent to do so and is their understanding of what constitutes academic quality one that their tutors
share? How do they acquire this knowledge?

2.1 What counts as research?
Students in all groups identify journal articles as research content, though most access journals exclusively through
the internet. If students cannot access a journal article immediately they will usually not attempt to obtain it in
print, but will instead look for another article. All students use books, though Scientists and University A students
privilege journal articles. Students in the Professions group are wary of using anything other than journals or
books: ‘we wouldn’t dare use anything else [other than recognised journals/books], it wouldn’t be worth it!’
Students at University A are strongly discouraged from using websites other than journal databases by their tutors. 

Some students we talked to have a broader sense of what can count as research content beyond traditional
journal articles. Social Science students use video, media clips, radio, newspaper articles and ‘many other things
than books and journals’. Students taking practical art degrees either see anything as research or do not recognise
the outputs of their academic area as research content. However, most students were anxious about using any
research content outside of the traditional forms of journals and books, which they trusted implicitly.

2.3 How do students assess the quality of research content?
Students showed awareness of the pitfalls of using the internet: ‘some of it is interesting but some is waffle’
(Social Science); ‘the internet is difficult to use, you’re unsure of the validity’ (Humanities); ‘you can’t trust
everything on the internet, anyone can publish something’ (University B). They have developed their own
strategies for assessing the value of the research content they find. Science students, for example, told us that
although they prefer the ease of access of the internet, they trust books more and prefer reading printed text over
text on computer screens. In fact, students in more than one group exhibited considerable faith in the authority
of the printed word. A Science student told us, ‘you trust the publisher’, a Professions student said that if work is
published, it ‘can’t be twaddle’, it ‘may be inaccurate, but to be published it has been scrutinised by a panel’.
Students at University B made similar points: ‘with books it’s easier to realise what’s good’, ’you know it’s been
reviewed before being published’, plus ‘brands/names give things credibility.’

An important theme in several of the focus groups was trust - students do not trust the internet and feel exposed
when using it. They do trust ‘brands’ including those on printed books and leading websites. One method
students use is to look at the URL of the site they are accessing to see if it is one they know or if it has an academic
extension such as ac.uk or .edu (Social Science, Humanities, University C). However, ‘you can’t always tell, once I
found a site with a jokey URL, I thought it was a joke but I looked anyway and it was actually by a leading expert.
They did not understand that students as well as tutors use academic websites’ (Humanities). Students also trust
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content provided by a specialist database such as Lexus/Nexus (Professions) and Jstor (Humanities) because ‘you
know it’s verified’. Strategies like this help students to establish whether the source of the research content is
‘reputable’ (University C). 

Tutors also have an important role in helping students assess research content. A Science student told us, ‘tutors
highlight journals’ and some tutors even give out journal articles in class. In the Professions group, we learned
that some tutors provide a list of approved journals with star ratings indicating their reputation. A Humanities
student told us that he uses e-texts from Project Gutenberg - he was unsure about using this until he heard that
‘a couple of tutors say they use it so I trust it.’

Students across different disciplines gave us broadly similar answers. However, students at the research-led
University A displayed advanced skills in judging academic quality. This was the only group to talk about citation
rates as a measure of quality, although some saw this as a strategic opportunity: ‘from one paper you can usually
find everything to cover that topic or area just by looking at who they use and moving onto them.’ Other students
in this group said that they would look out for author’s names that ‘keep popping up’. University A students were
also atypical in talking about assessing the currency of the research content. In the survey and in other focus
groups (except Humanities) we did not find that the publication date was an important factor for students but
students at University A told us that they judge content by ‘how recent it is’ because an older paper ‘won’t have
the full picture.’ These students also trust the journals subscribed to by the library because, ‘the university only
subscribes to journals that are three star rated or above so you know they are the best’.

When trying to assess the quality of academic work, students look for some kind of external validation rather than
judging the content on its own terms. None of the students we talked to had the confidence to judge research
content in this way apart from GTAs. Students are over-trusting of printed materials and content available on
recognised websites. They latch on to a brand or a form which they assume to be trustworthy and seek this
reassurance because they are aware that they can be marked down for not using appropriate sources. The internet
does not offer a framework for judging academic quality. 

Case Study 4 - ‘Research is a means to an end’

Anne has recently gained a PhD in a Humanities subject and has worked as an hourly paid tutor throughout her PhD. For
Anne, being a postgraduate student meant that she had to be much more independent when identifying and using research
content. Her main experiences have been shaped by her own research: ‘I first read critical approaches and then I look at
building upon my own questions - why do I disagree? What do I think? This leads to further questions - what informed the
author to come to this decision?’ 

Anne starts off by researching her field broadly, consulting books and primary sources. However, Anne has had to learn how
to narrow down her reading to focus on the questions developing out of her research: ‘I record the references by making a
bibliography as soon as I start, this includes everything I look at and any I may just refer to then I go through it and finalise it
at the last stage.’ Anne took a course on Reference Manager but has not found it useful in her own work. 

Research has a different focus if it is for teaching: ‘In the case of a master’s by research or a PhD, research is a means to an
end … in my role as a tutor [it is] to find out about a new subject or update my knowledge.’ 

To access research, Anne will use both books and the internet and is a regular user of inter-library loans, although she uses
her local library rather than the university library because the loan scheme there is cheaper. She will also use local and
national library catalogue databases and full-text journal databases. She is a sophisticated user and will use these databases
to record publication information and other citation details. 

Anne has an advanced sense of the validity and quality of research content. She values peer-reviewed work, but also
recognises that peer-reviewed work can be challenged. Books and the internet are less reliable but she finds Wikipedia
helpful for discovering new sources of research content. 

Problems include content which make assertions which are not backed up with sources that can be followed. Anne privileges
research content which leads on to the discovery of other sources. The other problem she has is finding time to engage with
research content properly: ‘I like to sit with the text in front of me, identifying my own questions and exploring ideas.’
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2.4 What is Peer Review?
In the research community, peer-review is arguably the most important pre-requisite for judging the academic
quality of any new research. We wanted to find out if students understand what peer-review is and whether this
informs their assessment of research content. Our Social Studies group did not understand the term, they had
‘never heard of it’. One ventured: ‘I don’t really know, I comment on what other people have done, but I don’t
think that’s it’, another suggested that it might be: ‘other PhD students looking at your work.’ By contrast, all but
one of the Science students had heard the term and understood what it means. However, they also used ‘non-
peer reviewed web journals and websites’. We expected Humanities students to be less aware of what peer-review
is but one student told us: ‘you know the pecking order, you can recognise good work, if it’s been peer reviewed,
if it’s got a good reputation.’ The students we talked to accurately defined peer-review as the ‘process by which
a papers gets reviewed before being published’ with another student adding ‘by other specialists in the field.’
Students at University B had not heard of the term peer-review and only one student at University C was familiar
with the concept. 

3. Using Research Content
Our focus groups confirmed the clear findings of our survey that students predominately use research content to
underpin their assignments. Students exhibited a mixture of skills and competencies in using research. Some use content
as a ‘source’ for their work or as content that can be quoted from selectively to justify a point, whilst others use research
in more sophisticated ways to establish debates in the field and even, in some cases, for their own scholarly purposes
beyond the specific needs of their course. 

Social Science students told us that they use research content very selectively. They ‘get quotes, sometimes read from
chapter one’ and use the index - in other words, they skim read content and take from it what will be useful to them.
Another student from the same group agreed: ‘I whip through the book, skim read and see if anything pops out and
hits me. I also usually look at the introduction and conclusion.’ A third student in the same group said that she uses
abstracts in journals in order to get a quick understanding of the research. These students will read quickly, not deeply,
and will assimilate content to their agenda, ignoring content that they do not understand or that is irrelevant to their
needs. 

Science students told us that they use research content to ‘support an argument’ or to ‘understand a topic.’ As discussed
above, they also use research to find references to other research. The Professions students also said that they used
research primarily to underpin their argument. Similar comments were made by most groups, including students at
University A who told us that they use research to ‘bolster an argument.’

Research can be seen as a rewarding challenge by some students, such as this Humanities student: ‘I like the challenge,
after you’ve done it and challenging them, to see my word is just as important as theirs, I guess I’m strange, I like the
process of writing an essay.’ University B students said that they researched ‘for knowledge … to find out as much as
you can … and to reach your intellectual potential’ and one University C student told us she was using research content
before she started her course. However, not all students share this interest in research for its own sake. University A
students told us that ‘we already have to do extra reading, sometimes one or maybe three-to-four [articles] for each
class … you don’t do research for own interests, you just don’t have time … you just live in the lab twenty-four hours
a day.’ These students told us that they used research content ‘to do well in my degree.’

Case Study 5 - ‘You can use anything’

Boris is a second-year Fine Art student. Boris will start by brainstorming to get ideas and looking on the internet and in
art magazines, ‘almost anything.’ To help him with this process, Boris keeps a portfolio which includes reviews of
exhibitions, galleries and leaflets relevant to his assignment. In his interview, Boris repeatedly stated that anything could
be used as research content and that there is no ‘right or wrong’ when it comes to assessing the validity of research
for a creative project. However, when researching the work of an artist he will visit the library and consult books. More
often, though, he will use websites to get started. However, he never uses blogs, wikis or undergraduate research and
he does not understand what ‘peer-review’ means. 
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3.1 Using Undergraduate and Postgraduate Research
One of the aims of this study was to find out the extent to which students use undergraduate and postgraduate
dissertations. Many libraries archive the dissertations of their own students at masters and PhD level, but none of
the libraries in the study provided these online or archived undergraduate dissertations. The University of Central
Lancashire has recently launched an online journal of undergraduate research called Diffusion
(www.uclan.ac.uk/diffusion) and there are similar initiatives at the University of Warwick, the University of
Sheffield, and several other universities. These initiatives will make undergraduate research more accessible in the
future, however it is too early to say yet what impact they will have on students’ use of research content. 

In our focus groups and case studies, we did not find any students who admitted to using undergraduate research
and when asked, many either said ‘no’ firmly or looked puzzled, even shocked, at the notion that undergraduate
work could be considered ‘research.’ One student (Professions) said that they might use other undergraduate
work as a model for their own. A minority of students in Science, Social Science and University B said that they
looked at undergraduate or postgraduate work but only to help them structure their essay or essay question. We
asked if they ever used journal articles as a model for their own essays - this idea was met with astonishment by
students who had evidently never thought to link their essays with research content. This suggests that students
do not recognise continuity between undergraduate work and research content - ‘research content’ is something
other and different to their own work. Only one Humanities student (who has been published in an
undergraduate journal himself) told us that, ‘I see what I do as research.’

Only one student, at University C, said that she had used an essay written by a University C student as a direct
source. Social Science students told us that they have been explicitly forbidden to use undergraduate work by their
course tutors. Students at University A also told us that they would be worried about being accused of plagiarism:
‘I wouldn’t use Undergrad work as I would be terrified of accidentally plagiarising it.’ This point was echoed in
our survey, especially from respondents from University C. 

Students also told us that undergraduate research was not accessible or necessary. A Science student told us ‘I
wouldn’t know where to look’ and another, ‘I don’t think we really need to use it.’ Using very similar words, a
University A student said ‘I wouldn’t know where to find [undergraduate research], maybe if they were online …’

There was very little interest in postgraduate research, although some students said that they had consulted PhD

Case Study 6 - ‘You have to look at what interests you’

Jane is an MBA student who also works as a consultant and teaches. She begins by checking the deadlines for her
assignments in order to balance and prioritise her work. She will consult recommended reading lists and looks at
current journal articles ‘and see where that takes you.’ She looks for research content which develops her own
interests: ‘you have to look at what interests you and what is relevant … to your work.’

Jane will use Google Scholar because it is quick and helps her to discover interesting content. She will also use Athens
and Emerald but finds that using them takes longer to find work that is of interest to her. 

When looking at published work, Jane says: ‘you know what is good’, meaning that she is familiar enough with the
field to immediately identify appropriate research content. She was also given a grading manual by her tutor which
gives star ratings to the journal in her field in order to guide her to the most prestigious journals. However, she will not
look at older books: ‘anything pre-1995 I tend to ignore.’

Jane does not use wikis or blogs. She uses journals but also uses business websites. She also uses these as models for
her own work: ‘I will look at the writing style on these too, news, anything that’s relevant and up-to-date.’ 

Because Jane also works as a consultant, she researches ‘day to day.’ As well as using research content, she generates
her own through surveys, focus groups and case studies. 

he main problem Jane faces is that she can get sidetracked when reading material broadly. She also has issues with
academic writing which is ‘boring’ or lacks insight. She also finds research lonely.

Jane was given a thorough base in research skills as part of her course. The greatest find for her was the referencing
database Endnote: ‘I saw my friend using it and asked what it was, she showed me and that was it … it was just
fantastic.’ 
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dissertations. One student had looked at his own tutor’s PhD thesis (see Case Study 7). However, students tend
to find that they cannot easily access dissertations: ‘There’s quite a lot written but not at undergraduate or
master’s level, I recently found a PhD subject that was useful but that was only available through interlibrary loan.’ 

3.2 Conclusions
Our survey results indicate that 1 in 10 students currently use undergraduate work as research content and that
2-3 in 10 use postgraduate work depending on their institutional background. Our focus group results found very
similar patterns of usage. Students tend not to use such work because it is difficult to find, it is not easily available
on line, it is not necessary to use, they have been advised in some cases not to use it and they are worried about
plagiarism. Some students are aware that postgraduate dissertations contain research content, but most students
do not see their work as research content. Our evidence is that undergraduate research content, when it is used,
tends to serve as a ‘model answer’.

Case Study 8 - ‘I find it challenging, to write something and know your opinion is as
valid as those you’re reading’

Matt is a final year English Literature student. Although he tends to use books, the first thing Matt does when he gets
an assignment is to look at the keywords and do a quick search on Google. He is quite happy to use this and a range of
sources such as newspapers and Wikipedia to provide himself with information. The tutor may recommend good books
but Matt prefers not to rely solely on these: ‘some lecturers stick to books they are happy with but it may not be useful
to your work’. For Matt ‘originality is important’, but he remains very conscious of ensuring academic validity: ‘It may be
a good article but I’m unsure of its suitability as a reference and how it looks, the lecturer won’t be happy!’

Matt recognises the concept of peer review and suggests that it may be easier to judge the validity of books because,
‘you know they’ve gone through a process before being published’. He will use electronic journal articles and
information from sources which have been recommended by his lecturers and he often checks on the author and the
location of the institution at which they are based, prioritising British institutions simply because, ‘it’s easier to recognise
the institution and you have a sense of university hierarchy.’

In terms of gaining access to research, Matt recognises the cost that may be involved in purchasing a book that he
thinks is relevant but he will check interlibrary loans first.

Case Study 7 - ‘I’ve spent at least £600 on Amazon’

Greg is in his third year of a counselling degree. To start research, Greg will often extract keywords from the module
aims rather than the assessment title and he will input the keywords into journal databases such as
AcademicSearchComplete. However, he often finds that he can’t access the research database that he discovers
because his library does not subscribe to it. However, ‘if it’s not there I will look on Google Scholar.’ 

Greg has a list of sources from his tutor but usually can’t find the books and articles in the list. ‘I will buy the books if
the library doesn’t have them … so far I’ve spent at least £600 on Amazon!’ However, he thinks he can find better
books himself or by talking to other students than using the ones given to him by his tutor. Greg is reluctant to use
websites as research content unless they are on a reading list or recommended by a tutor. However, ‘I might look on
Wikipedia to get an overview.’ 

Greg has looked at a PhD dissertation written by one of his tutors but otherwise does not use dissertations as part of
his research. The main criterion for assessing the validity of research content is whether ‘it’s been peer-reviewed.’ 

Greg suggests that there should be a module on ‘how to look up journal articles, how to search and how to access
them.’ He knows of a university which gives out a reference guide as a PDF on a USB stick to first years as part of their
induction which he uses himself regularly and passes on to his friends.
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4. Social Networking Technologies

One of the aims of this study is to determine the extent to which social networking technologies are impacting
on the way students discover and use research content. We explored whether students use social networking to
discover research content and whether they used research content developed using social networking-based
collaborative tools or ‘wikis’. As the literature review shows, this is an area of intense interest to current studies,
particularly those which are looking at how technology transforms not only student behaviour but also the way
that they think and study. Our survey found very little evidence of students actually using social networking.
Moreover, the survey found no evidence of a trend amongst younger students. On the contrary, the few students
who do use social networking to find research content tend to be 22-50 years old. Typical means of social
networking include Facebook (which is dominant), discussion boards, wikis and Twitter. We did not speak to any
students who used Second Life or podcasts, and in the survey no student mentioned Second Life and less than
2% used podcasts. This is a revealing absence given the amount of research, investment and discussion that there
has been in HEIs over the last two years in these products.

We were able to unpack this in the focus groups and case studies. We found very similar results, with few students
admitting to using either social networking or wikis either as research content or as a means to discover research
content. We did find instances of students using discussion boards in Social Science and Professions, however in
both cases the practice was set up and driven by a committed member of staff. In our Literature Review we noted
studies which showed a digital divide within departments and this manifested itself in the focus groups. Students
valued the opportunity to use discussion boards to discuss how to answer a question with fellow students and
tutors, but the discussion board ended with the course and subsequent tutors have not continued the practice,
nor have students used their own sites to replicate the service.

Left to their own devices, students are very wary of using social networking and wikis because they think that their
tutors will disapprove. Some students at University C use Facebook to develop group presentations, however a
Nursing student we talked to at University C was forbidden to use Facebook. Most students we talked to had either
been advised or instructed either not to use Wikipedia or to use it with great care. All of the students we spoke to
recognised that Wikipedia in particular is a controversial website in HEIs. Many students will use Wikipedia ‘to get
a broad overview’ or as ‘a good starting point (Humanities and Science, both using the same words).

Only one student (a mature student) uses Twitter regularly to help him discover research content. Twitter is a
mobile-phone driven means of posting short messages to a community. This student is studying for a degree in
Journalism and will often ‘just stick a question on Twitter’ at the start of an assignment because his Twitter
community includes a number of people already working in the profession. Although we did not find any other
students using social networking in this way, this instance may be a harbinger of things to come. A number of
students told us that they used informal, in-person networks to help them find and use research content. This
includes bouncing ideas off of friends and family members (Professions) and talking with fellow students in the
pub or library (Social Science). As another student in the Professions group told us: ‘networking plays an important
part with those in your world. If you’re a student then that’s your world and you can find what they are doing.’
At University A, a student told us: ‘everyone here is doing the same thing, it’s an intensive course and we are all
together so we share anything good we find. If I found something useful, a website or tool, I would go and ask
if anyone else has tried it.’ 

Conclusions
Although students are familiar with social networking technologies, most do not use them as a way of discovering,
accessing or using research content. Students are very led by their tutors and cases where such technologies have
been used effectively tend to be tutor-led. Academic concerns over sites such as Wikipedia and, to a lesser extent,
Facebook, have filtered down to students and many are actually banned from using them in their assessments.
There is potential for technology to aid the natural and invisible networking processes that normally contribute to
the discovery and use of research; however there is little evidence of this happening at present. 
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Chapter 5

Conclusions

1. How do users of research content discover the existence of research
content which may be useful in teaching and learning?

Users overwhelmingly use keyword searches to discover the existence of research content which are inputted into
a mixture of tools usually including internet search engines, library catalogues and specialist subject databases.
The survey data showed that this was typical of all students in all universities.

Course reading lists and tutorial advice are also used, but these are no longer seen by users as the primary way
to discover research content. The traditional ways in which libraries and academics define the research
environment for students is now being bypassed by most users, who regard tools such as reading lists as a back-
up rather than a starting point. 

We found limited evidence that students use informal networks of friends, family and professional contacts to
help them discover research content. However, our impression is that students are reluctant to be forthcoming
about this kind of activity because it appears to lack the rigour and self-reliance of other research modes. Some
students in the survey are wary of being accused of plagiarism.

Of the possible keyword search engines used, we found Google to be dominant for all users. More sophisticated
products from Google such as Google Scholar and Google Books are increasingly being used as well. Our recorded
exercises showed that Google is the search facility of first choice for most users, including users who told us that
they use other means first. 

Users will use specialist databases where they are available and usually where they have received some training or
direction from their tutors to do so. The survey, focus groups and exercises all showed students using such
databases.

2. How do they assess whether particular content will be relevant to
their needs? 
`There is a clear consensus across the survey and the focus groups that users assess research content based on its
relevance to their assignment. They will use keyword searches to find relevant material and then ‘sift’ through it
looking for key triggers that signal a relevance to their work. Users tend to read the portion of content that is
directly relevant to them rather than putting that content into context. For example, in focus groups we found
that users who use Google Books do not exclude content accessed in ‘snippet view’ where, for copyright reasons,
only a page or even a sentence are available to view.

A secondary criterion is accessibility. Users will privilege research content which is immediately available to them
either online or in their library. We found little evidence of students using inter-library loans to acquire research
content that could not be accessed online. 

Users will assess the provenance of research content and are aware of concerns amongst academics and librarians
about the unregulated quality of content on the internet. However, their criteria for such assessment tend to be
broad. For example, any published work tends to be viewed as authoritative, and any work placed on a university
server is thought to be trustworthy. Users look for broad external indicators of quality rather than assessing the
content itself or looking closely at its more specific context. Users showed a mixed awareness of the peer-review
process that is usually taken as a marker of quality, with GTAs and students in research-led universities being more
aware of it. 

Apart from GTAs, users do not generally regard the currency of the research content as particularly important in
assessing its relevance.
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3. How do they access the content they feel to be useful? 
Most users will access content directly through a computer as a result of a keyword-based search. Users are
comfortable with accessing only the part of the content relevant to their research and will use services such as
Google Books to this end.

Students will also visit the library to access printed research content and a significant proportion of survey
responses and focus group answers affirmed the centrality of the local institutional library to accessing research
content. 

However, we found little evidence of persistence amongst users surveyed and interviewed. Users expect to be able
to access research content immediately and prefer online access.

4. What problems do they face in using research content in a learning or
teaching situation? 
When asked this question, many users took the opportunity to highlight difficulties in accessing research content.
Many find content that appears to be useful but is not freely available. This was true of all the institutions that
we surveyed, and the sharpest complaints came from the institution with the most extensive research resources.
This implies that student demand for research content is now beyond the ability of most libraries to satisfy. 

The biggest problem faced by users is the sheer volume of information available on most subjects. Users are not
using course reading lists or library stock as frameworks for their research, but they do not have the skills to
adequately assess and synthesise all the materials that they can find through a keyword search. 

Some users also struggle to understand the complex language that research content is often written in. 

Users are aware that there are conventions and rules, written and unwritten, about what constitutes ‘research’
and what determines academic quality. However, many are confused about the details of the research
environment.

5. What could be done to make their use of research content easier?
Users want more guidance and clarity on how to find research content and on how to assess its worth as well as
its relevance. 

There are fewer problems in situations where the discipline has a very tightly defined research base, as in Law, or
where the discipline has published clear guidance on quality levels and this advice has been communicated directly
to users. For example, Business Studies has created its own star-based system of rankings for its journals and we
saw evidence in focus groups of this being used by students as sign-posts in an otherwise unfamiliar research
environment. 

Users want to be able to access more research content instantly and online. 

Users would also benefit from more explicit and clear guidance on the research environment, including what
counts as research and what the difference is between good and bad quality content. 

6. How do they use the research content they discover?
Nearly all of the users surveyed use research content to validate and substantiate a point in an assessment. The
assessment is without doubt the ruling paradigm for use of research. Users showed varying degrees of
sophistication in their use of research content in this way. Some will use content to reference a point, many will
quote directly from the content, a smaller number will use content to gain a greater understanding of the field
and then shape their own response to the assignment task. 

The survey found that users will potentially use research content in a number of different ways, albeit infrequently.
In the survey, users said that they use content in class presentations and to gain a general knowledge of the field
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or develop their own ideas for research. The latter is particularly true of students in research-led universities and
GTAs.

Users will also use research content to find more research content.

More sophisticated users, including GTAs, will use research content as a model for their own work. However, other
users we talked to in focus groups were not just surprised but astonished at the thought that there could be any
relationship between their own work and the content they were accessing.

7. Do they differentiate between formal, peer-reviewed content and
other content they discover through the internet? 

Contrary to popular myth (and some recent research), our evidence shows that users do differentiate between
formal content and other content on the internet. Indeed, many of the users surveyed and interviewed are very
anxious about this point and are aware that they can be penalised by their tutors for using inappropriate content. 

However, we found widely-varying degrees of sophistication in students’ awareness of these differences. Many
students have developed an imperfect sense of the research environment based on past experience, the occasional
input from a tutor and the student rumour mill. For example, we found a common view in the focus groups that
all published material is acceptable (and hence all material accessible through services such as Google Books). 

Users showed a limited awareness of the peer-review process, with stronger students, students from research-led
universities and GTAs being most familiar with the term. 

In practice, most students use ‘tips and tricks’ (such as looking at the website URL) to differentiate research
content rather than relying on tutorial advice or a solid concept of academic quality.

8. Do they use content from undergraduate or master’s dissertations as well as doctoral theses?

We found very little evidence of students using undergraduate dissertations and only limited evidence of students
using postgraduate dissertations. There are various reasons for this. Many such dissertations are not easily
accessible through keyword searches and few are available online. Most users do not regard undergraduate
dissertations as suitable for their needs, and many would be worried about being accused of plagiarism.
Postgraduates do use postgraduate dissertations, but usually as a model for their own work.

9. Do they use student-generated ‘research’ content on wikis or web-sites?

No. We found very little evidence of students using student-generated content and no evidence of a trend
towards greater use. On the contrary, we found more evidence of use in older students than younger students.
Users do use Wikipedia but most use it as a searchable database rather than contributing to it themselves. Much
vaunted Web 2.0 technologies such as podcasts, Second Life and Facebook are not being used at all. We also
found that, when students do use such content or technologies, this tends to be driven by an enthusiastic tutor
rather than by grass-roots pressure from the students themselves. The ‘digital native’ appears to be, typically, a
passive user of internet technologies without the high-end skills sometimes attributed to them. 
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Chapter 6

Action Plan

48

Issue/Challenge Evidence Recommended Action

1. Students are bypassing the
frameworks traditionally used by HEIs
to structure the research environment
such as course reading lists and
tutorial advice; however the Library
itself remains a central resource 

Survey results (80% of students do
not consult a course bibliography first;
95% do not consult a tutor first;
73.5% will use an electronic resource
first)

Predominance of use of Google in
recorded exercises

Focus groups

Circulate this report to all HEI
Libraries for information and
comment, assess feedback and
modify actions accordingly

Recommend to all JISC committees
that the student experience be
considered when investing in new
projects to enhance the research
environment

2. Students are anxious about
identifying appropriate research
content and find it difficult to read
more advanced content

Survey (written responses highlighted
this issue)

Focus groups (lack of clarity and
prevalence of myths and rumour in
student views on what constitutes
research)

Draw up proposals and implement
new investments in projects that will
provide freely accessible resources to
support students in using the
research environment. Such resources
might include:

- How to use the internet to research
guides

- Glossaries for advanced research

- A student-authored guide to
research

- A clear system of benchmarking or
kitemarking different forms of
research content based on academic
provenance and level of sophistication 

3. Students find too much
information and do not know how to
manage it effectively

Survey results

Focus groups

Literature Review

See above

4. Students expect research content
to be immediately accessible, ideally
online, and will not pursue other
methods of accessing it 

Survey results 

Focus groups

Recommend to JISC that increased
priority should be given to extending
amount of research content available
through the promotion of open
access repositories and the extension
of journal databases

5. Students are increasingly reliant on
Google products

Survey results (60% of students
normally use Google to access
internet-based research content)

Focus groups (‘Google is like a train,
it takes you there’)

Literature review (similar studies confirm
increasing dominance of Google) 

Research exercise (all but one student
used Google first)

JISC should endeavour to develop a
partnership with Google to make sure
that its products are reflecting the
needs of UK users; there is no
immediate benefit in developing an
alternative portal to Google
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6. Students have a tendency to be
reactive and passive users of research
content and their use is driven by
their assessment needs

Survey results (94% of students will
assess usefulness of research based
on its relevance to their assignment;
57% will always use research content
to support a point as opposed to
16% who will use it to develop new
questions)

Focus groups and case studies

See 1 above and 10 below.

HEIs should be encouraged to invest
significantly in improving information
literacy for all students 

7. Students do not use social
networking or other Web 2.0
technologies to discover, access or
create research content

Survey results (less than 2% use
Facebook or podcasts for this
purpose, 3.5% use blogs, 7.2% use
Youtube, 17% use wikis)

Literature review (recent studies
challenge earlier predictions of a
paradigm shift)

JISC should review any planned
investments in this area and re-
evaluate their risk and likely benefit 

8. Students’ use of research varies
more between disciplines than
institutions

Survey results (answers tended to be
broadly similar across institutions)

Focus groups and recordings
(students in disciplines with clear
research base such as Law had better
skills than students from disciplines
where research base is more open)

JISC should consider working with
Subject Centres to develop student-
friendly benchmarks for assessing the
quality of research content that is
relevant to the discipline and can be
used in an online environment

9. GTAs showed sophisticated
understanding of research
environment and use of research

Survey

Focus groups

Case studies

Postgraduates should be considered
as junior academics rather than
advanced students when developing
policies on the research environment

10. Student behaviour is undergoing
radical change but studies in UK
remain (like this one) too narrow to
adequately predict and respond to
change

Literature review (recent studies have
highlighted lack of evidence-base for
many reports on impact of new
technologies)

Investigate the feasibility, costs and
benefits of establishing an
Observatory of Student Research
Behaviour which can conduct annual,
large-scale studies of research usage
and information-seeking behaviour in
order to create a more reliable picture
of the current student experience and
anticipate future trends

Issue/Challenge Evidence Recommended Action
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Appendix – Analysis of Recordings

At the start of every focus group we invited students to complete a short research exercise. Below is a sample of
our analysis of the steps that each student took to complete the exercise together with links to recordings of their
desktop behaviour. The purpose of the exercise was to capture what students instinctively do when looking for
research content. In this case, we set them the simple task of finding as many books and articles by one of their
course tutors as possible. We analysed recordings of behaviour at all four participating universities but we have
only published links below to UCLan in order to protect the identities of the other universities. 

Following each exercise, we asked the students what they would have done differently if they had had more time.
In most cases, students did not say they would have done anything significantly different, although some said that
they would visit the library if given the opportunity. 

Our broad conclusion from conducting this exercise is that students are even more dependent on keyword
searchable databases – and in particular Google – than they will admit to. In other respects, the exercise
conformed to the patterns we saw in the survey and the focus groups. Users will use a mixture of Google, the
library catalogue and specialist databases to discover and access research content.

Recording 1
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p99112907/

The user demonstrated familiarity with online searching techniques utilizing tools such as Google scholar, Google
Books and electronic databases. 

• selected Google Scholar, typed in author name, selected first in list

• typed UCLan URL directly in bar, selected library online: electronic journals

• typed ebesco.com directly into URL, confusion about how to get access within this

• Google Books

• UCLan e-library

• Google - put name of book directly into Google

Recording 2
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p29869715/

The user showed a high level of competency and familiarity with online searching tools, and utilized a range of
features from each system. The user also checked if author details were correct and looked at full articles.

• directly to Google Scholar – narrowed search to UCLan when high number of results was returned, when this
showed limited results user included full title of UCLan.

• selected link and went through to verify if it was for the correct author

• signed directly into Athens home page – went to ‘my resources’ – selected Emerald link

• searched within Emerald

• second search on Google Scholar, went through links to verify article
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Recording 3
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p13773373/

Although the user only demonstrated a basic level of knowledge and familiarity with a few systems, showing
comfort primarily with ebook resources, they checked the article was by the author and searched within ebooks.

• Magic taxi – yahoo search - typed author directly into search bar - clicked through to check.

• UCLan library catalogue - library online 

• Ebrary academic complete - Athens log in - searched through books - searched within the book 

• UCLan - eresources - went through Netlibrary, Dawsonera and Ebsco

Recording 4
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p83871849/

The user went straight to Google Scholar and then checked the full text article.

• Google Scholar - typed author’s name in - selected third link - went through to link then back to first link and
went through to this

• user continued to go through links shown on Google Scholar 

Recording 5
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p91176846/

The user demonstrated little knowledge of academic search engines as such. When they did get to a familiar
journal they stayed on it for some time but appeared not to search within it and went back again to Google.

• Google - typed author name in - followed link to UCLan staff pages - looked at profiles then went back to
Google and went through the links shown on the pages

• eventual link went through to UCLan e-journals and looked at AACN Clinical Issues, but little sign of searching
within this

Recording 6
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p37355731/

The user showed familiarity with a few named academic sources and how to search within these but limited sign
of in-depth searching. 

• Google - typed in Historical Institute Online - selected the link in this for RHS Bibliography - used search facility
for author’s name -- selected links

• back to Google - typed in ‘local population studies’ - went through to journal site

• back to Google and once again to the RHS bibliography 

Recording 7
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p94452441/ 

The user showed little sign of familiarity with electronic search engines to the extent that the user tried typing
author’s name into URL and repeated this several times. 

• typed author directly into URL bar - eventually went to Google and typed author’s name directly in search

• looked through links on Google 
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Recording 8
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p79901918/

This user showed limited knowledge of searching, relied on Google links but checked the complete article.
However, would only look at first couple of links before changing author. 

• Google - typed named directly in

• looked through links on Google

• copied refs into Word

Recording 9
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p89222850/

The user showed limited knowledge of searching, they used a general search facility on UCLan but did follow the
links through to see full article.

• Yahoo - typed named directly in - limited results so changed to UCLan

• typed in author in search facility on UCLan

• looked at staff profile, followed links through staff profile

Recording 10
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p84562384/

The user demonstrated knowledge of where to search but not how to do it.

• UCLan library - e-journals - searched for author’s name in the general search bar, returned no results, so tried
this a second time with another author

• went back to UCLan and staff profile pages, followed links through these pages and checked article

Recording 11
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p79211383/

The user relied on Google and demonstrated knowledge of how to use special codes to refine their search. 

• Google - enters author’s name - looked through list of links

• tried a second name in Google - used quotation marks to narrow search 

• clicked through to links to verify the content

Recording 12
Direct Access: http://breeze01.uclan.ac.uk/p74559917/

This user showed a basic knowledge of where to find information and relied predominantly on books using
Waterstone’s website and the library catalogue. 

• UCLan library online - library catalogue - author search 

• Google and typed in Waterstone’s to search for author
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