Students' expectations and experiences of the digital environment

Findings

These findings have been collated from across the five component studies (literature review, stakeholder interviews, institutional interviews, student interviews and student focus group) with indications as to where the relevant evidence can be found. In terms of confidence they are indicative only, given the small scale of the study and the non-representative nature of sample groups. For more detailed findings please refer to the reports on the component studies.

The findings were subjected to consultation by a group of learning and teaching practitioners (convened by Jisc in October 2013) and by a group of students (convened by the NUS in November 2013). However, they must be considered preliminary at this stage. Jisc is proposing to fund further work under the Digital Student project which will involve wider consultation among stakeholders and the gathering of more evidence where there are gaps in our understanding.

	Students' expectations and preferences regarding the digital environment for study
	Sources

	Incoming students are essentially unclear about the technologies they will use in higher education


	Literature review, background work, stakeholder interviews and student focus group

	Students* remain unclear about how to legitimately use personal devices, services, networks and practices for academic study
	Literature review and stakeholder interviews

	Students expect ubiquitous free-at-the-point-of-use access to the whole of the web

Students expect wifi to be robust and ubiquitous across campus locations
	Literature review, student focus group and stakeholder interviews

	Students expect staff to make consistent use of the VLE for course administration and basic course content

Students expect staff to have the ICT skills to operate effectively in a digital teaching environment
	Literature review and stakeholder interviews

Stakeholder and student interviews

	Students expect to be able to connect their own devices to the university network and to have (e.g. helpdesk) support in using their own devices and services on campus

Students therefore also expect access to a range of learning spaces with robust wifi, storage facilities, desk space and power sockets
	Literature review, stakeholder and institutional interviews

	Students expect access to personal/social web services on university networks but are divided on whether they prefer these to be integrated with institutional services
	Literature review

	Students expect course-related information and personal updates (e.g. timetable, deadlines, library loans) to be accessible continuously via their preferred device/service

Students appreciate well-designed institutional apps based on personal or course data
	Literature review, student focus group and stakeholder interviews

Student interviews

	Students continue to expect access to institutional devices, especially desktop computers and printers
	Literature review, stakeholder and institutional interviews

	Students expect the university web site to provide them with reliable and detailed information about their (prospective) course of study
	Literature review

	Students expect an institutional email address and that email will be the primary form of communication with their course and the institution
	Stakeholder and student interviews

	Student expectations of ICT provision and of the experience and skills they will have to bring to study themselves are highly course specific
	Student interviews and focus group

	Students expect to be taught explicitly how to use institutional systems (library catalogue, VLE, assessment system) and any specialist technologies required for their course
	Literature review and student interviews

	Recorded lectures are preferred but not (yet) expected
	Literature review

	Students prefer to develop digital skills in their own time and at their own pace e.g. online videos, drop-in sessions
	Student interviews and focus group


*Apart from the first finding we do not differentiate the expectations of incoming from established students, as we have found in practice little evidence of incoming students articulating their expectations clearly (other than in response to closed questions in surveys). From student interviews we believe that students develop clearer expectations during their first year of study.

	Findings on students' experiences of learning in a digital study environment
	Sources

	ICT confidence and know-how of teaching staff has the strongest positive impact on students' experience of using digital technologies for study
	Literature review, student and stakeholder interviews

	Digital experiences and environments vary by subject of study, and students expect this to be the case
	Student interviews and focus group, expert consultation 



	Students are largely ignorant of the range of services, software and support available to them at university
	Student and stakeholder interviews

	Students are so used to seamless access that they do not understand when they are crossing boundaries e.g. between institutionally-paid-for and free-on-the-open-web services; public and private communications; legitimate and non-legitimate copying/sharing;formal and informal modes of expression
	Student and stakeholder interviews

	Students want more guidance on academically credible and legitimate uses of online content
	Student and stakeholder interviews

	Students need support to apply personal digital know-how to academic study
	Background work, some indications from student interviews

	Students are more familiar with apps and services than integrated applications 

Academic and specialist software requires structured introduction in the context of meaningful tasks
	Stakeholder and student interviews, student focus group

	Students rarely use technology for advanced knowledge-related activities or problem solving unless specifically directed to do so by their course or tutor
	Background work, literature review and stakeholder interviews

	Students place a high value on experience with work-place technologies and research-like digital practices
	Student focus group, expert consultation

	Students would like their learning experience to equip them with a variety of software skills and the ability to judge which software/system is appropriate for a particular task
	Student interviews and focus group

	Measures that enhance accessibility are good for all students, e.g. lecture recordings, assistive technologies, open course materials
	Background work and stakeholder interviews

	Incoming students' digital expertise is very diverse

Students learn important and valuable digital practices from other students
	Literature review, student interviews and focus group


	Findings on engaging students in dialogue about their digital experiences and expectations
	Sources

	Forward-thinking institutions carry out a regular survey of students' digital experience, confidence/capability, practices, preferences and attitudes
	Institutional interviews

	Forward-thinking institutions are collating and triangulating data from a variety of sources e.g. existing student satisfaction data (NSS, USS, ISB, PRES), learner and course data, surveys, focus groups, interviews, social media data and ongoing student engagement
	Institutional interviews and expert consultation

	Surveys are useful for gathering factual data about ownership and use, and scalar expressions of agreement or satisfaction; qualitative and open-ended methods are better for explaining findings, exploring practices, and surfacing attitudes

There are proven student engagement/satisfaction benefits to undertaking qualitative work which involves students in describing their own experience and contributing to solutions

Students are weary of tick-box approaches.
	Background work, institutional and student interviews and expert consultation

	A wide range of stakeholders – including students, employers, academic and professional staff – need to be engaged in the dialogue about the digital study experience
	Institutional interviews and expert consultation

	Forward-thinking institutions have embedded mechanisms for responding to findings about students' digital needs, and recognise/reward activities that have a positive impact
	Institutional interviews

	Students want to be involved in developing up-to-date, workable, appropriate policies which do not unreasonably penalise them for their digital behaviours
	Student interviews and expert consultation

	Students want to be involved in finding solutions to issues in the digital study environment

Informed students are best placed to identify priorities for action and to develop ideas unconstrained by institutional structures and cultures
	Student interviews

	Student experience strategies/initiatives may be the most sustainable location for work in this area
	Institutional interviews and expert consultation

	Institutional practice in this area is ad hoc and often poorly coordinated. 

Opportunities to learn lessons across the sector, and between different professional services,are lost
	Institutional and stakeholder interviews, expert consultation


	Findings on priority areas for further investigation (not in order of priority – see recommendations)
	Sources

	Further research is needed into the current and future use of technology in schools to anticipate the range of school-leavers' experiences and expectations, and to determine how these are evolving
	Student focus group and stakeholder interviews

	Work with employers is needed to develop two-way understanding of what graduates can contribute to the changing workplace and of the workplace environment graduates need to flourish
	Stakeholder interviews

	Student expectations of the digital environment are a poor indication of what they need for academic and workplace success

There is a need for further research into the relationship between students' digital practices and their graduate outcomes
	Background work, stakeholder interviews and expert consutation

	The experiences and expectations of different groups of students are extremely diverse and more work is needed in this area e.g. work-based, distance, CPD, off-campus, disabled and mature learners
	Expert consultation

	There is a lack of work on student experiences and expectations in the FE sector
	Stakeholder interviews, expert consultation

	There is a strong desire to compare approaches and findings across institutions and to learn from others

There is a clear demand for shared data and research practices/instruments and for collaborative (sector-wide) research and horizon scanning.
	Institutional and stakeholder interviews, expert consultation
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