Students' expectations and experiences of the digital environment

Stakeholder interviews

Method

Representatives of six stakeholder bodies were interviewed by telephone or Skype during October 2013. The interviews were semi-structured around four questions (see the appendices for this study). Participants were asked to speak on behalf of their organisation and its members, but  personal/professional experiences were also included as useful data, given that the individuals concerned have extensive experience of developing the digital environment to meet students' needs. Interviews were transcribed and coded for common themes.

Organisations involved
Jisc

NUS

RLUK

RUGIT

SCONUL

UCISA

Themes: students' expectations of the ICT environment

Students don't know clearly what they want from the ICT environment at university

There was a consensus on this theme among everybody interviewed, confirming other research findings.

[From research we carried out] I don't think they had any clear idea of what they were expecting.

[Students have] no idea what to expect from the ICT environment.

Network connectivity is primary for students

Again there was consensus.

The inability to connect as soon as they walk through the door, or the lack of pervasive wireless in halls of residence, they are things that can really affect your NSS Score.

They come in with their laptop and they just want to connect to the internet. 

They expect to have super connectivity all the time to everything.

Wireless is critical to the student experience.

Participants who explored this theme further felt that it was simply a reflection of societal norms rather than a feature of any particular cohort or generation.

We're quite close to Gibson's connected world – in the fact that most people are connected all of the time. You sit down, you pick up your device.

Students use apps, not software

There were two aspects to this theme. On the one hand, students need to be able to master institutional/academic systems and subject-specialist software if they are to succeed academically. The fact that 'they don't even know what software is – they connect to the internet and they use services' is therefore an educational challenge for students and those who support them. On the other hand, students' personal digital experiences lead them to have high expectations of applications in terms of visual design, interface, integration with other services, and ease of use. This is a design challenge for universities.

We give them crap software, basically. The VLE ... may be perfectly functional but it looks dreadful to a student, they can't understand why we’re doing it to them. 

They don't understand why they have to go to all these different places – I mean digital places – to do something. Why do they have to click on Blackboard to get learning materials, click on the library and then [perform] several more clicks to get a journal?

They want a Facebook interface, books down one side, courses down the other, something like that.

How universities respond to students' expectations of 'frictionless use' is explored further under general themes.

'Bring your own device' is a source of uncertainty

This theme was invariably mentioned in the context of uncertainty and risk, and as something that is 'happening' (or failing fully to happen) rather than a matter of deliberate policy. There were questions over whether BYOD is what students want, and if it is, how universities should respond. 

One of the most important challenges [universities] have at the moment is how to plan IT infrastructure when they are so unsure what students want. The whole BYOD debate.

For me the main limitations on delivering against that set of expectations are funding and feasibility, they are not understanding.

At present, there is no evidence that students are ready to give up access to institutional desktops and printers, even if they are bringing their own devices onto campus.

A lot of university libraries thought they would be able to get rid of computer clusters because everyone would bring their own laptops in, but that actually isn't the case.

You'd think people who have their own devices won't want to come in [to use university computers] any more, but that's not how it's working out.

How mobile should we go?

Again – for these stakeholders – mobile came up as a problem around provision rather than a solution to learning needs: 'People are now talking a lot about mobile services and what that means and how you reconfigure the library offering so it's available on mobile devices.' Unlike with wireless connectivity, there was a good deal of uncertainty about what students want (which is borne out by research among students). The consensus seemed to be that students want course information to be available on mobile devices, along with associated information that helps them manage their time, and tasks such as timetable updates, deadlines, library loans etc. There was less sense that students want to access course content via mobile devices – at the moment.

That might be [a question] that benefits from some analysis – is the demand really there at the moment? For people to read textbook chapters on mobile phones and such like? 

I guess the danger is we spend a lot of time and money going down that route when actually - because of people's desire to come into a university space and sit at a university desk to focus on work – they don't really want everything on their mobile. 

Impact of open content/open courses

A couple of interviewees mentioned MOOCs as an issue that might be influencing students' expectations. In both cases the concern was chiefly that institutions might be investing in MOOCs rather than looking at the quality of online and blended provision for on-campus students.

It is a very vexed issue – whether this is going to be long-term, and if so ... what our role is.

How much should we be putting resources into it? How does that interact with our provision for on-campus students?

There was no sense that students were enrolling on MOOCs and comparing this experience with their campus courses. Open content was also raised as an issue, though the consensus here was that students do not distinguish OER from any freely available web content. In any case a fully open agenda has not been embraced: ‘You could imagine the VC deciding that the open agenda was going to be pushed at a high level, but it's not happened yet.’ More research is needed into the potential conflict between students' expectations of a fully open content environment, and academic practices such as referencing, respecting IPR, closed peer review, publishing in and subscribing to paid-for journals etc. We also need to understand how the widespread availability of open courses and open content is impacting on the perceived value of the university experience.

Impact of £9k fees

As with BYOD, mobile devices and MOOCs, the £9k fee environment came up only as a question or a concern. None of the stakeholders had a clear view on how the shift to self-funding is influencing students' expectations of the ICT environment, other than a vague sense that they want 'value for money'.

What are the changes [in student expectations] since the introduction of £9k fees? 

Is there a growing expectation that students paying £9k a year will get textbooks for free? A tablet with all their textbooks pre-loaded?

Students are diverse and students change

One stakeholder, on behalf of her organisation, expressed the following concern.

The idea of constantly trying to understand what students’ expectations are before they arrive at university, and not then allowing their perceptions to develop and change... They will change throughout their time at university. So the expectations and motivations of arriving students should not be the only thing that informs their journey.

Another, while comfortable with the idea of canvasing 'student expectations', despaired at the diversity uncovered and the capacity of institutions to respond. However, the first participants was more inclined to see student diversity as an opportunity.

Students can't just be boxed into groups or categorised. They will have different experiences and can contribute to different debates in different ways.

Institutions should be shaping and challenging, not just following, student expectations

This idea was implicit in several interviews and explicit in two.

There's obviously a role in trying to understand and meet student expectations but also there's a role in challenging them... It's not just about saying 'this is what you should expect, these are all the things we'll provide to you', it's not only about what your rights are it's also about what your responsibilities are, what we expect you to bring to the table.

An ethos of partnership... will automatically inform how you talk to prospective students about what HE is going to be like and how you differentiate it from wherever they come from, whether school or college or the workplace.

Themes: student digital practices and experiences

In general, there was consensus that arriving students' digital expertise is narrower and  less developed than students themselves tend to think, or than institutions might like, but that the situation is complex and changing. Students' digital expertise is still referred to by some as 'native' knowledge, though the evidence from these interviews and other research is that experience in school determines students' practices at least as strongly as their social and peer group experience.

Limits of 'native' knowledge: general hardware and software issues

As noted, there is a sense among some stakeholders that students are getting less able to master software systems (rather than apps), though this was not consensual.

Yes, they are familiar with Facebook and other social media, but when it comes down to standard office stuff – creating an Excel spreadsheet for example – they are sadly lacking. 

We have queues of people with laptops at the moment trying to connect to our wireless network... it's the easiest thing in the world, but they can't do it [because it's unfamiliar].

Limits of 'native' knowledge: research and information skills?

One stakeholder asserted that students' 'research skills are lacking' but another disagreed.

Students are getting better at judging the quality of information, partly because of what they're doing in school, but both library colleagues and academic departments are teaching them a lot more about critical awareness. [However] copyright... is something they certainly don't understand.

Limits of 'native knowledge': creative thinking and problem-solving

Several participants talked about the difficulties students have working in unfamiliar settings with ICT, or coping when technology fails to behave as expected.

We talk a lot about 'digital natives' – 'oh, they can just use IT' – but talking to my frontline staff they'll say actually they can only use it when it works. They are so used to things working – the internet just works. So if anything vaguely unexpected happens they have no idea.

Similar difficulties are evident in curriculum contexts when students are asked to solve problems or be creative with digital technology, or simply to appreciate what is going on 'behind the scenes' to provide them with digital services and a seamless digital experience.

They don't know how things link together. Our students don't know the difference between the portal and the VLE for example. 

In general I think students can do whizzy things in Powerpoint; they know how to type stuff into Word; they can maybe do some elementary stuff in spreadsheets; but if you set them a challenge and askthem to solve a problem they will struggle. It's thinking about how to use the tools they can use in creative or problem-solving or more academic ways.

Media bias of students

A couple of interviewees indicated an assumption that (particularly network generation) students have different media preferences to older academic colleagues, but this was not explored in any detail.

Probably in 10 years' time everyone will be using video, animations and so on to get their ideas across. 

Schools help to determine students' digital experiences and expectations

All the stakeholders interviewed mentioned that the school experience with ICT has evolved rapidly in the last five years, and that this is influencing arriving students' expectations of university study. 

One of the things I've been encouraging my LT people to do is go out and look at things like BETT and what is going on in schools. Because traditionally we used to think students came here and were blown away by the IT, but actually from some schools it's the other way around: they're thinking 'is that really all you've got?!'

However, it is also recognised that the university learning experience is necessarily different, requiring a different digital environment and different practices with ICT. Stakeholders would welcome further research into these differences, and into the trajectory of ICT in schools over the coming 5-10 years.

We're conscious that experience of ICT for learning in schools is going to be very different from what they are getting at university, wondering if there is a mismatch...

Student experience/satisfaction is strongly determined by staff use of ICT

Students expect teaching staff to make competent and consistent use of ICT

As our student focus group also found, stakeholders felt that the ICT competence of teaching staff was the most important factor influencing students' digital experience at university. 

We did a survey not long ago, and our findings were backed up by the NUS study where they asked students what could be done to improve their IT experience. And top of everything was the way academic staff used IT. 

They were fed up of lecturers not knowing how to use the AV, what to do if Powerpoint didn't work, not knowing how to use the VLE interactively.

That is a key expectation of students, that staff will be able to use technology. I don't quite know how we crack that one. 

We started off tackling digital literacy with students but realised we really needed to focus on staff.

Again as reflected in the student focus group, the majority of comments were negative. In other words a lack of consistent, professional performance by staff impacts negatively on students' satisfaction with their ICT experience. There was one positive comment that 'If you get staff excited about digital scholarship that will come through to students.' But clearly more research is needed to determine whether there is a strong positive effect on student satisfaction when staff use ICT effectively, and/or to communicate the nature of this effect to staff in institutions.

Subject differences

Two stakeholders noted that what counts as an effective digital environment or as good practice in e-learning varies across subject areas. 

Our journalism students for example do have cutting edge technology, they use social media a lot. It all depends on the course and sometimes on the individual member of staff. 

Themes: methodological/responding to students

Stakeholders were questioned about how further phases of work could help institutions respond more effectively to students' changing needs and expectations. Their thoughts covered both national and local activities. In several cases, the study had been thought to focus on the national level only, and the opportunity to consider what institutions are doing themselves to engage with students was welcomed.

National themes

NSS scores are the key driver

Currently the NSS is seen as the critical indicator, and staff across all institutions are under pressure to enhance scores. One participant described the impact on ICT services as 'an innovation race to see what it is that students want'. However, respondents were also unanimous in feeling that the current NSS approach and/or question set is limited in the quality of information it provides to library, ICT and e-learning professionals. 

Limits of current NSS question set

The NSS is such a crude mechanism for measuring whether facilities are acceptable. 

I had access to some research that was done in a Russell Group university... By-and-large the IT facilities question was interpreted to mean 'was there a PC available when I want it?'. And the special facilities question was interpreted to mean 'was there access to a colour printer?

Three participants expressed the view that the digital environment does not have a strong positive impact on overall satisfaction, but a negative impact if provision falls below a certain expected threshold. 

Libraries tend to come out very well [in NSS scores]. So in terms of the services they do associate with the library, students are actually happy. ... But there may be other areas around digital provision they don't associate with the library.

It's not about having the fastest network or the whizziest computer suites, it's just that what's there is good enough and works most of the time. It's not that the VLE is totally populated, it's just that some aspects of the VLE are are really useful. It's providing the threshold. 

Certainly the impact of the digital environment on overall NSS scores at the course level has not been well researched to date (see literature review). 

Limits of current knowledge

In response to this perceived shortfall, several of the bodies included in this study are already in discussion with the NSS and among themselves about future survey work in this area. In particular, it was agreed that more needs to be known about the variety of students' prior experiences and about how well their university experience equips them for work and further study.

We don't know enough about what students are coming to university with in terms of skills and what they've done before. The other end of that... is employability. That is a big agenda.

Analysing data better PLUS engaging students in meaningful dialogue

Five out of six participants described a need to analyse available data better alongside engaging in a dialogue with students.

It's mixing the data collection and analysis side with that message of the ongoing empowering dialogue with students as partners.

I'm not always convinced that surveys are a good way to gather this information. I think it's finding the right mechanisms.

Better sharing of information among national bodies and local services

When asked about this, participants tended to think that data and data collection methods could be better shared at national level. Discussions are already under way among several of the relevant bodies and other organisations (NSS UUK and ECAR were all mentioned), which may have been enhanced by involvement in co-funding of the digital student work.

From my perspective I think seeing the picture more in the round would be a good thing. Because there are so many different groups and stakeholders in this, there may be areas where we are not as aligned as we could be.

Is there mileage in a national survey, in being able to influence institutional surveys, or do something to collate those better? Do we run focus groups, events and other activities with students at national level? Or do we work in partnership with institutions? I'm not sure I'd plump for one solution.

Local (institutional) themes

Engage with students

Five out of six participants emphasised the need to engage locally with students as partners in their own learning experience, including its digital aspects. 

Encourage IT departments to link with students in whatever ways they can and are appropriate. 

Use every opportunity you have to listen to your students and find out what they want.

If you want to understand the digital needs of students you need to engage them in the process.

Limitations of surveys

While student surveys can be well targeted, efficient, and ultimately persuasive, many institutions set strict limits on who can undertake them. Students are already over-surveyed, as we discovered in our student interviews and focus groups. So there are challenges to getting good levels of engagement.

It used to be on paper and now it's on the web: tick if you're satisfied with the service and tell us what you like/don't like about it. You don't get many students completing it these days to be honest...So surveys are just a snapshot.

Need to share best practice in engaging with students

However, there are also practical challenges to participative engagement: it is more time-consuming, raises different levels of expectation among student participants, and can produce contradictory or at least very diverse outcomes.

I engage really well with the sabbatical officers, we have coffee, see each other all the time, it's great. But how we engage with students on the ground is difficult. 

As a result, participants were keen to know about and to share good ideas for engaging with students more effectively.

We are looking for good practice and innovative ideas in these areas. 

There is further work needed to ensure we are having meaningful conversations.

Examples of better practice: I think that would be really useful.

One participant described a local approach that had been particularly effective.

One of the things we've done this year [is to introduce] a piece of software called Ideascale, a crowdsource system... Students put ideas in, they get voted up and down, they get commented on by other students. Our managers can comment as well as students, for example if an idea is a good one or really isn't practical. It's taken off really well. 

Themes: general/strategic 

Employers need to understand what graduates are capable of

This theme was not probed for at all in the interview schedule but came up in 3 out of the 6 interviews and generated some powerful statements. It seems that the drive to produce employable graduates with high level digital skills may need a corresponding effort with employers to ensure they understand what digitally literate graduates can do for their organisation, and what kind of environment they need to flourish.

I'd say that employers aren't graduate ready! People work in entirely different ways in industry [to how we work in HE]

We allow them to do almost anything on our networks – they can use Facebook and Twitter, we use Googlemail and Google apps, we don't use the usual Microsoft packages. And yet they will go out into the big world and it will all be different. 

[Employers in the public sector] hadn't thought at all about how to allow their employees to use their digital skills effectively.

We are generating students with expectations of the workplace that employers won't be able to fulfil, and skills employers won't be able to use. 

We should tell them what skills we are giving our students to take them into the future, because they are only looking at what skills they want now or in the next couple of years.

We should think about the student experience in the round

Several stakeholders talked about the 'student experience' as a theme linking the ICT environment generally with the support needed in courses of study if learners are to succeed in digital settings. In particular, ICT resources put in place to help students access their learning more easily can be seen to improve their engagement with learning too.

Students are working harder and longer outside of their studies. Getting the work-work-life balance right is difficult for them – academic work, paid work to pay their way through, and living alongside all that. That means institutions have to provide lecture capture so people can catch up, access to resources from anytime anywhere, because that’s the way they can help their students succeed. 

If you provide things that aid accessibility it benefits everyone. That's always been a strong argument.

It's about seeing the student experience holistically, not separating off the learning from the rest of their experience. It's about integrating it into their world and into their life.

Institutions are not in control of students' digital experience

Students are accessing institutional learning resources and opportunities from a multitude of different locations, but they are also accessing external learning resources and opportunities from campus networks. Stakeholders noted ruefully that institutions are no longer in control of the context or the content of students' learning, thanks to their ubiquitous digital access. However, the institutional ICT environment, including policies on acceptable use, training on IPR and plagiarism, etc, was still seen as sending a strong message. Two stakeholders mentioned with approval sanctions used to ensure students conform to ICT policies.

Tension between frictionless use and thresholds of practice

Several of the challenges identified in the stakeholder interviews could be described as tensions between 'frictionless use' and 'thresholds of practice' – in other words between the aspiration to provide a well-designed and integrated digital environment which students experience as seamless, and the need for students to recognise when borders are being crossed, such as internet/intranet, public/private, institutional/personal, free/paid, legitimate/non-legitimate copying. This was expressed very clearly in a question about access to subscription journals via Google.

The library community has striven to ensure that the blocks and barriers are taken away and there is a seamless click-through from Google Scholar to full text, working with publishers to enable that. But, by removing that friction, they have removed themselves from the picture. So certainly with those issues there is not an understanding [among students] of what they are getting.

There is no branding; [the interface] doesn't tell you. It's very difficult to insert that information without putting in barriers to access, which you don't want to do.

A related concern, then, is how far the institutional environment should meet the expectations students bring from their social/personal digital practices (the 'Facebook interface') and how far that creates complacency and even confusion ('digital spoonfeeding').

You used to hear a lot about how terrible Google and Wikipedia were. [We've learned that] what you really need is to make sure that Wikipedia is better, and that library resources are discoverable to Google. Maybe some of our older professional colleagues would bemoan the good old days of proper searching of proper resources. Yes, and perhaps it's lamentable, but you are not going to change people's fundamental behaviour through training sessions.

Where can you align what you are doing with student behaviour so you can nudge them towards good practice, and where are the areas where you're fighting a losing battle against behaviour?

There is a massive tension between modifying behaviour and following it. Modifying it is hard to escape because without a national library with a single catalogue accessible via Google, for anyone doing any kind of research you need a good understanding. You need to be digitally literate... you might want to align or design systems to work with the grain of user behaviour, but you can't dispense completely with the teaching aspect of discoverability.
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