Students' expectations and experiences of the digital environment

Student focus group

Method

Thirteen participants self-selected to attend the focus group, held during a meeting of digital 'innovators' convened by Jisc from universities across the UK. Participants were explicitly asked to act as 'expert representatives' of their student peers. Perhaps because these students had undertaken fact-finding or more formal research into students' digital needs as part of their innovation projects, they responded well to this suggestion. The focus group lasted for one hour, made up of a half-hour card sort activity with associated discussion, and a half-hour wider discussion with focus on the main research questions.

The card sort activity required participants, working in pairs/small groups, to classify a number of technology-related items as (a) should be provided by their university as an aspect of their programme of study or overall experience, or (b) need not be provided. The items were loosely associated with the four areas of the Beetham/Sharpe digital literacies pyramid i.e. access, skills, practices/experiences, and attributes/judgements. During discussion the group was directed to consider whether items that fell into category (b) were not important to their university experience, or were potentially important but could/should be available elsewhere (e.g. school, home, workplace, peergroup, self-study). 

Digital access

There was strong consensus among the six working groups regarding issues of digital access. Robust broadband/wifi, access to a desktop computer when required, and an email account were all considered essential aspects of the university offer. This suggests that while use of their own networked services is a critical requirement, students remain strongly attached to the idea of a tethered workstation – situated at the university, dedicated to university work – and to email as a channel of formal communication. Bring Your Own Device flourishes alongside a dependence on the idea – at  least – of institutional provision. Five out of six groups also felt that access to a printer was critical. Only a couple felt that the university ought to provide lecture notes in electronic format, or access to social media, but most expressed the view that these were desirable. 

From discussion it emerged that robust wifi, access to tethered hardware, and consistent use of (and induction into) core academic systems were seen as universal requirements. Beyond these issues, participants did not recognise a 'one size fits all' entitlement to any particular digital skills, know-how or expertise. They offered examples of how different subject areas and professional/vocational ambitions would lead students to require and expect different digital resources.

Lots of things are course dependent. So providing equipment for example. You wouldn't expect to be provided with a camera if you didn't need one academically.

A lot of this is course or discipline dependent... So the use of social media for collecting and sharing ideas, that can be really valuable if like you're a journalist or you're doing a discipline surrounding that, if you're doing communicative work. 

Only one group expressed the view that a digital CV or e-portfolio should be part of the higher education offer, and no students felt that the university should set them up with a personal web site. (In fact one student reported that although it was available he preferred to use a general public web service for professional networking):

We all use LinkedIn anyway, which is a better, more embedded network. 

A lot of the time you print your CV out, even if you go through an agency or something. We just send them the Word document. We're always being told you have to tailor it to individual people so if you just have a very generic, online one and just spam people with it, I don't think that's a good way to advertise yourself.

I think [a digital CV/portfolio] is something the university should help you get together, but it's supplementary to your degree. I think it's your own responsibility, but the university can help you with that.

Digital skills

In relation to digital skills, there was consensus that universities have a duty to support students in the use of institutional systems such as the library catalogue, VLE, submissions and e-assessment systems, etc. These are not systems that students should have to find their way around using just native wit. In discussion some students mentioned that they appreciated being inducted into these systems on a just-in-time basis rather than all at once.

Our university said on one of our very first days 'This is the university library system, you will be using it for your first assignment'. So you actually had to use it alone, and work out how to use it.

Use of assistive technologies was also seen as a skill the university should explicitly provide to those who need it. 

Surprisingly perhaps, only one pair of students felt that universities had any responsibility to support students' online search techniques. The rest seemed in agreement with the statement:

That is something you pick up just going on the internet by yourself. You just figure out what sources are reliable and which ones aren't, and the university shouldn't really have to step in and tell you. You should just figure it out. 

However, deeper discussion exposed more diverse views, and it was the more experienced students who were in the end the most inclined to see the role that the university could play.

When it comes to publishing your work... someone who you might not have spoken to might consider something you've referenced not to be credible... It might be something as simple as Wikipedia. You might consider that to be a credible source, but it's not to someone else who basically decides whether your work gets published or not. So I think it's important for the university to outline what your community of academics or your industry will find credible. 

You know, this knowledge is really easily transferred. It doesn't take a lot for someone to tell you what's good and what's bad, it's like a five minute conversation.

Most participants in the card sort did not think it was the role of the university to ensure students had basic ICT skills (2/6), or could use social media (2/6). In discussion they stated that these were prerequisites for university study rather than skills to acquire after enrolment. However, when asked whether students without such skills should be excluded from university study, they were again more inclined to think that the university had a role in supporting them:

We've done basic IT skills, but mature students might not be as digitally literate as young students. 

It's something that should be provided by the university for people who don't have it.

They shouldn't have to go and sort it out, the uni should be helping them out. Not everyone's used computers.

With most of the skills highlighted in the card sort there was eventually a consensus that training should be offered to those who need it, but should not be mandatory nor be incorporated into courses of study – which would be boring and frustrating for the majority. 

Digital practices

The same was essentially true of more advanced practices such as managing a digital profile.

So university does have a responsibility to teach you about digital footprint – if we're not teaching that and you make mistakes, that is going to cost you later on in your career.

Universities should be asking students to come on a kind of job course... where we teach you how to present your CV, i.e. if you have a certain skill and you want to project that skill we can help you do that. Or we can help you project this area of expertise from your course. But it's up to students to go on those courses, in their own free time. 

However, there was less consensus about which experiences with digital technology should be offered within courses, and participants spontaneously suggested that this was because such experiences are subject-specific. 'Experience with technologies used by researchers' was the most popular choice, followed closely by 'experience with technologies used in the workplace', perhaps because these were the most generic of the items offered in the card sort list. Students differed within and between their pairings about whether universities should offer experiences of creating and editing with digital media; experiences of online discussion and collaboration;experiences of building/contributing to public web sites; or (surprisingly) the experience of using presentation software.Only two out of six groups offered any kind of consensus for each of these items.

Judgement

Finally, only one example of developing digital judgement, understanding, or awareness was widely seen as useful for universities to offer: the ability to choose appropriate technologies for different tasks. A few students supported the idea that the university should help them judge online information (particularly through contact with library staff) and project a positive online identity (particularly through contact with careers/employability staff), but these students were outnumbered more than two to one by those who did not want the university to play a role here. Participants did not feel it was the job of their institution to guide them in issues of e-safety and ethical behaviour online, nor in judging messages conveyed via digital media, nor in keeping up to date with the latest digital trends.

How universities can better prepare students for study with technologies

During the discussion, students suggested several ways in which their own experience could have been improved. A key benefit of university study – mentioned at several points in the discussion – was access to e-journals, but students did not feel this access had been made easy or transparent to them:

There are some programmes and web sites that universities use, that the libraries themselves use – to access journals and ebooks – that all students should know about, but unless you're a student with initiative who actually asks around - librarians, support staff, older students – other students just don't know about them. 

In some cases, lecturers will suggest using certain sites. 

Another issue was site licenses and access to key software:

You've got first years, second years and third years rushing to the same rooms when their assignments are all due. Whereas if we had a site license we could all sit in our own rooms, or wherever we want to study together... [I think] if there are thirty students there should be thirty licences for the same programme.

This same student wanted the opportunity to use free or open source software so that work could be completed away from the campus, and software of near-professional quality could be more available to students. This elicited considerable agreement.

In our lab you always have to stay at the uni late to finish things off, so then you get home late. Then you might turn up for work late, turn up for uni late, it is a bit of a vicious cycle.

Most students felt that 'help' was available but that other students mainly did not know or did not bother to find out about it. Support in courses of study – i.e. from lecturing staff – was ad hoc and inconsistent. Two participants made a link with the induction process and wondered whether more could be done to prepare students explicitly for the technologies they would be using.

I think if your course asks you to use a particular piece of software or particular equipment, I think you should be told about it so you have time to buy what you need, or to think about if you need a tablet device.

Conclusions

These digitally confident students are highly focused on the tasks of study: choosing appropriate tools, practicing research and workplace skills, using academic systems. They tend not to see the university as an important source of generic digital skills or guidance. Messages conveyed by the university, and practices modelled by academic staff, remain important elements in these students' repertoire of digital resources; with more time for reflection, therefore, their university experience emerges as more significant to their digital know-how than seems obvious at first. But on the whole they perceive themselves as highly self-efficacious in developing their digital expertise, and the role of the university to be in providing an enabling environment rather than actively guiding or training.

These students felt that it would be extremely difficult to participate in higher education without a good level of digital awareness, experience and skill, and agreed that they had certain baseline expectations of their peers (e.g. that they have a Facebook account, that they can use digital media, that they can access online materials on a personal device). However, they were not inclined to think that institutions should exclude students that lacked this baseline level of digital capability. Rather they wanted institutions to identify such students very early – before they were disadvantaged or their peers were frustrated – and offer them specialist support. Participants were very opposed to a one-size-fits all approach to digital induction and development, which they felt would leave students like themselves bored, frustrated, and disillusioned.

As might be expected from their involvement in the Jisc 'summer of innovation', these students felt that digital issues should be addressed in partnership, with joint responsibility falling to students themselves and to their institution. 

A striking outcome of the focus group process is the extent to which students modified their perspective once they were given an opportunity to discuss it, and in particular to consider the range of digital aptitude and interest among students beyond their own immediate circle. Despite their sense that digital capability 'ought' to be acquired before enrolment, no students in this focus group were prepared to say that it should be a prerequisite for arriving students. On the contrary, once they had considered this question for a while, students were inclined to accord the university a much more prominent role in supporting students with their digital skills. The discussion also threw up examples of how their own university experiences had – contrary to their first perceptions – been valuable in the development of their digital know-how. So while digitally confident students undoubtedly acquire many of their skills from their peers, from online materials, and from trial and error on their own, the role of university remains critical in two ways that they are generally prepared to recognise: in redressing digital inequalities (of age, background, culture and prior experience) so that the entire cohort is digitally ready; and in preparing students for the specialised uses of digital tools required by academic study, and later on by research and professional practice.
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