College Students and the Process of Completing Research
Students Feelings about Research
As expected, completing research is one of student’s least favorite tasks.  In one study, participants were asked “What one word sums up how you feel at the moment you receive a course-related research assignment?” It came as no surprise to hear them say: “angst, tired, dread, fear, anxious, annoyed, stressed, disgusted, intrigued, excited, confused, and overwhelmed.”  Due to this dislike of the process, students tend to spend as little time as possible completing research.  73% of students are self-described procrastinators.  There was a strong consensus among students that they waited until course-related research assignments were nearly due to begin or to really expend time and effort on an assignment.  That is, a large majority of students reported spending three hours on research and another two hours on writing—one or two days before a 5-7 page course-related research paper was due.  Due to this time crunch, 58% of students agreed that they would use a piece of information so long as it fits with their opinions.  
Why is Completing Research Frustrating

There are an abundance of reasons that students find completing research to be frustrating.  The primary annoyance noted by students was that while it is an advantage that so much information is available on the internet, this makes finding the right information especially difficult since they will need to skim through so much information.  59% of students claimed to struggle to narrow down topics and make them manageable, and 60% were overwhelmed by the plethora of available resources.  In another study, 63% of the frustrations participants reported involved locating research materials.  The other biggest problem noted by students was getting started on a paper which would meet professor expectations.  85% of students felt they did not have enough information from professors to begin assignments and 67% had difficulties gauging what professors wanted from one class to the next.  Trying to figure out what constituted a professor’s expectations for an assignment caused frustration to 92% of the students.  A complete list of all student frustrations with completing research is found below:
· Information overload (the more you know, the less you know, it’s depressing).

· Too much irrelevant information, can’t locate what is needed from online results.

· Beginning and getting started on an assignment.

· Trying to find the “perfect source.”

· Not knowing what to look for, yet still sifting through articles that might fit.

· Trouble finding books needed on library shelves.

· Can find the citation online, but cannot find the full-text article in a database.

· Scholarly databases or library books are out of-date.

· Finding statistical information online.

· Having to change and refine how to write a research paper from class to class.

· Not having access to same materials as professors (e.g., rare documents).

· Having to buy a source unavailable on campus

· Trying to find the .05% of things of interest not on Web.

· Feeling that nothing new is being said and feels like the same information again and again.

· Conducting research to meet another’s expectations.
Writing a Good Research Paper
Students are not the only ones frustrated as many instructors have noted a perceived decline in quality of research since students began completing most of their work online.  According to professors, the following are hallmarks of a good paper:

· meets goals of the assignment

· good topic: doable and interesting

· well thought out: clear thesis statement, well-developed arguments in relation to the sources used

· well written: no mechanical errors (grammar, spelling); appropriate style for the discipline; appropriate

· style and content for the intended audience

· well organized and presented: beginning, middle, end; right things in the right section of the paper

· appropriate, high-quality sources

· no plagiarism

· shows understanding of the subject, critical thought, interest, and creativity

Instructors believe students may face the following obstacles towards completing a good research paper:

· poor time management skills

· problems with formulating arguments and developing a topic

· lack of critical judgment and of reflection upon the sources

· poor understanding of the material

· poor writing skills: declining grammar, inappropriate style for the discipline, no previous experience

· in scholarly writing, lack of clarity

· plagiarism, often unintentional

· poor choice of topic and lack of focus

· giving up easily

· not enough or poor-quality sources

· pursuing only sources in our collection or online (not using interlibrary loan)

· no experience in working with primary sources

· intimidation by resources

· not knowing how to work with references or cite sources
Students can increase their chances of meeting the criteria of a good research paper when specific options are available.  When they have the ability to turn in drafts to professors, have them reviewed with comments, and then re-write them and resubmit them, 82% of students find this helpful.  68% students find individual sessions with librarians for narrowing down unwieldy research topics helpful, and 72% find one on one professor to student coaching sessions focusing on how to overcome obstacles with conducting research to be helpful.
The General Research Process
For students to reach their goals of reaching instructor needs, they generally go through a four step process involving determining the big picture, language, situation, and gathering the information.  Students in focus groups described their need for a big picture context in terms of “thinking about a topic in a different way,” and “narrowing down a topic area that can seem too broad.”  Only then, students said, could they get some traction with an assignment, expand their knowledge of it, and search for other resources, usually scholarly ones, as needed.  One student summed up his need for background context, by saying “The longest part of research is getting to the question to ask.”  The next part of the process involves becoming more comfortable with the language, terms, and discourse of a topic area.  Without a context for the vocabulary and terminology of a topic—what things are called and what they mean—students could not proceed with any confidence and reported that they usually did so with little success.  After determining the language, the situational phase occurs when students begin to learn how to meet the expectations of someone else, usually an instructor, who was assigning a grade and was therefore far more difficult to define.  Students claimed they usually had some need for situational context about research assignments, especially “figuring out what a professor wants,” “meeting a professor’s expectations and getting a good grade” and “figure out how far to go with something.”  Once the student has this information, they can finally move to the information gathering phase which involves finding, accessing, and securing relevant research resources that satisfies individual research needs.  

Methods for Information Gathering
When students need to gather information, their first choice is generally a search engine.
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The 72% of students who begin their research with a search engine mostly consists of visiting Google, Yahoo, or Wikipedia.  In another study, in 8 out of 11 focus group sessions, there was a strong consensus that the research process began with Wikipedia.  Students described Wikipedia as their “first go-to place” because Wikipedia entries offer a “preview” and provides “a simple narrative that gives you a grasp” and “can point you in the right direction,” and “helps when I have no idea what to do for a research paper.”  Students who used scholarly databases after a Wikipedia search said that they avoided starting with scholarly databases first because it was “too much too soon.” Overall, students reported that scholarly articles had “too much technical jargon before I understand what I am writing about” and “were often not up to date as Wikipedia.”
Student Awareness of Online Libraries

Online libraries are not used as often as other search engines, but are still widely used.  87% of students were aware their library has a website, but only 62% realized the website contained electronic magazines and journals.  61% had used their online library site before and 35% claimed to be either very or extremely familiar with it.  44% report using online databases such as the ones found in online libraries at least on a monthly basis.  However, in a study at Rochester, a school with a vast array of databases, the students were generally not able to differentiate among catalog, database, and e-journals for searching.  A common response heard from faculty was, “I used the library search engine.”  For the students who had never used their online library website, the primary reason (44%) was they perceived that other websites had better information.
Comparing Search Engines to Online Libraries
Students who are well aware of the offerings of their online library choose to use this library for research within specific situations.  College students recognize the high quality of these sources as 85% rated electronic magazines and journals the highest with respect to other sources.  However, while students recognize the increased trustworthiness and accuracy of online libraries, many reasons cause students to instead use search engines such as Google, Yahoo, or Wikipedia, for research as shown below:
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It can likely be concluded that for quicker less in depth research papers, students will use general search engines, but when they are completing something much more in depth and have a need for higher quality sources, they will use an online library.  For further study on this topic, the following sources may be helpful:

Caught in the Web: university student use of Web resources
http://onyxdev.pearsoncmg.com/andy/16999866.pdf
What Today’s College Students Say about Conducting Research in the Digital Age http://www.projectinfolit.org/pdfs/PIL_ProgressReport_2_2009.pdf

Studying Students, the Undergraduate Research Project at the University of Rochester 
http://docushare.lib.rochester.edu/docushare/dsweb/Get/Document-27277/chapter_one.pdf 
Knowing Our Students, Undergraduates in Context http://docushare.lib.rochester.edu/docushare/dsweb/Get/Document-25072/Knowing_our_students_URochester.pdf
College Students Perceptions of Libraries and Information Resources

http://www.oclc.org/reports/pdfs/studentperceptions.pdf
