Tufts University Tisch Library Ethnographic Study
Methodology

In spring 2007, the Tisch Library Web Team carried out an ethnographic study of how 15 undergraduate and 7 graduate students conduct research.  Students were paid $100 for their participation and were recruited through an email sent via the dean of students' distribution lists.  For undergrads, we sought students from each class and a mix of disciplines.  We received 248 responses to our email.   
Students were given an orientation in which team members explained the process that we wanted them to follow and discussed how the data would be collected.  We provided journals and asked participants to write in them each time they did research for a class or project, detailing all the steps they took in their research process.  We followed up with an interview of each of the students.  Students recorded their information seeking activities related to their academic life during the week of March 4th.  Members of the team conducted interviews with the students during the following 2 weeks.  At these meetings, each student was asked the following questions:

1. Did you learn anything about your information-seeking activities that surprised you?
2. Did you see any patterns emerging, any things that you find you do consistently?
3. What problems did you run into when you were looking for information?
4. What worked particularly well for you?
5. Do you think this was a typical week for you or are there other tasks that you normally do that you didn't do this week? Can you tell me about them?
At the interviews, we also reviewed the journal entries with the student.  The objective here was to make sure we understood everything, could read the handwriting, and to clarify and ask for more information where needed.  To allow for review and interpretation of the collected data, each member of the team typed both the journal entries and their interview notes into an Access database created for the project.  
Similar studies conducted at MIT and University of Rochester River Campus were consulted throughout the process.

Interpreting the data:

After entering the data into an Access database, we charted emergent patterns relating to the tasks performed by the students and the methods they chose to accomplish their tasks.  
	Comparison of tasks:

Undergrad Tasks

 

 

Do coursework

260

 

Go directly to known url

140

 

Do a topical search

130

 

 

 

 

Grad Tasks

 

 

Do a known item search

142

 

Do a topical search

58

 

Do coursework

42

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	Comparison of methods used by students:

Undergrad Methods

 

 

Google

58

 

Read assigned print readings

36

 

Go directly to known url

34

 

Consult other Tufts students

29

 

 

 

 

Grad Methods

 

 

Search library catalog

23

 

Google

22

 

Search a subject database

19

 



	Cross tabulation of Graduate methods and tasks:

Grads Methods and Tasks

 

 

 

 

 

Search library catalog

Known item search 20

 

 

 

 

Google

Known item search 13

 

 

 

 

Search a subject database

Topical search 10

 

 

Known item search 9

 

 

 

 

Go directly to known url

Known item search 5

 

 

Fact/Quick Look-up 4

 


	Cross tabulation of Undergraduate methods and tasks:

Undergrads Methods and Tasks

 

 

 

 

 

Google

Known item search 21

 

 

Topical search 20

 

 

 

 

Read assigned print readings

Coursework 33

 

 

 

 

Go directly to known url

Known item search 10

 

 

 

 

Consult other Tufts students

Coursework 27

 

 

 

 




Qualitative results
We gained great insight into the ways in which students integrate web resources into their academic experience and into how they use (or don't use) our resources. 

· Many students use Wikipedia as an adjunct to their assigned text books.  If the explanation of a concept is too hard to grasp in the textbook, they will use Wikipedia for a more accessible definition or explanation.  
· Students also use Wikipedia and Google to help them identify keywords that they later use in more academic databases to retrieve material.
· Students use Google because they like the one box search.  Some students expressed the fact that with so many databases available it is difficult to know which one to select, and it is easier to use the one box.
· The language of the site does not match the language of students.  The Research Guides by Subject is a good example.  The majority of students are not drawn to this classification heading even though it does contain the content they are looking for.  The 'guide' object reference is not proving to be the appropriate lure or signpost here.   A drop down menu preceded by the question 'What's Your Major?' might bring students into these resources much more often.  
· Students do not know what resources we have.  
· Students, especially those in the social sciences, check news blogs on a regular basis.
· Students are looking for quick access to materials like dictionaries, encyclopedias, and newspapers.
· Students in the sciences would like access to a web page of links to basic fact finding materials.
· Students are not aware that they can request that the library purchase materials.
· 'Go to known url' is a very common search method.
· Some students have a negative view of ILL from second-hand and third-hand observations.  They are not aware of how speedy ILL is.
· Students use tuftslife.com to get to many Tufts and Tisch resources.
The library is using these results to guide the redesign of its web site and to inform reference, instruction, and collection development.
