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What we set out to do?

� The aims of the research was to review students’ information 
searching strategies when undertaking literature reviews for 
dissertations and projects and to design a new approach to 
literature reviews that takes account of both their existing and
required searching skills
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The objectives

� To review the all-round information search behaviour of 
students when seeking information for the literature review 
phase of dissertations

� To review the teaching and learning provided to groups of 
students with respect to information retrieval and for literature 
reviews

� To identify the information seeking behaviour of students 
when using electronic search engines to find information for 
literature reviews

� To analyse the literature reviews in the resulting dissertations
� To develop and test a new teaching method  to assist 

students in their information seeking for coursework and 
dissertations
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The Department of Civil and Building Engineering

� Nearly 1000 students and 130 academic/admin/technical staff

� 174 doctoral students (127 PhD and 47 EngD)

� 1st for Building and 6th for Civil in the Times Good University Guide 2009

� 1st for Building in the Independent’s 2010 Complete University Guide

� In the top 3 of the National Student Survey for Civil and Building Engineering for the last 4 

years . 

� Sponsored degrees with 40+ companies

� Graduate employment prospects:                                  

95% of Civil and 100% of Building                               

students in a graduate job within 6 months
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Staff 70

Support staff        23

Technicians           14

UG students          800

PG students          130

Researchers          125

Research spend   £4.5m

One of the largest UK multi-disciplinary Construction departments

Department of Civil and Building Engineering
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Construction
MEng Civil Engineering
BEng Civil Engineering 
BSc Construction Engineering Management 
BSc Commercial Management and Quantity Surveying 
BSc Architectural Eng and Design Management

Transport
BSc Air Transport Management
BSc Transport & Business Management

Department of Civil and Building Engineering



ARCLIB Conference 2009-Cardiff

What we did

� Reviewed existing literature relating to information searching
� Reviewed the module specifications, student support 

available  and learning material provided for students
� Studied previous students’ dissertations to review the number 

and range of references used and the grades that they 
achieved for their dissertation

� Surveyed students commencing their dissertation to gain 
their perspective on their literature

� Undertook experimental work to gain an understanding of 
students’ information searching technique

� Surveyed the academic staff to gain their views on students’
literature reviews.
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Previous students’ dissertations- Literature Review A nalysis

� Need details here
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The results of the student questionnaire survey

� 54 students responded (25%)

� Of the 54 respondents, 45 were male and 8 were female.  One did not specify.
� Students were asked if their project was primarily a lab-based or experimental 

project.  Of the 52 that answered this question, only 11 (22%) said that it was.
� Students were also asked if they had attended any teaching sessions relating to 

searching for information this year.  The majority (78%) said that they had.

� A pleasing proportion of respondents (90%) felt that the literature review was 
either very important or important compared to the rest of the dissertation. 

� Over fifty percent of respondents expected to search over 15 resources to find 
information for their project.  This is quite a high number if seen in terms of 
databases, but perhaps less so if you include web-sites as well. 
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The main purpose of the literature review

Main purpose of literature review
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The time students’ expected to take for literature r eview

Expected time allocation for literature review
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What sources of information do you expect to use fo r your Literature review?

Expected sources of information

52

51

50

43

38

32

10

6

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Electronic journals

Library catalogue

Internet

Metalib

My sponsors/industry

Specific l ibrary databases

Other students

Other



ARCLIB Conference 2009-Cardiff

Expected number of sources to be read

Expected number of sources  to be read
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Judging the quality of information

How confident are you
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Awareness of Library resources and services

How confident are you
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Evaluating information

How confident are you
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Problems anticipated by the students

� Finding specific information (source or type)
� Finding relevant information
� Dealing with information overload
� Locating the full-text of relevant material
� Finding current information
� Using databases
� Having the right study skills (time mgt, reading, writing)
� Collecting primary data
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The experimental work
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RESULTS: Some definitions

� Query: Refers to a specific, single search episode within a search 
session.

� Search session: This term refers to all the queries submitted by a 
participant to one or more systems during the user study. 

� Individual databases: The term represents any database or website that 
had been used by participants directly and it was not accessed through 
an intermediary system or database, such as Metalib, Google or the 
library OPAC. 

� Surrogates : The term refers to the bibliographic records that are 
displayed to the user in a search result interface after a search for 
information has been performed. 

� Documents. This term refers to the full text documents (for example, web 
pages, journal papers or e-books).
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RESULTS: The Systems used

� Participants in the study used an average of 2.3 systems per search 
session. 

� The maximum number of systems used were four, while the minimum 
number was one system per search session. 

� 10 participants used the Google search engine to search for information, 
while six participants used Metalib, the library online catalogue and 
individual databases respectively. 

� In the case of 11 participants, these systems were used in combination. 
� The most frequent combinations were between Google + individual 

databases (three participants), as well between Google + OPAC + 
individual databases (three participants). Less frequently occurred 
combinations were: Google + Metalib (two participants), Metalib + OPAC 
(two participants) and OPAC + Google (one participant).
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THE RESULTS: Analysis of the queries formulated

� A total of 98 queries were formulated by participants in this study. 
� The lowest number of queries per session was two while the highest was 

12 queries. 
� The mean number of queries per search session was 7. 
� From these queries a total of 58 were new queries while the remaining 40 

were queries that refined an initial query. 
� Also the results showed that participants used an average of  10 words 

per search session. 
� A total of 13 refined queries were used in order to broaden a search, 

while the remaining 27 to narrow it down. 
� However, in the case of 13 queries participants failed to refine their 

searches. In this case participants retrieved no results or broadened up 
instead of narrowing down a search.
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Participants used several strategies to refine thei r queries. 

General Strategies
� Search for the same term using different databases. 
� Narrowing down a search by adding more terms. 
� Broadening up a search by removing terms from the query. 
� Broadening up a search by replacing terms 

Unsuccessful strategies
� Problems with the selection and use of databases in Metalib. 
� Problems with the use of field searching in the OPAC. 
� Problems related to the use of broader and narrower terms.
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How many resources did the students locate?
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Students’ problems that impeded their on-line searchin g  behaviour

� Lack of training
� Problems related to information overload
� Usability problems; and
� Problems related to different user expectations about the 

search process



ARCLIB Conference 2009-Cardiff

Lack of training

� Problems related to the identification of relevant 
databases to search in METALIB

� Problems with the selection of appropriate keywords to 
search in METALIB

� Lack of understanding of the role of metadata –
bibliographic elements in the OPAC and the Google 
search engine

� Lack of training on the use of METALIB
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Problems related to information overload

� Difficulty of evaluating the results retrieved across various 
systems

� Need to remember different login passwords in the case of 
METALIB and the OPAC.
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Usability problems

� Lack of usability for the ‘Refine’ search function of the 
METALIB portal

� Inconsistent presentation of summaries – descriptions in 
the bibliographic details of the OPAC and METALIB

� Presentation of multiple window in METALIB 
� Takes a while for the METALIB system to display the 

results of a search.
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Problems related to different user expectations abo ut the search process

� Access to the full text document  is not always possible.
� Participants did not like the fact that they couldn’t search 

both journal databases and the web using METALIB.
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Additional training is required on the following:

� How to identify relevant databases to search in METALIB
� Training on how to use METALIB
� Introduction to the role of metadata-bibliographic elements in the OPAC 

and the Google search engine

� Management of user expectations
� Management of usability issues
� Management of usability problems
� Management of information overload

� How to select keywords for searching
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What will we be doing next?
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Further questions

� Would we get similar results across other Departments and 
other Faculties?

� Are students overconfident in assessing the quality of 
information?

� The consistency of staff supervision?
� Is the student project /dissertation the ‘capstone’ of the 

student’s studies?
� The role of the dissertation in engineering education?
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THANK YOU
THANK YOU

For further information please contact :

a.n.baldwin@lboro.ac.uk

e.g.gadd@lboro.ac.uk

Our thanks are to the CEBE ,Centre for Education in the Built 
Environment, Cardiff for the funding to undertake the research.


