NO END IN SIGHT —INFORMATION SKILLSFOR ACADEMICS AND
RESEARCHERS

ABSTRACT

This paper follows the genesis, development and delivery of Knowledge
Management seminars aimed at academics and researchersin the university
environment who, athough they are lifelong learnersin their own subject
areas, are not necessarily maintaining the currency of their own information
seeking kills.

(Te Kunengaki Purehuroa— Inception to Infinity: Massey Universty’s commitment to
learning as alife-long journey)

Much of the literature about the acquisition of information skills within universities
relates to the teaching of students and to the skills required by graduates. (Owusu-Ansah,
2004; Buchanan et ., 2002; Candy, 2000) It is assumed that universty academic taff
have, in the course of their own education and subsequent research and teaching
activities, acquired and maintained the information skills and the understanding of the
knowledge environment needed to operate effectively in a professon that is defined,
perhaps more than any other, by the accumulation, examination, crestion and
communication of knowledge. Thereisareverse logic to the assumption that because
they are operating effectively they must therefore have the requidte skills and
understanding to do so. The university, dmost by definition, is seen to have created and
maintained a research environment and culture in which participants share not only
information itself but aso knowledge about information sources and the skills needed to
usethem. Librarians naturdly play a supportive role in this process, but one thet is
largdly confined to acquiring and organisng the informetion itsalf and providing informal
support and advice initsuse. The formd teaching of information skillsis regarded as
important for students who are till learning how to do research but such skills once
acquired are then conddered, like riding abicycle, to be adequatdly maintained and
developed by ongoing practice.

In recent years a growing emphasis on academic practice and the need for university
teaching to be more strongly linked to identifiable research has highlighted the fact that
research performance is very uneven. (Goldfinch, 2003; McMillan, 2003; HERO - Higher
Education & Research Opportunities in the UK, 2001) In New Zedand the introduction
of Performance Based Research Funding has required university staff to submit portfolios
of research outputs that will be evaluated and “ graded” according to such criteriaasthe
citation rankings of the journdsin which articles are published. What has been known
anecdotaly about the ba ance between teaching and research varying across the range of
disciplinesis now becoming quantifiable and universties are recognising thet the
existence of aresearch culture cannot be taken for granted but requires nurturing and
support through such activities as training and mentoring (Massey Univerdity. Training
and Development Unit, 2003; University of Sheffield, 2002; Eliasson et d., 2000).



A paper given at this conference two years ago contrasted the impoverished information
environment of students with that of academics who had “established networks for
identifying information and ng the shared information resources of an established
culture’ but went on to cite another study to the effect that “ students ... generdly lacked
confidence in the ability of the supervisor to assgt in the development of high leve
information skills’” (Abbott & Selzer, 2002), (Genoni & Partridge, 2000). That a
discrepancy exigs between formal expectations of the information skillsand
understanding of academics and their actua performance should come as no surprise
however. While Abbott and Selzer correctly pointed to networks and shared culture as
being the great strengths of the academic research community thereis, leaving to one side
for the moment any concern about the extent to which al academics participate in these
networks, substantia reason to question whether the networks themsdlves are capable of
performing the complex task expected of them in thisregard. Mann pointed out the
weskness of “the invisble college’ when “on€e' s colleagues are themsalves innocent of
contact with library resources.” (Mann, 1993)

It isimportant, however, not to suggest that the information seeking behaviour of
academicsis absolutely deficient in varying from a predetermined norm thet lieswithin

the domain of librarians and information specidists. A recent study of the search habits
of “domain experts’ (Drabenstott, 2003) has summarised research that suggests that their
academic literature searching isfirmly integrated into the totdity of their existing
knowledge of their filds and of the literature. Far from being a neat sepwise
progression from a state of unknowing (“information need”) to one of knowing, it isin
fact an ongoing interaction with the literature through such activities as “area scanning”,
footnote chasing and known author searching. Stoan had noted that established
researchers identify “much of what they need without recourse to the library’ s access and
gynthetic literature’ because of their knowledge of the mgor contributors to their fidds
and thelr extensive reading of the literature (Stoan, 1984). While their range of
behaviours may have been extended by the desktop availability and multiple-year
searching capacity of online databases there is il reason to believe that many academics
rely primarily on their existing knowledge of authors and sources and that they may even
find the keyword gpproach to information searching unsatisfactory (Jefferson & Nagy,
2002). The popularity of cited reference searching and its extension beyond the
originating IS databases would tend to confirm this view, asit is amethodology danted
towards the use of existing domain knowledge. Mann has characterised the information
behaviour of scholars as following “the Principle of Least Effort” (Mann, 1993) and any
gpproach to modifying this behaviour needs to take that principle into account.

A difficulty exists here, however, in that we cannot automatically assume thet all
academics are domain expertsin dl circumstances. Thereis consderable movement of
saff between academia and industry, for example, and a consequent need to develop
current knowledge of the field before key authors and information sources can be
identified. In other cases an academic who has concentrated on teaching may find thet
they are required to undertake more research. Interdisciplinary research and the
development of new aress are other cases in which domain expertise cannot be taken for



granted. A further drawback to area scanning isthat it is not dways either efficient or
effective. An excessve reliance on known authors and sources may retard aresearcher’s
awareness of new developments and of the linkages between their own area and related
fidds. Theided toolkit would equip the researcher with skills for both area scanning and
information searching.

The greatly increased information access provided by dectronic systems has come at the
cost of acorrespondingly greater degree of complexity and the high rate of change has
continued to make skills and knowledge redundant &t an equally fast rate. While much of
this change and complexity isrelatively trivid and relates to such metters as variationsin
truncation symbols or methods of creating marked sets of records, it is precisely these
factorsthat stand as a barrier to any but the most basic use of many information systems.
Theuse of aminimal s&t of techniquesis an understandable response to the variahility
that exists between different sysems and over time within the same systems. Many
databases, for example, use the same standard Boolean logic but differ syntacticaly,
using different truncation symbols, adjacency operators, limits and so on. By ignoring
these features the library user is able to assemble a smple toolkit that works in most
circumgtances but at a consderable cost, usudly not vishble to them, in terms of both
recall and accuracy. While thisis absolutely understandable it greetly decreasesthe
vaue of the inditution’s investment in information products.

An environment characterised by rapid change at the detailed leve is not well suited to
the “culturd transmisson” of knowledge and skills from senior members of the
community to neophytes. Although patterns of knowledge transmission through
universty communities are congderably more complex than this smple modd suggests
it is nonethdess true that those to whom a student or junior staff member might look to as
possessors of aweight of knowledge and experience in the field are no more likely than
anyone el se to be up to speed with the eectronic “latest thing”. 1t could even be argued
that, as new technologies are taken up more readily by younger people (Chau & Hui,
1998), and by those with a certain amount of discretionary time, academic discipline
leaders are in fact lesslikely to be early adopters of nove information seeking and
management practices and that thisis the source of some of the tensgon surrounding the
ongoing information revolution.

Massey Univergty isafairly typicd example of the benefits afforded by the new
information environment and of the difficulties presented by it aswell. Stuated in
Pamerston North in the lower haf of the North Idand, an area of only medium
population density, it was origindly New Zedand' s only provider of university education
by distance and remains pre-eminent in thisfidd with alarge body of students throughout
the country. Ten years ago Massey embarked on an ambitious programme of expansion,
opening a second campus in Auckland and merging with the College of Educetion in
Pamerston North and with the Wellington Polytechnic. (Both of these inditutions have
been fully incorporated into the university with their staff taking on the Satus and
accountabilities of university academic gaff. Oneresult of thisis that there are many
universty staff working on PhDs or otherwise trying to establish research careers). At
present the university operates on four main Stes and hasfive libraries. At each stage of



development the affordances of the € ectronic environment have provided critical support
to this development, from the online catalogue giving aff and students a new or smaler
gtes access to the tota library collections, to the extension of online database access to
distance students and more recently to the eectronic provision of substantia journd
collections to the entire university community. At the same time this process has placed
heavy demands on the university’s computing and network infrastructure which has
struggled to ddliver qudity accessto the full range of information provided by the

Library. It hasdso required library users to keep up with congtant change and to tolerate
adegree of uncertainty about the resources available to them and the optima means of

ng them.

By and large these devel opments have been received very positively but a growing
concern by many academic gt&ff that they have “logt touch with the Library” isaso
evident. The making of fewer viststo the Library asaresult of ectronic journa
provison isan obvious and universal example and there is consequently less opportunity
for casud contact with library staff that went dong with information or serials desk
enquiries. Masey, like many libraries, introduced aliaison scheme giving librarians
specific respongbility for groups of academic staff and postgraduate studentsin order to
counter thistrend and to follow the information out of the library. Aswell asformal
training they have provided individua research consultancies which have been taken up
more enthusiagticaly by postgraduate students than by staff. Many staff will recommend
that their PhD students take a research consultation with a member of the library staff
much more readily than they will request one for themsdlves. Academic gaff, following
the Principle of Least Effort, seek no more than a minimal toolkit of techniques and the
task of information skills trainersisto help them develop the most effective toolkit
consgtent with the principle.

Eleanor Smith of North Carolina State University has devel oped a checklist of
information skillsfor the “Professiona Scientist: Postdoctora and | ndependent
Researcher” which isavery useful summary of what such atoolkit would consst of.
(Smith, 2003)

0 Updates on new features of known resources and introduction to new resources.

0 Keeping up with the literature: environmenta scanning/browsing, table of
contents services, dertsSDIs.

0 How toidentify core journdsin adiscipline.

o Citation indexing and Journd Citation Reports. "Publish or Perish.” The usesand
limitations of citation counting and impact factors. Searching the IS databases.

0 Advanced searching of key, discipline-specific resources. Bibliographic and data
Sources.

0 Science on the web: portas, resources, directories, news, organization and
publisher information, searching, databases avallable.

0 Locating meeting and grant news and announcements.

0 Issuesin scholarly publishing and communication. Copyright. The serids crigs.

0 TheE-journd revolution, dectronic publishing, and accessing full-text journas
online. Relevant preprint collections or services.



0 Managing a persona resource collection. Different organizationa ideas and
systems. Bibliographic management software tools.

0 Crossng boundaries, entering new territory. Inter- or cross-disciplinary searching.
Locating key information tools and ideas in new subject aress.

0 Information skills and ingtruction in undergraduate and graduate courses, and in
graduate and postdoctora training and mentoring.

Thislig isvauable in that it includes searching and scanning skills, current awareness
tools, use of the internet and bibliographic management software and places the kills
firmly within the broader context of academic practice. The use of tables of contents
services and automated alerts, for example, provide forms of area scanning that are both
familiar and congenid but that extend the researcher’ s cgpability well beyond what has
traditionally been possible. Bibliographic management software provides alinkage
between the literature search and publishing activities and iswiddy popular but its full
functiondity, particularly in relation to database searching, is not widely appreciated. A
broader understanding of e-journd publishing and related ownership and copyright issues
is acounter to the widespread misconception that, in the new environment, information
has become fredy and universdly avallable. The identification of core journdsisan ad
not only to scanning but to publishing as well, whereas an understanding of the Journa
Citation Reports and journd ranking systemsis fast becoming an essentia tool for the
modern academic. Lastly, and by no means|least, the ahility to locate quaity information
and websites of high domain relevance on the internet is an absolutely basic kill for any
knowledge worker.

Smith'slig aso highlights the fact that much of the additiona capability, or added vaue,
provided by eectronic information systems has a grester relevance for research students
and academic gtaff than for undergraduate students. But while research students have a
naturd point in time at which to begin to acquire information skills and a distinct
awareness of the need to do o thisis much less the case for academic aff. The
importance of “embedding” the learning of these skillsinto a broader learning context
has been widdy recognised (Abbott & Peach, 2000) but there are difficultiesin locating
an gppropriate context for academic staff when so much of their professiona learning is
delivered by colleagues and research networks. Massey University Library liaison
librarians had used various outreach techniques involving visits to departments (induding
“library connection” sessions held in departmental computing labs) or individud research
consultations with some success but it was difficult within this context, where the
emphasis tended to be on new information products or where help was generdly solicited
for quite specific problems, to introduce academicsto a broad range of issues relating to
the new information environment.

An opportunity presented itsdf in the form of the Univerdty’s Training and Development
Unit's (TDU) Research Management Skills Programme. The am of this programme,
which leads to the Research Management Skills Certificate, isto “encourage and support
staff new to research at Massey.” (Massey University. Training and Development Unit,
2003) It condsts of modules which “are desgned to provide opportunity for participants
to obtain policy and practice information and to engage and interact on various topics and



issues. Participants will gain insights from experienced senior researchers presenting at
the workshops and seminars.” A proposal was made to TDU that a knowledge
management module be presented and on its acceptance a half-day presentation was
prepared entitled “Knowledge Management in the Emerging Electronic Environment”.
The title emphasised the intention to go beyond atraditiond library or information skills
gpproach and offered an integrated set of skills for exploiting the new environment.

Obvioudy thiswas a broad areato cover in haf aday and the sesson was essentidly an
overview introducing participants to awide range of functiondities rather than trying to
teach specific skillsin detail. The am was that they would become aware of the scope of
eectronic information functiondity and of areas that they could later explorein depth. A
further relevant factor was that the Research Management Skills Programme was
multidisciplinary in neture— TDU courses are marketed to the whole academic
community so that whatever was produced had to be of broad appea and relevance.
Ideally a programme of this type would be of high domain relevance to participants but
there was atenson in this case with the cross-disciplinary nature of the programme. A
further potentid difficulty arose from the likdihood that participants exigting levels of
knowledge and skill would vary widdly.

The presentation covered the following areas

0 Anoveview of the eectronic information environment, and the distinction
between the deep and surface webs

Use of Google, including advanced searching and limiting by country and domain
0 Therdationship between the web and standard academic publishing formats and
the importance of access tools

Standard database searching, including Boolean logic, truncation and proximity
operators. Links between database records and dectronic documents

Cited reference searching

Journal contents page aerts and subject-based aerts

The importance of learned society web pages and other internet communities
Use of hibliographic management software to capture, store and output records
Journd citation reports and other methods of sdecting journalsin which to
publish.

Participants were encouraged to reflect on the implications of what they had learnt
for getting their own research published and read and on their own rolein
encouraging lifdong learning for their gudents.
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Emphasis was placed on a presentation that would be lively, interactive and varied
without being patronising. It was broadly based around a PowerPoint dideshow using a
mixture of explanatory dides and screen shots with four or five hands-on exercises. To
minimise any discomfort that may have been fdt alight and humorous tone was
maintained and the detailed complexity of the field was acknowledged. The unique
characterigtics of academic information were emphasi sed throughout and the continuity
between the print and eectronic environments was highlighted wherever possible,



Confirmation of the relevance of the sesson and of the need for it came with the high
number of enrolments when it was advertised as part of the TDU Research Management
Sills Programme. There was strong interest from the start and atotal of Sixteen sessons
were ddivered to 211 staff over three campuses during 2003. Attendance was roughly
amilar over the three campuses — it was higher in Wellington as an extra sesson was
held for a departmenta group at the request of its manager.

Although no forma andysis of the status and length of employment of attendees was
undertaken they appeared to fdl into four groups: relatively newly-employed staff
including some in research support positions, staff upgrading qudifications, staff who

had been researching for more than ten, or even twenty, years (including somefairly
senior academics) and a group with reasonably well-established research careers. The
reasons for attendance for those new to academic life or upgrading their qudifications are
obvious. Thelack of rdevant information skills amongst senior staff was noticesble and
they possibly are less able to acquire this behaviour through networking but were
comfortable doing so in aforma training context ongside other academic saff. Those
with well-established research careers tended to be “research enthusiasts’ keen to acquire
fresh techniques.

As soon as the first round of sessions had been held the presenters concluded that the
content of the course was both novel and relevant to participants. While many
participants had heard of Boolean logic their understanding tended to be hazy and dl but
afew were surprised by the power of Google Advanced Search. Many participants had
heard of bibliographic management software but few were using it and fewer ill were
aware of the extent of its functiondity. It was aso evident that dectronic networking and
current awareness were not widely practised. At one session none of the participants
currently subscribed to any academic electronic discussion groups and held the view that
they “dready got too much emall” suggesting thet they did not make full use of the
organisational and filtering capabilities of their software.

Evauation forms aimed at obtaining feedback to improve the modules were distributed
at al sessions. Participants were asked to rate the session, reflect on its relevance
(particularly of aspects and/or knowledge that they are likely to gpply), comment on the
generd presentation and content, and list suggestions for improvement of further training
sessons. The average rating was 4.38 out of amaximum rating of 5, indicating that the
content and presentation were favourably received by participants. The quditative
commentsin the feedback indicated that the aims and relevant issues were being
addressed. The feedback was collated, reflected and acted upon appropriately.

Aninforma telephone survey was conducted in January 2004. A random sample of 21
attendees (10% of participants) were contacted and asked whether they had used any of
the knowledge or skillsthey had gained from atending the sesson, and if they thought
the session was worthwhile. One participant, who was a recent graduate, said he knew
mogt of it but it was agood refresher for him. The rest said they had successfully applied
skills and knowledge gained from the sesson. Without exception they stated thet it was
‘definitely’ worth attending. A number of participants had recommended the programme



to colleagues and it was the experience of the presenters that some participants at later
sessions were attending because of word-of-mouth reports.  Others had referred
postgraduate students to liaison librarians for research consultations.

CONCLUSION

The concept of lifdong learning implies thet the learner is undertaking a journey
coextensve with life itsdf and that thereis no point of arrival. It is easy then to overlook
those who have “arrived” and to exempt them from the necessity to update their skills
and knowledge on an ongoing bags. If this attitude exists, abeit unconscioudy, towards
and on the part of professiona academicsthen it has not served them well. Professona
training for academicsis ardatively new and growing field and one to which information
professionds have much to contribute. While the programme a Massey University has
been rdatively limited in scope it has highlighted both the need for amore forma and
extensve gpproach to the area and the likelihood that it will be received with gratitude
and enthusasm.
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