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FOREWORD

This report was originally presented to JISC in January 2002 as a deliverable of the EDNER project.  At that time it contained many examples of web pages drawn from the corporate pages of University websites, and from lecturers’ and students’ personal web pages, with the URLs presented as footnotes.  When the material came to be reviewed for public dissemination in January 2004, it quickly became clear that a high proportion of these websites had disappeared or been so substantially amended and updated that they were no longer appropriate illustrations.  Therefore it was decided to remove them.  The points made and conclusions drawn remain generally valid though, and similar examples can still be found throughout the academic community as it presents itself on the web.

1.
Introduction

This Report has been produced as part of the formative evaluation of the Distributed National Electronic Resource (DNER) -  the EDNER Project .   

The objectives of the EDNER Project are:

1. to assess the impacts being made by the DNER on learning and teaching through the projects selected for funding under JISC circular 5/99 and thus the value of the investment being made by the community through JISC.

2. to assess the impacts of broader ongoing DNER developments on learning, teaching and research.

3. to assess the viability and effectiveness of hardware, software and data (including metadata) standards with a particular focus on interoperability and integration issues.

4. to review  factors assisting and hindering the integration of the DNER including local integration.

5. to determine the extent to which the DNER development meets the needs of end-user stakeholders (teachers, learners and institutions).

6. to identify examples of good practice in using the DNER to support learning and teaching, leading to an enunciation of factors which relate to the successful pedagogical use of the DNER.

7. to review of the institutional and managerial factors which influence the uptake of the DNER.

8. to test user acceptance of the DNER, and identify improvement strategies.

9. to feed the results back to the Programme Team and Project Teams to enable them to learn from EDNER’s findings.

This Report has been produced as a result of work undertaken in the EDNER Project in Workpackage 4, ‘Local implementation’.  The aim of this workpackage was to evaluate the ‘fit’ between the distributed national electronic resource and local services.  The objectives for this report were to:

· examine how and where DNER resources are surfacing in learning and teaching within the HE community, in non-library environments

· examine the integration of a sample of DNER resources into Learning and Teaching

· identify ways in which these resources are being presented to students at Institution level (University, Departmental) and Individual level (Lecturing and other staff).

Section 2 outlines the methods used to undertake this investigation.  Section 3 provides a quantitative overview of the results pertaining to the number of links found for each of the sample resources.  Section 4 summarises the ways in which each resource was found to be surfacing within the learning & teaching communities.  Sections 5, 6 and 7 provides a qualitative analysis of the  ways in which resources are surfacing  on institutional and individual web sites and within the learning and teaching environment.


In Section 8, the Report concludes that consideration should be given by JISC and by institutions to the provision of standard descriptions to academics who wish to promote resources on the Web.  Evidence indicates that academic staff require guidance from their home institutions on creating links to different resource types, especially those which carry authentication mechanisms and we conclude that the role of the institutional library in providing access to quality assured resources is of paramount importance in the distributed environment. 

A final point is that we are aware that the examination of the sample of web sites in this Study was made possible only by the fact that large numbers of academics have made their teaching materials publicly available on the Internet, and for this we are grateful. This public display has allowed us to develop a picture of the complexities surrounding the promotion and use of JISC/DNER resources in a distributed electronic environment. Virtual learning environments (VLEs) within institutions have not yet been examined and the intention within phase 2 of the  EDNER project is to undertake several in-depth case studies to examine the integration of resources within the teaching and learning environment to a much greater degree of intensity than is presented here.  

2.
Method

2.1
Choice of sample of resources

Services and resources selected for evaluation followed the criteria outlined below.  ‘Google’ was also included to provide baseline comparative data.

	Criteria
	Service chosen

	One example from each of the 5/99 projects (except technical clusters) where a service is available and usable
	Digital Egypt

TRILT/BUFVC

Biz/ed Virtual World 

History On-line

ZETOC

BIOMED

	One of the data centres at top level
	BIDS

	One of the datacentre services at service level
	COPAC

	One of the gateways
	SOSIG gateway

	One JISC service being delivered direct from the owner
	Cochrane Library

	An Internet search engine
	Google

	A DNER Resource Finder
	RDN


Table 1 Selected services and resources 
2.2
Investigation of links to the resources

In order to see which HE institutions were linking to each resource, a consistent set of internet searches was carried out.  The aim was to find up to 50 or 60 appropriate non-library links to each resource, and then to record how many links fell into the Institution or Individual categories.   Each link found would be studied to see how the resource was presented to the user, and whether any consistent patterns or issues emerged.

2.3
Choice of search engine

AltaVista was chosen because it then offered the most flexible range of multiple search options, and in particular the facility to see who was ‘linking’ to a named resource. 

2.4
Search strategy and recording of results

Four searches were conducted for each resource, and the number of sites found was recorded in each case.

Search 1 – A simple, all-inclusive link to the resource, including all links from outside the HE community, e.g. 


Link:bids.ac.uk

Search 2 – A link to the resource from the UK academic HE community, e.g.


Link:bids.ac.uk +ac.uk

Search 3 – A link as above, but excluding library sites, e.g.


Link:bids.ac.uk +ac.uk –library

Search 4 – A link as above, but excluding self-referencing, library and other library-type resources, e.g.

Link:bids.ac.uk +ac.uk –library –URL:bids.ac.uk –URL:library –URL:resources –URL:lis

Table 2 shows the numerical results of these searches.  

Next, for each resource the number of links from the academic community which were not through library sites, was further broken down into

· University, Faculty and Departmental sites 

· Lecturer, Student and Personal sites 

Table 3 shows the numerical results of this breakdown.

3.
Overview of findings 

It proved impossible to devise a search which would result only in hits which fulfilled the desired criteria.  Some searches resulted in a seemingly high number of hits, many of which on closer examination proved to be inappropriate to the aims of this study.  The searches picked up, for example, discussion lists, project reports, conference publicity, journal articles, commercial websites, overseas academic links, clubs and societies, many duplications across searches, and of course links which were no longer active.

3.1
Total number of ‘hits’ found for each resource

The table below shows the number of ‘hits’ found for each resource, using the four search methods stated in 2.4   Three sets of searches were conducted for the Cochrane library, which has two URLs, and is also accessed on license through Update Software.

	Resource
	Search 1
	Search 2
	Search 3
	Search 4

	BIDS
	7061
	343
	80
	831

	BIOMED
	187
	13
	8
	21

	BIZED
	582
	19
	11
	831

	BUFVC
	603
	515
	70
	62

	Cochrane 1
	744
	14
	3
	0

	Cochrane 2
	401
	10
	1
	15

	Cochrane 3
	3842
	1412
	67
	1405

	COPAC
	4867
	74
	10
	70

	Digital Egypt
	10
	0
	0
	9

	Google
	1486946
	683
	529
	15901

	History on line
	32
	4
	3
	5

	RDN
	11643
	11550
	161
	10950

	SOSIG
	63691
	154
	117
	874

	ZETOC
	46
	28
	3
	18


Table 2 ‘Hits’ found for each resource

3.2
Breakdown into Institution and Individual sites. 

The table below shows the number of hits chosen for further examination, which were links to the HE community, but non-library sites.  They are broken down into Institution sites (University, Faculty Departmental), and Individual sites (Lecturer, Student Personal).  

	
	University, Faculty, Departmental
	
	
	Lecturer, Student, Personal
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Web pages
	
	
	Web pages
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Resource
	UWP
	FWP
	DWP
	Total
	
	LWP
	SWP
	PWP
	Total
	
	Grand
	Percentage
	Percentage

	
	
	
	
	Institution
	
	
	
	
	Individual
	
	total
	Institution
	Individual

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BIDS
	3
	1
	17
	21
	
	23
	12
	4
	39
	
	60
	35
	65

	BIOMED
	0
	0
	4
	4
	
	1
	0
	0
	1
	
	5
	80
	20

	BIZED
	3
	0
	5
	8
	
	1
	0
	0
	1
	
	9
	89
	11

	BUFVC
	0
	0
	3
	3
	
	3
	0
	0
	3
	
	6
	50
	50

	Cochrane
	2
	0
	10
	12
	
	6
	0
	1
	7
	
	19
	63
	37

	COPAC
	5
	1
	9
	15
	
	10
	2
	1
	13
	
	28
	54
	46

	Digital Egypt
	2
	0
	2
	4
	
	0
	0
	0
	0
	
	4
	100
	0

	Google
	3
	1
	10
	14
	
	24
	9
	1
	34
	
	48
	29
	71

	History on line
	1
	0
	3
	4
	
	1
	0
	0
	1
	
	5
	80
	20

	RDN
	1
	0
	1
	2
	
	0
	0
	0
	0
	
	2
	100
	0

	SOSIG
	4
	0
	29
	33
	
	14
	0
	1
	15
	
	48
	69
	31

	ZETOC
	0
	0
	3
	3
	
	0
	0
	2
	2
	
	5
	60
	40


Table 3 Frequency of academic non-library links found

4.
Local implementation: a resource perspective

4.1
Introduction

  The overall number of links to the resource, and the number of links coming from the HE community (including its libraries) are provided in Table 3 for information.  Only non-library sites are included in the commentary below on each individual resource.  A high number of supposed ‘HE but non-library’ hits proved to be links to business, commercial, public or private sector sites, which presumably had ‘ac.uk.’ link somewhere within the site.  These have also been disregarded here.

At the same time, the searches did not always uncover sites which might be expected to occur.  The Cochrane results, for example, did not include some UK Medical Schools.  However, it was decided to present only those results found by the search engine, however limited, rather than enlarge the number of hits by using other methods.  So the results are purely those found by the searches listed above.  They are not intended to give ‘whole’ picture of the usage of the various resources by Departments or individuals within the HE community.

4.2
Results

4.2.1
BIDS 

The second largest institution figure, and the largest individual figure, results for BIDS were found mainly in science and medical related Departments, with a few in the Humanities (Sociology, Philosophy) 

Links to BIDS were not difficult to find and it is often cited as a ‘useful’ or ‘interesting’ resource.  A typical Departmental page might display information about the Department, contact details, links to research projects, and the  BIDS service within a list of more ‘general resources’.  How BIDS is described to the user on Departmental webpages is interesting.  At best it appears as a ‘bibliographic data service for higher education and research’, but BIDS is not always described to the student in such an appropriate fashion however.  One Department, for example, listed BIDS as a ‘Useful admin site’ in between the AHRB and The Leverhulme Trust, and another refers to BIDS as a ‘WWW Search Tool’.   It is more usual though for BIDS to be placed among subject focussed resources, and the frequency with which it is presented indicates that it must be a valued resource at Institution level.

Individuals too, frequently cite BIDS among other ‘informative links’ to academic resources.  As is examined in detail later in this report, the content of lists of links provided by individuals varies from a tight focus on resources of academic value, to a casual personal jumble of academic and leisure links.  Nevertheless, even if BIDS does sometimes jostle for position with Eastenders, it is undoubtedly the resource most frequently recommended by lecturers and students alike, across a wide variety of disciplines.

4.2.2
BIOMED

Results for BIOMED were found exclusively in medical, dental and veterinary departments.  Few hits were found overall, and only one on a Lecturer’s webpage, but the Departments which listed the resource all described it as the ‘Bristol Biomed Image Archive’ which at least gives the student some indication of what may be found there. 

4.2.3
BIZED 

A specific search was carried out for the Biz/ed Virtual Worlds resource, and as might be expected, it was found mainly in Business Studies and Economics Departments, where its interactive challenges are promoted as an aid to learning:- ‘have fun wrecking the economy!’ says one Departmental website.  

Most other departments give a similar message, if in more formal tones!

4.2.4
BUFVC 

Results for BUFVC were found in Politics, Economics, Psychology and Languages Departments.  Most were simple links to the resource itself with a brief description. 

4.2.5
COCHRANE

Results for Cochrane were found in medical, nursing and other health-related Departments.  The low numbers recorded in the breakdown figures may seem to contradict the high numbers of ‘hits’ achieved.  Many of these hits were research or discussion groups with an interest in particular medical conditions and disorders, hosted by University Departments and often with world-wide links.  Others were publicity materials, or discussions of evidence based medicine from the healthcare or business worlds, rather than academia.  Many of the searches produced duplications.

Most often, the resource is found listed among other ‘useful links’, with minimal explanation.

4.2.6
COPAC

Results for COPAC were found across many academic subjects; economics, engineering, mathematics, the sciences, healthcare …  The COPAC acronym is often accompanied by a helpful explanatory phrase such as ‘New unified access to the consolidated online catalogues of some of the largest university research libraries in the UK and Ireland’  Individuals, however, tended to slot COPAC into a list of other resources, and it is variously described under ‘bibliographic databases’, ‘books’, ‘utilities’ and ‘stuff’.

4.2.7
Digital Egypt 

There were few results for Digital Egypt suggesting that knowledge of this resource is not yet widespread among UK HE Schools of Oriental Studies.

4.2.8
Google 

Results for Google came from across the whole academic spectrum, with heavy promotion by institutions and individuals.   Google is either presented as the search engine of preference, (using the Google logo), to search the University or Departmental website and beyond, or is one of a list of search engines.  Lecturers list it as before, alongside all kinds of other links and personal or academic material, or include the search engine facility within their web page.  Google undoubtedly seems to be a commonly accepted method of finding information in Higher Education, to the exclusion of other resources.  Sometimes it is the only information-seeking aid promoted.

4.2.9
History On-line 

The few results for History On-line were of course found in History Departments, and were all simple links in lists.  

4.2.10
 RDN 

The reason for the high number of hits for the RDN website compared to the low figures in the breakdown is that most of the links were self-referring, or from other JISC services.  

4.2.11
SOSIG 

The second largest overall figure after BIDS, with the highest score for institution hits,  results for SOSIG were found across the whole academic spectrum.  Institutions presented it in a similar way to other resources, as one of a list of links, with more or less explanation of what the student might find there.  Sometimes a URL for a specific site within SOSIG is given, or the resource is suggested as a general ‘gateway to a wealth of sociological material’.

Lecturers and other individuals recommend SOSIG to Accountancy, Finance, Social Policy, Philosophy and Education students.  SOSIG is clearly a well-known and much used resource.

4.2.12
 Zetoc 

Results for ZETOC were found in a variety of Departments, including health-related, Economics, Philosophy, Maths, Physics and the Visual Arts.

4.3
Conclusion

This section has provided an overview of the ways, and the extent to which, a sample of resources are being presented on academic web sites.  Worthy of note is the preponderance of sites which promote Google.  Frequently,  it is the only finding aid which is provided on academic sites.

5.
Local implementation: institutional perspective

The term ‘institutional perspective’ includes all references to DNER resources through University, Faculty or Departmental web pages.  The majority of such sites were at Departmental level, and so were intended to steer students towards subject relevant resources.  

5.1
The simple list

The way in which students are pointed towards the resources and the amount of explanation given varies, but the most usual way is to present the resource as an item on a list of hypertext links.   Some lists are presented as a simple column of bullet points where the ordering of items may have some underlying logic, but this is not explicitly expressed.  

A typical example would be a Department which offers an ‘information’ page on which BIDS is placed alongside a wide variety of information resources, both internal and external, but with no clear explanation of what BIDS is, who it is for, or why it is there.   This lack of explanatory information is not uncommon, and may seem like a barrier to the casual visitor, but it is likely that the student will have learned about the resource elsewhere.  If so, even the simplest list provides a useful reminder about appropriate resources.  

Some lists of links would require in depth or extensive prior knowledge, however.  Lists of acronyms are particularly noteworthy in this context.  One example was found of forty-eight links, half of which were acronyms with no explanation of the information content of the resource.

5.2
The simple list with explanatory phrases

Even a short explanatory phrase can be helpful, describing BioMed as ‘a collection of medical, dental and veterinary images for use in teaching’  perhaps, or BIDS as a ‘bibliographic data and electronic journals for education and research database’ on another mixed list of ‘Useful links’.  One Medical School offers a simple link to EMBASE through BIDS, explaining that this is a ‘European medical database which indexes 3,500 titles.  There is a 37% overlap with MEDLINE coverage.  It tends to be more up to date than MEDLINE.  It is particularly strong in the area of drugs and toxicology.’

5.3
The placing of resources in lists

Where the resource is placed in a list can be unenlightening.  One University for example, offers a ‘Latest Web Pages’ service, which is an eclectic mix of URLs.  Here COPAC is sandwiched between the BT Challenge and the British Monarchy, on a ‘What’s New’ page which was last updated in March 1999.  Another lists SOSIG along with Economist Jokes and the Economist magazine.  Disorderliness of this kind is not uncommon, but again, at least students are being reminded to use these resources in their work.

5.4
‘Minimalist lists’

The briefest of all pages found consisted of a two-item list of web based resources, one of which was BIDS, and a simple box of links to a university society, BIDS and an online dictionary.

5.5
Alphabetically ordered lists

There are, however, examples of very good practice, showing well-constructed and thoughtful lists  One Medical School, for example, provided  a section entitled Education and Training, with 22 items arranged alphabetically, many of which carried a brief explanation.  Here were the Cochrane Collection described as ‘Preparing, maintaining and disseminating systematic reviews of the effects of healthcare’, and COPAC as a ‘National Online Public Access catalogue, providing access to the online catalogues of some of the largest university research libraries in the UK and Ireland’.  Each description has a link to the resource.

5.6
Grouped lists

Information sources are sometimes organised into groups under headings and many Universities do make the effort to group their list of links and present the resources in a meaningful way. 

There are good examples of lists which are very current, quite extensive and with reasonable navigation aids.  Some sites are quite informal in tone, with for example links to jokes and ‘fun sites’ as well as to subject gateways, bibliographic databases,   various kinds of software, mail lists, statistics, journals, and preprints of journal articles, 

5.7
The placing of resources in lists

Deciding under which heading to place a particular resource seems at times to be a difficult task, and the end result can be puzzling.  BIDS seems to cause especial problems here.  As well as the examples already given in Section 4, other examples were found where BIDS is listed in ‘Papers and Preprints’, or as a WWW Search Tools along with Yahoo and NISS.

When the site has no headed sections at all, similar problems can arise.  One University, for example, has a link to The Cochrane Collection at the bottom of its Departmental web page, seemingly unconnected to any of the items around it.  Cochrane and two other unconnected links are added to another web page under the vague title ‘Interesting links’

5.8
Borrowed lists

While it is clear that some Departments have expended considerable time and effort on producing and presenting their web-based resource lists, and upon encouraging their students to use them, others borrow examples of good practice to expand their own brief resource lists.  One College, for example, follows its own ‘Useful Sociology Sites’ with a list of internet sites for sociologists copied directly from a two year old list on another University website. There are duplications between the two lists, and SOSIG is described as a ‘good sociology search engine’ by one, and a ‘gateway to a wealth of sociological material’ by the other.

5.9
Out of date lists

It is not uncommon for resource lists to be several years old.  A four-year-old webpage found when searching for links to SOSIG, contained only three resources. SOSIG was the only site still active.  A similarly old list had five resources, four of which were inactive.

5.10
Summary

The use of University and Departmental Web pages as a means of providing quick and convenient links to resources, including those making up the DNER, is widespread.  Certain of the resources chosen for this study are well represented in Higher Education resource lists across many disciplines, especially established resources such as SOSIG, BIDS, and COPAC.  Newer resources such as BizEd are also making their mark within their niche market, while others such as Digital Egypt and BioMed are less in evidence.  

As might be expected, the resources tend to be presented in quite a formal way.  Many webpages are attractively presented, with good supporting information and regularly updated links, but it has to be said that others are poorly designed and seem to be neglected for some years after their creation.  These are therefore unlikely to pick up the newer resources and present them to their students.  

Overall, however, there is certainly a perceived need to provide students with links to information through ‘institution’ web pages, and there are many good examples of how this might be done.

6.
Local implementation: individual perspectives

Within University websites, three categories of web pages produced by individuals are to be found; the majority are lecturer’s or researchers’ home pages, some are produced by students (both postgraduate and undergraduate), and others (which are called here ‘personal web pages’) by non-academic university staff.  A few are of unclear provenance.  It is not difficult to find links to DNER resources, though the context in which these are presented may at times seem haphazard, confusing or simply entertaining.

6.1
Lecturers’ and researchers’ web pages

6.1.1 Simple lists

Lecturer’s personal home pages abound on the web.   A typical page would contain contact details, maybe a photograph, biography, publications, research interests, personal interests, and some links.  A simple example of such a page was found which contained among the randomly arranged links, resources such as COPAC and BIDS, alongside three engineering related sites, a map of Singapore, and two on-line newsletters.  Another typical page offered a random assortment of links to search engines, the University home page, further academic links, and BIDS.

6.1.2
Grouped links

Some lecturers go to considerable trouble to present lengthy lists of links with a very close subject specific focus, which are grouped into categories.  

A physics lecturer, for example, offers well over one hundred densely packed links grouped into Db searches, literature (including BIDS), scanning methods, places, tools, journals, etc.  A chemical engineering lecturer lists BIDS under ‘Information sources’; an Economics Lecturer lists SOSIG and Biz/ed under ‘Main Economics Links’ and BIDS and COPAC under ‘Bibliographic Databases’.  A very extensive list of links is provided by a Social Work lecturer where among almost two hundred grouped links is one to the Cochrane Collaboration, a ‘research resource’. 

Some pages are simply overloaded with links which are difficult to read.  One physics lecturer was found, for example, who offered several hundred links grouped into categories.  In the Miscellaneous category was COPAC under the subcategory ‘Books’.  Another chose an alphabetic arrangement, with COPAC in the ‘C’ category of his bookmarks site.  The letter ‘C’ alone has around eighty entries, none of which is accompanied by helpful explanations.

Others try to overcome the monotony of pages of lists by using a varied layout to group links together, some showing interesting designs and considerable web page development skills 

6.1.3
Formality and Informality

A characteristic of some lecturers’ web pages is their informality.  All kinds of resources jostle for position on these pages.  For example, a Maths Lecturer at the presented a link to BIDS (hidden behind the phrase ‘Misc Journals online) alongside one to a photograph of himself surrounded by giant mushrooms, and what appear to be holiday photographs; a Computer Science researcher offered a BIDS link alongside Railtrack timetables, Eastenders updates, Leicester City Football Club, and Tesco’s on-line recipe collection; a maths and statistics lecturer offered a long and jumbled list of resources where BIDS and COPAC sit alongside the BBC, some sex sites, hifi, museums, celtic music, Shoe World and a dead cat certificate!

At the other end of the spectrum however, is an institution which insists that its staff use a proforma style sheet for web pages mounted on the University server.  This results in a closer academic focus to the web page and a sense of ‘corporate style’.  There is an opportunity to list ‘Favourite websites and addresses’ but the most adventurous item in this category is some travel information links. 

6.2
Students’ web pages

These fall into two distinct groups; post graduate and undergraduate web pages.  

A typical post graduate page will contain a photograph, contact details, a list of links, and usually some explanation of research interests and activities.  The pages are generally presented in a quite formal and systematic way, with either a short list of ‘useful links’ or a few groups of links, covering academic, subject specific and general interest categories.  BIDS is undoubtedly the most popular post graduate student link.

Undergraduate web pages are fewer, and of very varied quality.  One example was found with grouped list of links (with the ‘Academic Stuff’ towards the end, after TaeKwonDo and Fun Stuff), where BIDS and COPAC are offered as Utilities.  Another page from the same University was simply self-promotion, with a list of links added as an afterthought

6.3
Personal web pages

There are a few examples where DNER resources appear on University web pages produced by non-academic staff.  COPAC for example is promoted on a web page from IT staff, alongside web pages for the Midland Railway Society and St Pancras Churchyard.  A systems engineer has a comprehensive and attractively designed web page with useful links to computer support sites, personal interest sites, and a group of information resources including BIDS.

6.4
Summary

As might be expected, personal web pages within the HE community are less formal and regulated than those presented by the University or its Departments.  Information resources often seem to be presented in a completely random fashion, and there is sometimes an emphasis on non-academic materials.  Although these pages are offered to the student, academia, and indeed the world at large, at their least formal they do sometimes retain a very personal feel, almost as if we are being shown a page in the back of a diary rather than a website in the most public of arenas.

The best individual web pages appear to link to less common or very specialist academic resources, which perhaps have been discovered over a period of years of study.  Some such lists are quite extensive, and sharing them with students could save the student considerable time and effort.  Indeed some sites could form the basis of a valuable information resource in themselves, with perhaps a little more explanatory material.  

7.
Local implementation: teaching and learning perspectives

There are a number of examples where the resources included in the study are being used in teaching and learning.

7.1
Teaching  information retrieval skills 

Some sites  which give students general instruction on how to find and use information resources on the web were identified.  Examples were found of links to online information skills tutorials, such as Internet Detective, or teaching resources designed and produced by a particular Department

7.2 
Teaching students how to use DNER resources

Some Universities offer very specific training in the use of DNER resources, either as on-line courses, or through lecture materials.  

At Departmental Level, for example, one University offers an ‘Information Technology for Cognitive Scientists’ module, training students in search skills, website evaluation etc.  Also included is a session on BIDS, with an explanation of what BIDS is, how to use the service, and exercises in searching for and saving information.  

Another has developed an on-line course for Social Science students, which in week two links directly to training in the use of SOSIG.

7.3 
Using DNER resources in subject specific searching tasks

A choice of more complex and focussed search tasks for classics students at was found at one University.  Students were recommended to use BIDS and other subject specific bibliographical databases to find material for use in research projects, essays etc.  Some guidance is given, but students are also asked to analyse their learning process by feeding back to the class any difficulties or problems they faced, and explaining how these were overcome. 

‘IT training’ is also an integral part of an MA in Early Modern Social.  Here one hour each week per semester is devoted to sessions teaching ‘how computers can be used in research’.  This includes, among other things, skills training in the use of the Web of Science and COPAC

7.4 
How DNER resources surface in lecture materials.

There is evidence too that lecturers introduce students to DNER resources in lectures.  Lecture slides with references to SOSIG, COPAC and BIDS illustrate this.

Other types of course material is evident.  ‘Module overviews’ for Economics students were found brief administrative details, a brief overview, aims and objectives, lecture content, assessment, reading list, and links to web resources, including ZETOC.

Something similar but much fuller was found for Philosophy students,  where again there was a brief list of electronic resources, including SOSIG.  A Communication and Media module with an introduction to video, film and audio included links to a number of resources, including BUFVC.

7.5
Reading lists

There is also evidence of the integration of direct links to materials in web-based course reading lists.  The success of these attempts is, however, dependent on the source and format of the document.  For example, a link on a reading list created by one lecturer during a search of Ingenta journals resulted in an error message reporting a timed-out session.  The lecturer undoubtedly meant to be helpful, but had not understood that the authentication process would not permit such direct linking.  A student attempting to locate the article via the online reading list would be directed to enter a user id and password into the Ingenta login page and begin the search for the article from scratch.

7.6
Students’ work.

A few examples were found where students had been asked to use BIDS to complete a task. Two Anthropology students for example, explain how they used a BIDS search to find information for an essay on Turkey, and a Sociology student also outlines a BIDS assignment undertaken as part of his degree, which includes his evaluation of the service.

7.7
Summary

Quite a number of examples of links to DNER resources were found which illustrate ways in which the resources are being used in teaching materials.  They are sometimes presented alongside a range of other electronic resources in a simple list of links, but there is evidence of in-depth training in the use of the specific DNER resources, and of tasks being set based on their use.

8. 
Conclusions

The aim of the work reported here was to examine how and where  DNER resources are surfacing in learning and teaching within the HE community in non-library environments.  This Report offers initial and tentative indicators of an answer to that very large question.
The task undertaken was limited by what could be discovered using the technique chosen for the Internet searches.  However, a sufficient number of examples of the use of the specified resources was uncovered to enable some preliminary questions to be raised and conclusions drawn.  

Certain of the established resources are well-used and promoted in teaching and learning environments.  Departments, lecturers and students alike seem to have ‘favourite resources’ and those from DNER figure highly on many lists.  The newer resources, as might be expected, were less evident, but even these are beginning to make their mark.

Their was little evidence of the resources being presented as DNER or JISC resources as such, though in any case students might well not realise the implications of these acronyms.   A possible problem arising from this is that on Departmental webpages, DNER resources often sit alongside other resources from a vast range of providers, and even at this level, the distinction was not always made between DNER resources and others without the same high academic quality.  When a Departmental webpage places BIDS alongside Yahoo, and mistakenly describes both to their students as a ‘WWW search tool’, for example, how is the student to discern that one ‘search tool’ will return high quality information, which can be used with confidence in academic work, while the other will provide material which must be treated with caution or even scepticism?  Might this kind of misconception undermine JISC’s aim of providing a coherent information environment of quality resources?

This problem is amplified on some lecturers’ web pages.  It is worth re-emphasising that all of the web pages included in this study were ‘ac.uk’ URLs, and therefore came under the umbrella of a University website.  Many good, useful, informative pages were found, but the content of a minority is startling when considered as part of the academic ‘corporate resource’.   If students do refer to their Lecturers’ web pages as a source of information resources for their academic work, then some will find DNER resources interspersed among a mass of trivia – sometimes of a rather dubious nature!  Again, how is the student to be expected to evaluate the quality of what he or she finds?  

As is the way with websites, some of those used in this study have since been removed or updated – at least one or two used as examples have been improved.   The recent discovery that one of the websites had ‘disappeared’ led to the interesting finding that during the  period of investigation for this Report, one University at least has produced a policy on ‘personal home pages’.  This responds to ‘issues over potential legal liability for the University in the event of misuse of this facility’, and draws a distinction between staff and student ‘professional pages’, which are to be moved to, and managed under, the appropriate departmental system, and staff and student ‘personal pages’  which will no longer exist.  However, there was no evidence that the University’s concern was with the quality of information being delivered: the concern was over possible liability.

The search for examples of how DNER resources were being presented in teaching and learning environments was a little disappointing.  Although a range of interesting and imaginative examples was uncovered, the number within each category was small, suggesting perhaps that in the UK, HE teaching and learning materials are not being displayed in the open forum of the internet to the extent that academics in certain other countries choose to make theirs generally available, or that the amount of such  material being utilised is relatively small.

In summary, therefore, the key issues which have emerged in our investigation of the local implementation of the DNER are as follows:

· Academics engaged in the delivery of courses are promoting resources to their students in a variety of ways.  Contextualising the promotion of resources within the learning environment is clearly beneficial.  We express concern, however, that many of the sites which we examined not only lacked a coherent structure to provide that context, but that some of the descriptions of resources provided by academics are clearly wrong.   The descriptions of BIDS as a ‘WWW search tool’ and a ‘Useful admin site’ are just two examples.  We recommend that consideration be given by JISC and by institutions to the provision of standard descriptions to academics who wish to promote resources on the Web.  JISC services might also be encouraged to regularly explore the back-links to their services and  provide friendly advice to UK academics whose descriptions leave  something to be desired.

· The example given in Section 7.5 of a link on a reading list created by a lecturer to the dynamic identifier which had been attached to a full text journal article in PDF format which resulted in an error message reporting a timed out session, illustrates the need for guidance to staff from their home institutions on creating links to different resource types, especially those which carry authentication mechanisms.

· The role of the institutional library in providing access to quality assured resources is of paramount importance in the distributed environment  with accurate descriptions and clear guidance on access and delivery mechanisms.  The picture which is emerging at the institutional level is a fairly chaotic one with, for example,  evidence of links from library web sites to Departmental web sites which present randomly ordered lists of links and inaccurate descriptions.  

· The role of the Resource Discovery Network in providing links to quality assured resources and descriptions for use within Institutions by academics and librarians, remains unclear.  Only two links to the RDN were found from non-library academic sites.  We do not yet know whether academics and librarians are utilising the RDN to identify the  links which they promote to students, but our evidence suggests that this centralised resource containing quality resources and descriptions is not being promoted by academics. (It is intended to investigate the mechanisms which librarians and academics use to identify resources in a subsequent phase of the EDNER Project.)

· There is some evidence that academics are ‘borrowing’ lists of links to resources from other web sites to mount on their own.  One view is that this tactic avoids unnecessary duplication of effort, but the proliferation of out-of-date, or error laden, lists should clearly be discouraged.  

We are aware that the examination of the sample of web sites in this Study was made possible only by the fact that large numbers of academics have made their teaching materials publicly available on the Internet, and for this we are grateful. This public display has allowed us to develop a picture of the complexities surrounding the promotion and use of JISC/DNER resources in a distributed electronic environment. Virtual learning environments (VLEs) within institutions have not yet been examined and the intention within phase 2 of the  EDNER project is to undertake several in-depth case studies to examine the integration of resources within the teaching and learning environment to a much greater degree of intensity than is presented here.  
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