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Abstract 

Advances in web technology continue to effect dynamic change in the 

delivery of tertiary Distance education and academic library services in 

New Zealand. Alongside this rapid evolution it is important to 

understand the corresponding changes to the course-related 

information needs of Distance students. 

While increased online availability of information is beneficial for 

Distance students, their demographic profile and study mode can create 

unique challenges, requiring tailored support to ensure they are able to 

utilise resources to the same level as on-campus students.  

This small-scale survey of Distance students and librarians at the 

University of Otago investigated provision, perceptions and use of 

course-related information resources. The results, although limited, 

contribute to knowledge about the information and library help-seeking 

needs of Distance students. The findings illustrate the value of both 

online library resources and the ‘personal’ nature of targeted support 

for students. Librarians collaborate with teaching staff to place library 

resources in virtual learning environments and to deliver targeted library 

instruction at appropriate points. 

Areas identified for further research include the technological barriers 

that Distance students still face and how a personalised library service 

can be provided in response to student needs and as a measurable 

contribution to ensuring student retention and course completion. 

 

Keywords: Distance students; Academic Libraries; Information needs 
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Problem Statement 

As statistics show the number of students undertaking Distance education in New Zealand steadily 

increasing (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2014) and academic library services evolve alongside 

rapid changes in technology, it is important to understand and respond to the changing information 

needs of Distance students. 

Distance students are entitled to the same level of library support and services as on-campus 

students (Association of College and Research Libraries, 2014), however there are challenges in 

identifying and resolving issues in provision in appropriate ways, as technology and the nature of 

Distance learning changes (Needham & Johnson, 2007).  For many distance students, the problem is 

simply that  “….the library is invisible until he or she needs to use it.” (Casey, 2009 p.6). 

Advances in web technology have led to improved access to academic library resources; for 

example, many academic library catalogue search tools now resemble a Google-type search 

(Debonis, O’Donnell, & Thomes, 2012). While increased online availability of resources can appear to 

improve accessibility for distance students, this may not always be the case, and distance students 

may still need dedicated, specific support  if they are to benefit fully and in an equal way to on-

campus students (Lamond & White, 2008).  If library services are to be effective for Distance 

students, more information is needed about what kind of help they need and how it is delivered 

(Brahme & Walters, 2010; Pellegrino, 2014). 

While there is ongoing, relevant research into Distance students use of library services in the US 

(Ritterbush, 2013) and some in the UK (Brooke, McKinney, & Donoghue, 2013) there has been less 

carried out in New Zealand. Recent examples include Beckwith’s analysis of a Distance Library 

service at the University of Otago (Beckwith, 2014) and a 2008 study of library reference service 

communications at the University of Canterbury (Lee, 2008). Distance students are, however, the 

subjects of broader New Zealand-focussed studies, with recurring themes of student retention and 

engagement, and these studies offer useful insights (Brown, Keppell, Hughes, Hard, & Smith, 2013; 

Kahu, 2014). 

This research project, focussing on the University of Otago, investigated Distance students’ 

perceptions and use of library and other resources for course related information and help.  The 

research also sought librarians views, to compare from both ‘sides’ how resources and services are 

used and provided.  

The research aims to contribute to knowledge about the information and library help-seeking needs 

of Distance students in New Zealand and to identify areas for further research in how Distance 
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students seek information and use library resources. The research did not examine the place of 

Massive Open Online Courses ‘MOOCS’ in Distance learning and library support. Although the impact 

of MOOCS on how students learn online, seek and use information is only likely to increase, affecting 

how libraries support these students (Gore, 2013), there are still grey areas around these students’ 

access to both teaching and library resources (Association of College and Research Libraries, 2014). 

In New Zealand it is still early days, with only a few institutions involved in MOOCs (Shrivastava & 

Guiney, 2014). 

Definitions 

Distance Students  

Distance learning has been defined as “ any program of instruction in which students and instructor 

are not simultaneously present in a single on-ground classroom on the campus of a college or 

university” (Garten, 2009). For the purposes of this research, Distance students are ‘extra-mural’, 

domestic (resident in New Zealand) students enrolled in Distance-taught courses at a Tertiary 

Education Provider, as defined by the New Zealand Ministry of Education: “universities, polytechnics, 

colleges of education, wananga and private training establishments” (New Zealand Ministry of 

Education, 2014).  

Libraries and Resources 

 ‘Otago Libraries’ refers to all University of Otago library branches and library websites. 

‘Otago Library resources’ includes all services, resources and tools available to Distance students 

through Otago libraries, for example: 

 Online resources e.g. search tools and online requesting, databases, ebooks, ejournals, 

subject and referencing guides and instructional videos available via library websites; 

 Research and study support provided by librarians and other library staff in person, online 

or by ‘phone.  
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Literature Review 

The New Zealand context 

There is a very little literature focussing specifically on New Zealand Distance students’ experiences 

and use of university library resources, however there is a wider range of studies with themes of 

student retention and engagement – “students’ involvement with activities and conditions that are 

likely to generate high-quality learning” (Radloff, 2011, p. vi) which are either about or  include New 

Zealand Distance students and so are useful in providing context for students interactions with 

institutions (Brown et al., 2013; Kahu, 2014; Poskitt, Rees, & Suddaby, 2011). Whatever level 

students are studying at, their ‘Distance’ location places them in a unique cohort whose study mode 

and support needs are often quite different to on-campus students. Studies highlight the need for 

tailored and specific support that recognises the needs of these students and their connections  - to 

their study, their fellow students and to the institution (Kahu, 2014; Lamond & White, 2008; Poskitt 

et al., 2011, Pratt, 2015). 

A 2005 survey of Distance students at Otago examined their computer literacy and the information 

technology support they had for their study at Otago (Fisher, 2005). The technology environment at 

that time meant that most students used dial-up internet services. Additionally, many students were 

unsure of their own digital literacy skills, struggled with anything other than basic digital technology 

and did not use the Freephone ITS helpline when they encountered technical problems. Fisher’s 

study is useful for its context of the technology used in Distance education at that time and the 

evidence of the lack of dedicated support that Distance students received in coping with the digital 

requirements of their courses.  Although the assumptions now are often that the ‘digital divide’ no 

longer exists and that students  will have the hardware, software and skills to cope in the current e-

learning environment, recent New Zealand studies still refer to students’ difficulties with technology 

and the barriers these create to fully engaging with their study (Brown et al., 2013; Kahu, 2014; 

Pratt, 2015). 

The theme of support for Distance students continued in 2008 with one of the few library-focussed 

studies - a survey of Distance students at Canterbury University to determine preferences for 

receiving reference help from the library (Lee, 2008). The pace of technology change is evident, with 

references to resources such as ‘virtual reference’. Although there was a very low response to this 

survey, the results showed that Distance students still preferred email contact rather than a ‘live 

chat’ situation, for reference help, even though internet access was still an issue for some students 

using dial-up services or coping with problematic connections in rural areas (Lee, 2008).  
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A survey of first-year students, including some at Massey University a few years later looked at the 

interactions of students with support services (Brown et al., 2013). Although this study focussed on 

student retention and general support provided to first year Distance students, library services were 

included and the study’s value is in its detailed observations, through video diaries, of student 

experience of distance study and the many factors that affect their use of support services. Online 

library resources were highlighted as a valuable resource. The researchers indicated that Distance 

students need to be thoughtfully and carefully supported in ways appropriate to their choice of 

study mode if they are to fully benefit from, and persist with, their studies (Brown et al., 2013). 

Close study of Massey students continues, with another recent study utilising video diaries for an in-

depth look at first year Distance students’ connections to and engagement with university (Kahu, 

2014). Kahu examined the study experiences of older Distance students at Massey University and 

sought to understand the nature of their engagement with their studies during the first year. While 

not directly examining students connections to and use of library services, the wider themes of 

retention and engagement of Distance students, particularly those who are working, studying part-

time and with family responsibilities, are relevant (Kahu, 2014). 

The Open Polytechnic also pursued the theme of engagement in a recent report, looking at the 

“...relationship between library use and successful study” (Clarke, 2011, p. 261). Clarke was able to 

analyse library statistics against student completion of courses in a way that suggests the positive 

link between the use of library services and resources, and completion of study.  

There have also been a few studies investigating or reporting on librarian’s views and experiences. 

Chisholm and Lamond reported on ‘embedding’ information literacy instruction directly into online 

courses at Massey University, with results demonstrating value for both teaching staff and students 

(Chisholm & Lamond, 2012).  More recently Fields examined the “practice of embedding live 

librarians” (Fields, 2014, p.46) into online courses, again commenting on its contribution to 

supporting student engagement, while acknowledging the need to take into account factors such as 

the variation in students information and digital literacy levels (Fields, 2014). 

The wider context 

The scope of relevant research is more extensive outside New Zealand, providing valuable insights 

into research methods and the key issues faced by Distance students and libraries. Recent literature 

reviews highlight the growing importance of this area, for example Herring’s analysis of research 

articles on studies of Distance library services describes a general increase, between 1999 and 2009, 

in the number of articles and the variety of research methods used (Herring, 2010). The comparison 
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of common research themes in recent studies was the purpose of a literature review by Ritterbush, 

who noted, amongst other things, the differences between how libraries provide information about 

resources and how Distance students actually learn about resources, and the need for further 

research to help close the gaps (Ritterbush, 2013). 

The US Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) Standards for Distance Learning Library 

Services have been revised to reflect the changing nature of this learning mode and to reinforce the 

“access entitlement principle” for all learners to library services (Association of College and Research 

Libraries, 2014). The standards provide a reference point for researchers examining access to and 

provision of services (Brahme & Walters, 2010; Brooke et al., 2013; Needham & Johnson, 2007), in 

planning service provision (Casey, 2009; Hensley & Miller, 2010), or looking at the use and impact of 

technology (Brumfield, 2010).  

Improved access to broadband internet, and the consequent increase in online resources, would 

imply that access has improved for Distance students. However it seems that awareness of library 

services can still be issue, affecting how and why students use library support (Brooke et al., 2013; 

Hensley & Miller, 2010). 

Help-seeking 

Several studies have included the help-seeking aspect of Distance students’ interactions with 

libraries. Needham and Johnson in their discussion on “ethical challenges encountered in providing 

library services to distance learners” (Needham & Johnson, 2007, p. 117),  created guidelines for 

ensuring that Distance students have access to library services in the same way that on-campus 

students do.  Their discussion notes the importance of library use and support in the acquisition of 

information literacy skills and the difficulties that Distance students encounter as a result of their 

absence from campus (Needham & Johnson, 2007, p. 122).  

Brooke’s UK survey of Distance students and librarians found that many students were not aware of 

library services tailored to their needs and would often go to faculty members, friends or colleagues 

first for help (Brooke et al., 2013). The need to create greater awareness of library services, and for 

continuous communication with Distance students, was highlighted by Hensley and Miller in their 

2009 survey. This study set out to identify how students used library services and provided some 

useful observations, particularly for the need to communicate regularly with students through a 

variety of channels. The researchers found that while some services – e-reserves and e-journals, 

were well used, other services supporting research were not, and that this reflects students’ level of 

awareness of these services. (Hensley & Miller, 2010).  
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Information-seeking  

The information-seeking behaviour of Distance students and their use of online tools has been 

included in several recent studies. 

Mussell and Croft, in their 2011 study, explored the use of ‘discovery layers’- a recent innovation at 

that time – by Distance students. They found that while many students still started with ‘Google’, as 

library search tools became easier to use they were increasingly used alongside the more familiar 

general web search engines (Mussell & Croft, 2012). The researchers also noted that students 

appeared to be happy to “outsource the relevancy” of search results by using these fast, 

unsophisticated general search tools (Mussell & Croft, 2012, p. 33).  

The need for an easily searchable library website was echoed by Wahl, Avery and Henry, as one of 

the changing priorities for Distance students, in their ongoing survey. The researchers noted that as 

technology improved, making information available faster, in a more user-friendly way became more 

important, as did the need for the library to be pro-active in placing library information at relevant 

points (Wahl, Avery, & Henry, 2012).  

A contrasting view was found by Brahme and Walters, studying the search habits of doctoral 

students. In this study, comparing residential and Distance students, it appeared that library 

resources were the preferred option for finding information, and that students started their 

searches “from the library website, using the library’s research tools” (Brahme & Walters, 2010, p. 

501). The researchers noted the divergence of this result from existing literature and acknowledged 

the need for further research.  

The use of web search engines, or library search tools, including databases and catalogues, can 

depend on the skill levels of students and how they receive information literacy instruction, if any. 

Lamond and White’s discussion of information literacy and Distance students states that these skills 

are particularly important for Distance students who have no physical access to the library, and 

there is a corresponding challenge for libraries to give emphasis to the teaching opportunities for 

Distance students (Lamond & White, 2008). A survey of the information needs of graduate students 

by Ismail  found that students’ information-seeking skill levels related both to the students level of 

library instruction and the teaching staff’s familiarity with current library resources (Ismail, 2010).   

Byrne and Bates also noted the importance of librarians being actively involved in information 

literacy teaching (Byrne & Bates, 2009, p. 137). Their study of Distance students looked at what 

information sources students used, and they found that most used the internet, with library and 
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online course content following behind. They also noted the importance of specific, tailored 

instruction for Distance students and the need to work with faculty to provide library information 

within courses (Byrne & Bates, 2009).  

Librarians Views 

Views from the librarians’ side are less common than studies of student behaviour, however the 

literature does reveal some key ideas. Brooke’s recent survey of students and librarians is important 

for its analysis of the gaps between students and librarians perceptions of Distance students’ 

confidence and the challenges they face. The findings revealed that Distance students had “… high 

levels of confidence with using libraries” contrasting with librarians who felt that Distance students 

suffered from “a lack of information literacy skills….” (Brooke et al., 2013, p. 630). 

A 2007 survey of Distance librarians by Cassner and Adams sought information on service provision 

for Distance students. The findings  illustrated increasing recognition of the need to  work with 

teaching staff to integrate library resources into online course material, and highlighted both the 

rapidly changing nature of Distance education and the role of librarians (Cassner & Adams, 2008). 

Edwards and Black’s case study of an embedded librarian set out to assess the value to Distance 

students of this way of providing library services. While this was a small study, the findings 

confirmed the value of embedded librarians; however the researchers affirmed that the process 

must involve detailed planning to curriculum needs and with teaching staff to ensure success 

(Edwards & Black, 2012). 

The importance of engagement with faculty and providing services ‘at the point of need’ are themes 

that appear more often. Ismail surveyed students and faculty, to understand these users’ needs for 

library services and was able to make connections between how faculty use library resources and 

teach library skills, and how this impacts on students’ ability to use library services.  The findings 

revealed a need to create a stronger awareness of library services within faculty, and to 

communicate more effectively (Ismail, 2010, p. 730).  

Pellegrino’s small study of “help-seeking behaviour” highlighted the importance of placing library 

resources “at the point of need” (Pellegrino, 2014). This emphasis is repeated by Lamond and White, 

asserting the importance of easily accessible library services for students “..where they are 

and….when they need it” (Lamond & White, 2008, p. 8).   
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Summary 

The literature shows that while there are detailed studies of New Zealand undergraduate Distance 

students, looking at the general support they receive; there are few New Zealand studies that focus 

on library resources and services, both from the students and librarians perspectives. There is a 

plethora of studies available from elsewhere, particularly the US, where the results from student and 

librarian surveys help to identify potential improvements in providing course-related resources, both 

through libraries own tools and services and through collaboration with teaching staff.  

This small-scale research study aims to contribute to what is known about the information and help-

seeking resources that New Zealand Distance students use for their coursework. The research also 

aims to provide some views from the librarian’s perspective. Through the survey and by identifying  

further areas for future research it is hoped that a continuous picture of library support for Distance 

students can be built. 

Distance students at Otago 

Distance study at Otago covers a wide range of subjects and teaching formats, in 120 programmes 

including Health Sciences, Education, Theology and Social work, and an online MBA (University of 

Otago, 2015). Qualifications are offered at undergraduate, Masters, Postgraduate certificate and 

Diploma level. Some courses include on-campus blocks or residential weekends.  

Otago’s Distance students are likely to have a similar profile to those studying at other New Zealand 

universities: slightly more females than males and studying part time, often towards a work-related 

qualification (Poskitt et al., 2011). They are also more likely to be “...balancing the pressures of 

family, study and full-time employment than campus-based students” (Poskitt et al., 2011, p. 72). 

Importantly, nearly all students now have access to broadband internet, with rapidly increasing use 

of mobile devices. The University’s Distance Learning website links to social media sites and other 

support services for students (University of Otago, n.d).  

Library resources and support  

Distance students have access to most of the same resources as on-campus students, including: 

 Requesting books online via Library Search I Ketu to be sent to their home address; 

 A Distance Library service for students to request books, scans of book chapters or journal 

articles and access information about library resources and services;  
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 Postgraduate Distance students are supported by subject librarians, and the library also 

offers postgraduate library workshops for off-campus students – for example using Adobe 

Connect; 

 The ‘Library Liaison’ subject guide on the library website has a section for Distance students 

and some course specific subject guides have a link to the Distance Library service. 

Research Objective 

Studies exploring Distance students’ perceptions and awareness of library resources and what they 

actually use to find information for their assignments, have highlighted the need for libraries to 

better understand these students’ needs.  Alongside information-seeking and use, the literature 

examines how Distance students find and use research and study help and how this kind of support 

needs to be tailored to their study mode. Some studies have partnered the analysis of student 

behaviours with views from the librarians’ side, an approach which helps to create a better overview 

of where opportunities might exist to improve resource provision and library communications with 

students and teaching staff. 

The research aims to contribute to understanding the information and help-seeking needs and 

behaviours of Distance students by investigating: 

 The course-related information and help-seeking needs of Distance students; 

 The resources Distance students use to find information and help for their assignments and 

research; 

 How Distance students learn about Otago library resources and how they prefer to learn;  

 

The research also aimed to explore Otago librarians’ provision of support for Distance students and 

their perceptions of Distance students’ use of library resources, providing a “diversity of views” 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 633). By viewing the student experience of library resources from both 

‘directions’, the research contributes to knowledge which can help to identify potential 

opportunities to increase the effectiveness of library support for Distance students. 
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Research Questions 

 How do Distance students find information for course assignments and research? 

o What online resources do they use? 

o What physical libraries do they use? 

o What are their perceptions and use of Otago library resources? 

o How do they learn about Otago library resources? 

 How do Distance students get help to find information for course assignments and research? 

o What resources do they use?  

o How do they prefer to get help? 

 What are librarians’ perceptions of how Distance students use library services? 

Research Design  

Mixed methods strategy 

The research strategy most closely resembles a “convergent parallel mixed methods” approach 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 15).  A survey of service users (Distance students) complemented by qualitative 

interviews with service providers (librarians), informed the research questions.  Although the survey 

and interviews were carried out with different groups, the inclusion of open questions within the 

survey to students represented a qualitative element, which alongside the quantitative structure of 

the survey also aligned the research to the mixed methods model (Creswell, 2014, p. 17). 

The benefit of a mixed methods approach is in the combining of data from two ‘ends’ of the service, 

and has been used in previous studies evaluating services for Distance students. Edwards and Black 

used an array of methods including online surveys of students, field notes from librarians and semi-

structured interviews with librarians, for evaluating services (Edwards & Black, 2012). Brooke used 

mixed methods to compare needs, views and perceptions of students with how librarians perceived 

student needs and behaviour (Brooke et al., 2013). 

The strategy is convergent in some aspects as the student survey and librarian interviews were 

derived from the same research questions and carried out over the same period of time (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2013, Chapter 10).  A quantitative element, through a survey to students, is suitable for a 

large sample group and allows for the results to be generalised, enabling broader application of the 

outcomes (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013, Chapter 4).  The qualitative elements provided opportunities for 

more in-depth exploration of specific questions in interviews with librarians and through open 

questions in the surveys. 
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Edwards and Black, and Brooke also used this approach to triangulate some of their findings: using 

quantitative and qualitative data collection with the same population sample to confirm findings 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2013, Chapter 4).  Triangulation of data from the student survey, by following up 

with a small number of qualitative interviews, was desirable in this research study however the 

limited timescale made this an unrealistic addition.  

Cross-sectional design 

The research takes a cross-sectional design approach as described by Bryman. This classification 

includes surveys that use questionnaires and interviews to collect the data – in this case from many 

individuals -  at a “single point in time”, where the data can be both quantitative and qualitative 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 59).  

The research focussed on Distance students enrolled at the University of Otago and librarians from 

University of Otago libraries. The university also provides an example of how Distance students 

interact with academic library services, and it was available to the researcher. These facts combine 

to provide elements of a representative case study design –  “the detailed and intensive analysis of a 

single case.” (Bryman, 2012, pp. 66–70). 

Research Samples 

The scale of the research project meant it was not feasible to include all domestic tertiary students 

enrolled in Distance Learning courses, or all academic librarians in New Zealand providing services 

for Distance students. Instead, the survey was limited to a ‘convenience sample’ of Distance 

students and subject librarians at Otago, as they were available to the researcher (Creswell, 2014, p. 

158).   

The research followed a non-probability sampling approach, using samples from known and 

available populations. For the student survey, selection criteria were applied to a large potential 

pool of individuals reducing the random element of selection. The librarians were essentially self-

selecting from an invitation and so there was no random selection (Denscombe, 2010, p. 25). 

Students 

The sampling design for the student survey was “single stage” in that the selection was made once 

only by the University of Otago; (Creswell, 2014, p. 158).  Students were selected from those 

currently enrolled in a Distance course at the start of Semester two, 2015. 
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New Zealand Ministry of Education statistics indicate just over 28,000 domestic students were 

studying extramurally (Distance) in the tertiary sector, at degree level or higher, in 2013 (New 

Zealand Ministry of Education, 2014).  The research sample consisted of 300 students selected from 

enrolled, domestic Distance students at the University of Otago. It was desirable to apply a range of 

selection criteria, including current enrolment status, the type and number of papers being studied 

and student location (i.e. ensuring they are truly ‘Distance’ students). This type of ‘purposive 

sampling’ is used to ensure that the research being undertaken is relevant to the participants 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 714).   

The survey process 

The quantitative survey sample of enrolled Distance students at Otago were sent an email from 

Otago Student Services with a link to a web survey created using the VUW Qualtrix software. One 

follow-up email was sent after three weeks to help improve response (Wahl et al., 2012) and the 

survey remained open for six weeks. Web surveys have been used successfully in similar research, 

however, responses can be low (Hensley & Miller, 2010; Ismail, 2010) so the use of an incentive was 

considered as this can positively affect response (Mussell & Croft, 2012).  

Using email with a web survey link, in preference to a postal survey, was considered in the light of 

previous surveys and improved access to the required technology. Fisher’s 2005 survey was sent as a 

postal questionnaire, generating a 43% response (Fisher, 2005).  More recently, researchers have 

discarded the postal route and have addressed potential drawbacks with using email surveys in a 

number of ways, for example Wahl et al put links to their web-based survey on the library web page, 

sent reminders and offered incentives (Wahl et al., 2012); Mussell and Croft ensured their online 

survey was open for a sufficient length of time and also offered an incentive for completion (Mussell 

& Croft, 2012).  

Librarians 

The librarians volunteered to take part in the research and can best be described as a ‘purposive 

sample’ as they represented a specific group of people with specialist knowledge relevant to the 

research objectives (Denscombe, 2010, p. 35).   
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The survey and interviews 

Questionnaire for students 

Driven by the research questions, the questionnaire for students was structured into themes. 

Question development was informed by the literature and previous Otago surveys, including the 

library section of the Student Opinion survey (Quality Advancement Unit, 2014)  and the Distance 

Learning Office Technologies Access Survey (Distance Learning Office, 2012). Previous surveys, in 

particular those by Brooke, Hensley and Miller, and Mussell and Croft, provided excellent examples 

of questions (Brooke et al., 2013; Hensley & Miller, 2010; Mussell & Croft, 2012). The draft 

questionnaire (on paper) was reviewed by some Otago staff. The survey in Qualtrix was tested for 

usability and comprehension with Otago staff, non-library users and with a few Distance students to 

ensure relevance and reduce the potential for misunderstanding or assumptions caused by 

terminology.  

Information-seeking questions: 

 Online course pages; links from course pages to the library website; 

 Independent searching; the need to do independent searching for assignments; 

 Online search tools used including general web-based and library-based and frequency of 

use; 

 Library visits and use; other (non-Otago) libraries used and reasons; 

 Otago libraries: introduction; awareness of resources; use of and usefulness of resources; 

Help-seeking questions: 

 Source of help for information, preference and frequency of use; 

 Learning about library resources: source of information and preference of information 

source; 

 Confidence in finding relevant information for course assignments. 

Demographic questions: 

 Level of study/Subject area; 

 Age band; 

 Years of study at Otago/years of study as a Distance student. 
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Question Format 

Several factors influenced the formatting of the questions and the questionnaire in the web-based 

survey: 

 Usability: Questions were designed for simplicity, using as few variations in answer types as 

possible, and were mostly closed-ended, with some nominal type and some ordinal (scale) 

type questions. A few open-ended questions offered the opportunity for respondents to give 

free-text answers on specific topics where a qualitative approach is more helpful in 

answering the research questions (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014, Chapter 7).  

 Survey design requirements: Dillman suggests that “a questionnaire should be organised 

much like a conversation”, starting with an easy question, more difficult, important 

questions in the mid-section and less important questions at the end (Dillman et al., 2014, p. 

230). For a web-based survey, the order and appearance of questions is particularly 

important, requiring logical progression and page breaks in appropriate places, and the web 

survey design was carefully considered within this framework.  

 Data analysis: The questions were designed to enable meaningful analysis of the variables 

and the relationships between them to answer the research questions (Bryman, 2012, p. 

351).  

Librarian interviews 

Interviews with subject librarians followed a qualitative model, with questions designed to enable 

the librarians to comment on and inform the research objective (Creswell, 2014, p. 190). Views from 

the librarians are important in creating a more complete picture of how students use library 

resources and support.  

Focussing on the research questions, interview themes included: 

 How librarians perceive Distance students awareness and use of Otago library resources; 

 How students contact librarians, what common questions are asked; 

 How librarians provide library resources and help to students. 

 What librarians see as the challenges that Distance students face, and the challenges that 

they themselves face in providing services for Distance students. 



Distance students: Finding information and help for coursework 

Page 19 of 52 

 

Ethical considerations 

As the research involved collecting personal views and demographic information, there was a need 

for “informed consent”  and a “right to privacy” (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013, p. 104).  Ethical approval 

was sought for the survey and interviews from Victoria University of Wellington  (Victoria University 

of Wellington Research Policy Group, n/d). In addition, Otago Student Services required all responses 

to the student survey to be anonymous and this was achieved through Student Services facilitating 

the survey and the use of Qualtrix survey software to anonymise responses. 

Data collected from interviews with subject librarians was transcribed and confirmed with 

participants, and anonymised before inclusion in the research report.  

Assumptions and Limitations 

Assumptions 

 It was assumed that the students who were sent the survey would be able to complete it:  

that they would have sufficient experience of using one or more Otago library resources, 

and alternative online resources, for their study.  

 It was assumed that the students would be familiar with the terminology used in the survey 

regarding Otago library resources.  

 The research design also assumed that a number of Otago librarians were involved in 

providing services to Distance students and that a minimum number would be willing to 

participate in the research.  

Limitations 

 The student survey was initially tested for comprehension by Otago staff and non-students. 

It was intended to follow this up with a pilot survey to a small number of Distance students, 

and two librarians sent invitations to students for this purpose. Only a few responses were 

received and although these contained some extremely useful comments, the limited 

feedback may have meant some improvements to the survey were overlooked. 

 The number of questions in the survey was kept as low as possible - a shorter survey 

potentially generating a higher response. However, on reflection some extra demographic 

data would have provided more depth to the student profile and enabled closer 

comparisons to other surveys.  



Distance students: Finding information and help for coursework 

Page 20 of 52 

 

 The very basic mailing selection criteria may have impacted on the response rate. 

Application of more specific criteria, including previous Distance study, and stratification by 

discipline, may have provided a more suitable pool of students to draw from. 

 The use of an incentive may have increased response, as in previous studies.  

 Surveys provide only surface detail, taken at one point in time, about individual behaviour. 

Follow-up qualitative interviews or focus groups with students would have provided a 

deeper level of understanding of their information behaviours and needs. 

 There was a low response to the invitation to Otago librarians to be interviewed. The 

researcher’s lack of experience, the structured nature of the interviews and the variation in 

library activities across the disciplines meant that this aspect of the research was not fully 

explored.  

Results 

Student Survey 

The survey was distributed via a link in an email from Otago Student Services, to 300 Distance 

students selected at random from the pool of enrolled Distance students at the start of Semester 2, 

2015. A reminder email was sent three weeks later. The response rate following the reminder email 

was much lower than the initial response rate. The survey closed after six weeks. 53 responses were 

received. Of these, 44 were counted as complete and were included in the data analysis.  

The list of questions is shown in Appendix 1. 

Analysis of responses 

Responses to the survey were analysed in Qualtrix, which codes all data and presents results in 

graph and table format. Responses from the final free text comment question were exported to an 

Excel spreadsheet for separate analysis. Some questions had the option to describe or name a 

different resource to those listed in the question and these were noted where relevant.  

Tables of counts of responses to questions are shown in Appendix 5. 
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Demographics 

The majority of respondents were between 26 and 60 years of age – with a fairly even split between 

the four main age groups (Fig. 1) 

Fig. 1: 

Numbers of 

respondents 

in each age 

group. 

 

 

 

 

 Almost 80% (n = 35) of respondents were female. 

 Over 90% (n = 40) had been studying at Otago for one year or more – 60% (n = 26) for more 

than three years – this included those studying at undergraduate level.  

 Almost 60% (n = 26) had been studying at Otago as a Distance student for between one and 

three years. Only six students had been studying by Distance for less than one year (these 

were all Health Sciences postgraduates). Some of this group had studied at Otago previously, 

although not by Distance. 

 Almost 90% (n = 38) were studying at postgraduate level, with the majority studying for a 

certificate or diploma, and just a few at undergraduate or PhD level. 

 The results showed the majority studying Health Sciences, with a third taking Humanities, 

Education or Social work courses. None of the respondents selected Sciences or Commerce 

options in the question.  
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The information context 

The first few questions in the survey aimed to establish what library information resources the 

students were provided with through links in their ‘Virtual Learning Environment’ (VLE) (Fig.2) and 

the amount of independent research students had to do for their assignments. 

 Most students’ courses use Blackboard, a few use Moodle, as the VLE. 

 The most common links to library resources from the VLE were the Library home page and 

the Distance Library Service web page. Links to other resources, such as subject and 

referencing guides, were less common. A few respondents indicated no links to Library 

resources, or described as ‘other’ links which were in fact library resources or course 

material.  

 Nearly all students had to ‘find further information’ themselves, for some or all of their 

assignments, most for all. 

 

 

Fig 2: Links from the VLE 
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Answering the Research Questions 

How do Distance students find information for course assignments and research?  

 What online sources do they use?  

 

Fig 3: What online information sources do student use? 

Respondents could select any number of sources in this question. The graph (Fig. 3) shows that 

Google Scholar, databases and Otago Library Search I Ketu are all being used more than basic web 

search engines. There is a link to Google Scholar from the Library website, however the survey didn’t 

ask if the students were using this link or searching via Google. The high use of tools to access 

scholarly journals is indicative of the largely post-graduate cohort. 

The next question asked about the frequency of use of these sources. 

 There was a marked preference for Library Search I Ketu, used ‘all of the time’ most often, 

against web search engines and Google Scholar.  

 The top ‘all of the time’ used sources were Library Search I Ketu and article databases 

followed by Google Scholar.  

 The top ‘often’ used sources were web search engines and Google Scholar, followed by 

subject guides and article databases. 

 Social media is not being used as an online source of information for coursework. 
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The graph below (Fig. 4) illustrates the combined effect of sources that were most used, showing 

that Library Search I Ketu is the most used, closely followed by Google Scholar and library article 

databases. Students are not ‘just Googling’ but are using Library resources in preference, with the 

web as a secondary source.  

The ‘other’ responses came from eight students, and consisted mostly of specific databases and 

websites.  

 

Fig. 4: Frequency of use of online information sources 

 

What physical libraries do they use? 

The responses (Fig. 5) indicate that only a few students visit libraries for finding information for their 

course. Ten students ‘sometimes’ visit an Otago library; while only one or two visit libraries ‘all of 

the time’. The majority of students never visit a library for information for their assignments.  
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Fig. 5: Visits to libraries 

 

Participants were asked in a free text question the main reason why they visited a library for 

information for their coursework and 23 students responded. Over 60% (n = 14) cited access to 

books. This, and access to print versions of journals and articles were the main reasons. Only two 

respondents cited the location of the local library as a reason for going, and another two wrote 

about the help they received from librarians.  

What are their perceptions of Otago library resources? 

The survey then focussed on Otago library resources, and this section began with a question to 

establish what kind of library introduction (if any) students had been given, for the course they were 

currently doing.  

 Almost half of the students (n = 21) had received an introduction to the library, either from a 

librarian or course tutor. Introductions were either in the library or by video. 

 

Students were asked what library resources they thought were important, and how well the 

resources met their information needs. 

 

For a clearer picture of the importance of each resource, the graph (Fig. 6) stacks up the top three 

‘levels of importance’ to show overall, how important students perceive these resources as being.  

 Three resources, Google Scholar, Article Databases, and E-Journals, show how vital online 

sources of scholarly articles are to many students.  
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 The Distance Library service, which provides a dedicated library support, posting and 

scanning service for Distance students, is also revealed as a resource of high importance. 

 

 

Fig. 6: Importance of Library resources 

 

The next question asked about how well the resources met the student’s information needs (Fig. 7). 

The most important resources are also those where needs are largely being met; just a few 

resources are perceived as rarely meeting needs. The Distance Library service is the resource that 

meets needs most often, closely followed by e-journals. 

 

 

Fig. 7: How well Library resources meet needs 
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The data presented in a slightly different way (Figs. 8 and 8a) shows the relationship between the 

importance of resources and how well they meet the needs of students: 

 

 

Fig. 8: ‘Spider’ graph of the importance of Library resources 

 

 

Fig. 8a: ‘Spider’ graph of how well Library resources meet needs 

 
The most important resources – E-journals, Databases, Library Search and the Distance Library 

service, are also all mostly or completely meeting the needs of students. 

 

 How do they learn about Otago library resources? 

The next two questions focussed on learning about resources. Unsurprisingly, most students use a 

variety of ways to learn about library resources, including, for 80%, (n = 35) being self-taught. The 

library website also features highly (65%, n= 29) as a source of information, as does the lecturer or 
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course tutor, and library workshops, where 30% (n = 13) of students learned about resources. Social 

media is still mostly unused as a source of information. For the few that mentioned other sources, 

one to one conversations with librarians featured (Fig. 9).  

 

Fig. 9: How students learn about Library resources 

 

Comparing these responses with those to the next question raises an issue of interpretation of this 

question – are students thinking about how they ‘learn how to use’ library resources, or how they 

‘learn about their existence’?  

 

This contrasts with students preferred ways to learn about new library resources (Fig. 10), where the 

most strongly preferred route is via the Library website. However, many students also prefer to learn 

about new library resources from their course lecturer/tutor, or from library sources including video 

tutorials, emails from librarians and subject guides. Interestingly, while social media is hardly used as 

a source of information about new library resources, it is creeping in to preferred channels.   

 

Fig. 10: How students prefer to learn about new Library resources 
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How do Distance students get help to find information for course assignments and 

research? 

 How confident are students in finding information? 

This question asked students to rate their confidence, from 1 (not confident) to 4 (very confident). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, most students rated themselves as either quite confident (50%, n= 22) or 

very confident (15%, n = 15). No students rated themselves as having no confidence. 

What do students do when they need help?  

Students most commonly ask their lecturer/tutor or ask others on their course for help finding 

information for their assignments. However, other sources are also important, including emailing or 

phoning a subject librarian, or using subject guides (Fig. 11).  

 

Fig. 11: What do students do when they need help? 
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 Final comments from students 

Sixteen students responded to the invitation to make further comments on Otago Library resources 

for Distance students (Fig. 12).  These were analysed for keywords relating to six categories, derived 

from the comments: 

Resource 
accessibility 

Resource 
usefulness 

Distance Library 
Service 

Librarians Concerns General Library 
support 

Sometimes time 
consuming to get 
to the articles 

Excellent Fantastic One on one. 
Helpful. Patient. 
Provided resources 

Felt unprepared Would have liked a 
lot more support as 
a Distance student 

Easy Good Helpful 
Quick 

Obliging, helpful, 
fantastic 

Needs a one on 
one tutorial. 

Out of hours 
needed 

Good Excellent Very valuable Helpful 
Efficient 

Need courage to 
ask [for help] 

Fantastically 
helpful staff 

Blackboard links 
not working 

  Excellent Helpful 
One on one Skype 

Could not find 
video tutorials 

Interloan valuable 

Library site baffling, 
unclear results 

  Would love a one 
on one tutorial 

 Out of hours 
support needed 

Library search 
easier than OVID 

     

 

Fig. 12: Comments on Otago Library resources 

Librarians Views 

Three Otago subject librarians who provide library support to Distance students were interviewed. 

Between them they represented the humanities, science and health science disciplines. The 

interviews were structured, with question themes based on the student survey.  Interviews were 

transcribed by the researcher; transcript summaries and the draft report were provided to the 

librarians for comment.  

Responses to questions varied considerably between the librarians, illustrating the differences 

between the disciplines, collaboration with academic staff and the librarians’ individual preferences 

for connecting students to library resources. However there were also common themes, which echo 

conclusions from other studies. The profile of the postgraduate Distance student as older, often with 

family responsibilities, and working while studying, was mentioned by each of the librarians. The 

consequent time pressure on these students was also highlighted. Technology, perhaps overlooked 

as an issue for today’s students, was identified as potentially challenging for the Distance cohort, 

particularly for those returning to study after a long absence or coping with inadequate equipment, 

software, or connections. 

 What came through clearly is that the librarians interviewed strive to respond appropriately to the 

specific needs of Distance students. Using their extensive knowledge and experience and working 
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with academic staff as far as possible, they work to provide library help and support in ways that are 

relevant and timely for each group of students.  

Library Resources and the VLE 

In many cases there is a standard set of course-related links on the VLE to library resources including 

the Distance library service, subject guides and contact details. Often this will be tailored, for 

example including links required by course co-ordinators or with specific information for students 

who may be undertaking an on-campus block for their course that will include a library workshop or 

teaching session. Librarians emphasised the need to keep things simple, and content will vary 

between undergraduate and postgraduate papers.  

Delivering library introductions and instructions to students 

Again, this is an area where librarians are responding to different levels of students’ needs and 

academic engagement, resulting in considerable variation in content, format and delivery across 

disciplines.  

For students who attend on-campus blocks, library introductions are carried out either during 

workshops or as part of introductory lectures and Adobe Connect is sometimes used for this. For 

some courses the workshop has pre-class tasks designed to provide basic familiarity with resources 

and this is often helpful for those students who have been away from study for some time.  One 

librarian has tested a discussion forum for students in one paper, an initiative that has worked well – 

students feel comfortable asking questions on the forum and find it easy to use. 

Even providing a 10 minute overview of library services, as part of an introductory lecture, can make 

a difference, as one librarian commented “...it just means that students...hear and see 

somebody...[they are]...making a connection with someone”. 

Student confidence 

The librarians were asked how confident they thought students would be in finding information for 

their coursework.  The responses suggest that in many ways, Distance students are seen as similar to 

on-campus students in that they consider themselves, mostly, to be fairly confident in information-

finding. However, one librarian commented that Distance students “tend to be more realistic” about 

their skill levels, but also sometimes need more feedback, or reassurance.  
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Common questions and challenges 

The librarians’ responses indicated that Distance students are probably similar to their on-campus 

counterparts in that their questions are frequently around which search tools to use and 

constructing search strategies. Similarly, referencing and referencing software queries appear often.  

When discussing the challenges that Distance students face, librarians indicated that these were 

often around their mode of study and the barriers this can create. The technology they are using – 

possibly new and unfamiliar, and for some who are ‘making do’, perhaps inadequate for the tasks – 

is a hurdle to be negotiated even before they start to deal with the complexities of the VLE and 

library system. Technical support is there, but is also ‘at a distance’ and not always available when 

required.  

Isolation was also mentioned as a challenge for students, both in terms of lack of opportunities to 

share knowledge, issues and information with fellow students and also relating to the difficulty of 

communicating. The flexibility of Distance learning, which has many benefits, can also create barriers 

to communicating with librarians, who have little ‘out of hours’ flexibility, and with other students.  

Challenges for librarians 

For the librarians, some of the challenges they face are similar to those they consider students face. 

Dealing with technology issues when communicating with students was indicated as a common 

problem.  Often “everything takes longer [as there are]...no visual cues”. One librarian reported 

often turning the camera off during Adobe Connect sessions, as it slowed everything down and 

became a distraction. Trying to demonstrate resources by ‘phone is challenging, and creating 

resources that can be used on multiple platforms by Distance students can also be difficult.  

Flexibility, for students one of the benefits of studying by Distance, can also be a challenge for 

librarians who support them, and was highlighted by one librarian. Out of hours availability of 

librarian support was difficult to provide, although some workshops for postgraduate courses had 

been held in the evenings and at weekends.  
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Discussion 

The objective of the research was to contribute to understanding the course-related information and 

help-seeking needs and behaviours of Distance students, by investigating the general resources they 

use to find information and help and how they use and learn about Otago library resources. The 

researcher also sought to explore Otago librarians’ views – how they provide information and 

support to Distance students and what their perceptions are of the challenges for Distance students.  

The survey and librarian interview responses together help to create a snapshot of what a small 

number of students and librarians are doing and how they are using the tools and resources 

available to them. Due to the small number of student and librarian responses, it is not possible to 

generalise the findings.   

The demographic profile of Distance students influences the way that they engage with study and 

support services (Brown et al., 2013; Kahu, 2014; Poskitt et al., 2011) and their mode of study, while 

offering the benefit of flexibility, can also create additional constraints (Brooke et al., 2013; Kahu, 

2014). 

In their analysis of results from the Australian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE), Poskitt et al 

showed a higher proportion of older students, and slightly more female students studying by 

distance than on-campus (Poskitt et al., 2011). The profile of the Distance student as being older, 

female, in work and possibly with family responsibilities was also mentioned by the Otago librarians 

and is also commented on by other researchers (Casey, 2009; Guiney, 2014). 

The respondents to the survey for this research project were mostly over 30, and mostly female, 

indicating a similarity to the AUSSE pattern. It would have been ideal to have included more 

demographic questions to compare usefully with the AUSSE profiles and particularly with regard to 

the work-related nature of their study.  

The profile of the Distance student may also affect how they search for information and what 

sources they use – one of the Otago librarians talked about the barriers that students “who have 

been out of the system the longest” may face, including the rapidly changing nature of the 

technology they are required to use for their course work. Brooke noted that “...balancing studying 

with other commitments is the greatest challenge for DLs [Distance Learners]” and for librarians: 

“meeting the needs of DLs with increasingly diverse backgrounds, previous educational experience 

and levels of information literacy” (Brooke et al., 2013, p. 629). 
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While this study did not question students about their use of technology, it was mentioned by the 

librarians as one of the challenges for students, sometimes seen as a barrier. The increasingly digital 

nature of Distance learning (Guiney, 2014), with the associated provision of library resources online, 

places more pressure on Distance students in terms of their digital literacy and IT resources (Lamond 

& White, 2008). 

The largely postgraduate level of study is congruent with the types of information and information 

sources that the respondents are using. Postgraduate students are required to do more independent 

research than undergraduates and to use a wide variety of information sources, particularly journals 

for health science students. Alongside this there is considerable variation in library content links 

from the VLE for courses, as noted by the librarians. Survey respondents indicated that they see the 

links to the Otago library home page and Distance library service most often in the VLE, with subject 

guides seen less often.  The question remains about whether students are using these links in the 

VLE or finding library resources independently. One librarian commented on the “blurring” between 

where the library begins and ends on the VLE – students may not always know what they are using is 

a library resource.  

The responses to the initial questions about sources of information echo to a large extent those 

found by other researchers; that students are using library search tools more often as they come to 

resemble web search engines (Brahme & Walters, 2010; Mussell & Croft, 2012). It would be useful to 

compare these results with a similar group of on-campus postgraduate students and to investigate 

how relevant students find the results from these ‘discovery layers’. 

A few students visit libraries for their research. Even though this group was a small proportion of the 

respondents, their comments suggest that they may be unaware of library services to provide books 

and journals.  However, students also visit libraries for access to study space, computers, and help 

from a librarian – much the same as they might do if they were on campus.  

The question about a ‘library introduction’ is a difficult one for a quantitative survey, and generated 

a few queries about wording and format during the testing of the questionnaire. Given the range of 

‘introductions’ discussed by the librarians, it’s possible that some respondents were not clear about 

the question, which would have benefited from further testing in the pilot survey.  Librarian’s 

comments indicated that they are responding to the needs of students and academics to provide the 

most appropriate resources, often on a paper-by-paper basis. The introduction of a discussion forum 

worked well in a paper with few students and perhaps the class size was beneficial:  this mode of 
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‘embedding’ the librarian into a paper was commented on in recent research by Fields as being a 

useful tool, albeit not without its limitations, particularly when used for large classes (Fields, 2014). 

Students’ perceptions of Otago library resources again illustrated their preferences for online 

information – with e-resources scoring highly both in terms of importance and meeting needs.  The 

dedicated Distance library service is both important and meets needs more than other services and 

the value of the personal approach can be seen in the comments from students: “The distance team 

has been fantastic...” and “I love the distance service offered at OU..”.  

Students are still largely ‘self-taught’ when they learn about library resources, but prefer library 

routes and learning from lecturers or tutors when it comes to finding out about new library 

resources. The reliance by students on teaching staff for library information reflects the findings of 

Hensley and Miller – many “learning about the library” from their instructor (Hensley & Miller, 2010, 

p. 677) and confirms the need to ensure that library tools and resources are accessible by students in 

course web pages.  Byrne and Bates also commented on the increasing complexity of online course-

related information through the VLE and library and the need for students to be adequately 

supported in “navigating ...through this information space” (Byrne & Bates, 2009, p. 139).  

Survey respondents choice of sources of help with assignments – often choosing to ask the lecturer 

or tutor - also reflect findings from Brooke whose survey respondents would often go to course 

tutors first for assignment help (Brooke et al., 2013, p. 625). This preference, alongside other choices 

of emails from the librarian, asking others on the course, and subject guides, highlights the mix of 

library and course-related sources of help. These choices perhaps endorse the need for continual 

collaboration with teaching staff to place library support as close as possible to the student’s 

learning experience (Fields, 2014; Lamond & White, 2008). 

The students who responded to this survey mostly reported reasonable confidence levels with 

finding information. The small number (seven students) who indicated lower confidence showed few 

differences in their use of information sources; however they relied more on their lecturers and the 

library website for information and most had not had an introduction to the library. It would be 

useful to gain more information from this group about how their confidence levels could be 

increased and what resources they would find useful.  

The challenges for librarians and the differences in their responses, may have much to do with the 

differences in library resource use by discipline, as outlined by Fields in her study of embedded 

librarians (Fields, 2014). Arts and Humanities, for example, use more print resources than Sciences, 

and particularly for subjects such as Classics and Theology at Otago, where much of the material is 
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only available in print. Sciences and Health Sciences tend to have more of their resources online, 

commonly as e-journals. 

Conclusions and Recommendations for further research 

Distance students are already the subject of recent close study in New Zealand, with the focus on 

engagement in study and retention. Their use of library resources and services, the impact that 

appropriate support for their information-seeking needs has on achievement and completion, has 

been less studied. Students and institutions would benefit from continued research.  

It is clear that Distance students have very different teaching, support and information needs than 

their on-campus counterparts. As course-related information becomes more readily available on an 

increasing variety of platforms, it is important to remember that often, “..the problem still remains 

that patterns of learner needs are still not adequately understood in the distance environment” 

(Brown et al., 2013, p. 72).  The researchers concluded with: “Arguably, the key to improving 

engagement, retention and success among first-time distance learners can be found at the interface 

between student perceptions of what it means to be a distance learner and relevant support 

services....” (Brown et al., 2013, p. 72) It is this interface, with reference to the interaction of the 

student and the library, that needs to be examined to ensure that resource and service provision is 

appropriate, perhaps developing a more personalised service as hinted at by Brooke: “Services 

should become increasingly flexible, and methods of personalising them on a mass scale, similar to 

Amazon....” (Brooke et al p.632).  Needham and Johnson’s proposed ‘ethical guidelines for providing 

library support to distance learners’ also included the requirement to “acknowledge the reality that 

distance learners may need library services that are more personalized than those for on-campus 

students” (Needham & Johnson, 2007, p. 119).  

There are ways in which this personalisation is developing, through embedding library information 

and services and creating discussion forums in the VLE. Further qualitative research to learn more 

about Distance student’s information needs and behaviours would contribute in a more detailed 

way to what is currently known.  

More research data could be used to better identify the ways in which dedicated and tailored 

support, through library channels and via the VLE in collaboration with teaching staff, both enhances 

students’ learning experience and contributes to the role of the library in student retention and 

course completion. 
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Appendix 1: Student Survey questions. 

Online course information: Does your course use Blackboard, Moodle, or 

Ocean Browser to provide information online for assignments?  

 Blackboard  

 Moodle  

 Ocean Browser  

 My course doesn't use any of these  

 

Is there a link to any of the following University of Otago Library 

resources from your online course information?  

 Otago Library homepage  

 Otago Library subject guide for your course  

 Distance Library Service  

 Otago Library Study Smart 

 Other Otago Library guides, e.g referencing  

 Other - please describe 

 No links to Otago Library resources 

 

 

 

 

 

Finding information for assignments:  In addition to any readings and 

references provided in your course information, do you need to find 

further information yourself for assignments? 

 For all assignments 

 For some assignments 

 For no assignments 

 Not applicable - my course has no assignments 

 

Finding information for assignments or research:  Using online sources:  

Thinking about when you look online for information for assignments or 

research, which of the following sources do you use?  

 Google Scholar  

 Otago Library Search I Ketu  

 Web search engine e.g 
Google/Bing  

 Otago Library subject guides  

 Otago Library article databases 
 

 Facebook  

 Twitter  

 Other (not Otago) Library 
website  

 Other - please name   
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How frequently do you use these online information sources for your 

assignments or research? 

Never, Rarely, Sometimes, Often, or All of the time. 

 Google Scholar 

 Otago Library Search I Ketu 

 Web search engine 

 Otago Library subject guides or article databases 

 Facebook or Twitter 

 Other library website 

 Other (please name) 

 

Finding information for assignments or research: Going to a library:  Do 

you go to a library to find information for your assignments or research?   

 Public Library       

 Workplace Library       

 University of Otago Library      

 Other Academic Library     

 If you go to a Public, Workplace or other Academic Library to find 

information for your assignments or research, what is the main reason? 

[text box] 

 

University of Otago Libraries (Otago Libraries):  Have you had an 

introduction to Otago Libraries, for this course? 

 In an Otago Library with a librarian  

 In an Otago Library with a course lecturer/tutor 

 Video tutorial with a librarian 

 Other, please describe  

 No 

 

Using Otago Library resources: Thinking about Otago Library resources 

that you might use, how important are they for your assignments or 

research? 

Not used, Not important, Somewhat important, Important, Very 

Important. 

 Google Scholar      

 Article Databases      

 Library Search I Ketu      

 Subject Guides      

 Distance Library service 

 'Get It' Interloan      

 E-books      

 Help from Subject Librarian      

 E-journals 
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Thinking more about these Otago Library resources, how well do they 

meet your information needs for assignments or research? 

Not used, Rarely meet needs, Somewhat meet needs, Mostly meet needs, 

Completely meet needs 

Learning about Otago Library resources:  How have you learned about 

Otago Library resources?   

 Library website  

 Self-taught  

 Friends/others on my course  

 Lecturer/course tutor  

 Email from Librarian  

 Library workshops  

 

 Library video tutorials  

 Library Facebook page  

 Library Twitter feed  

 Library subject guide  

 Other - please name 

How do you prefer to learn about new Otago Library resources?   

No preference, Slightly prefer, Prefer, Strongly prefer 

 Library website      

 Friends/others on my course      

 Lecturer/course tutor     

 Email from Librarian     

 Library workshops 

 Library video tutorials     

 Library Facebook page     

 Library Twitter feed     

 Library subject guide     

 Other - please name 
 

Finding information and help for assignments or research: How confident 

are you about finding information? 

 Not confident to Very confident (scale of 1-4).     

If you need help finding information for your assignments or research, 

what do you do? Please think about the resources that you use for help, 

and how often you use them.  

Never, Occasionally, Very often, Always 

 Email Otago Librarian     

 Phone Otago Librarian     

 Ask Lecturer/Tutor     

 Ask others on course     

 Use Otago Library subject guide 

 Use Otago Library 'self-help' 

guide    

 Ask on Facebook     

 Ask on Twitter     

 Other - please describe 

 

Please indicate the age range you are in. 

 less than 20  

 20-25  

 26-30  

 31-40  

 41-50  

 51-60  

 60+  
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How many years have you studied at the University of Otago in total?  

 

 Less than one year  

 Between one and three years  

 More than three years  

 

How many years have you studied at the University of Otago as a Distance 

student? 

 Less than one year  

 Between one and three years  

 More than three years  

 

What is your level of study? 

 Undergraduate Degree  

 Honours Degree  

 Postgraduate Certificate or Diploma  

 Masters Degree  

 Doctorate  

 

What is your gender? 

 Male  

 Female  

 

What is your main area of study? 

 Health Sciences  

 Sciences  

 Humanities  

 Commerce (School of Business)  

 Other - please name  
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Appendix 2: Timetable 

 

Timetable Start Date Finish Date February March April May June July August SeptemberOctober

Submit TAF 20/02/2015

Literature Search 23/02/2015 4/10/2015

Revise Proposal 23/02/2015 16/03/2015

Send draft to Supervisor 27/04/2015 11/05/2015

Prepare for submission 11/05/2015 22/05/2015  

Submit Proposal 22/05/2015

Marking 22/05/2015 11/06/2015

Ethical approval VUW (survey) 17/06/2015 29/06/2015

Mailing selections, questionnaire 

set up and testing 29/05/2015 30/06/2015

Survey emails sent (1 reminder) 

(survey open for 6 weeks) 8/07/2015 21/08/2015

Data collection 8/07/2015 21/08/2015

Ethical approval VUW (librarian 

interviews) 14/07/2015 30/07/2015

Interviews with librarians 13/08/2015 25/08/2015

Data analysis 20/07/2015 31/08/2015

Draft final report 1/08/2015 28/09/2015

Send to Supervisor for comment 28/09/2015 12/10/2015

Final revisions 12/10/2015 16/10/2015

Submit Report 16/10/2015
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Appendix 3: Participant Information– Student Survey 
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Appendix 4: Participant Consent – Librarian Interviews 

 

  



Distance students: Finding information and help for coursework 

Page 49 of 52 

 

Appendix 5: Tables of responses to student survey questions 

 

Question Sometimes Often All of the Time 

Google Scholar 11 14 14 

Otago Library Search I Ketu 14 5 17 

Web search engine e.g Google/Bing 10 15 4 

Otago Library subject guides 8 10 2 

Otago Library article databases 9 10 13 

Facebook 0 0 0 

Twitter 0 0 0 

Other (not Otago) Library website 6 4 2 

Other - please name 4 4 0 

 

Table 1: Frequency of use of online resources 

 

Question Never Rarely Sometimes Often All of the 
time 

Public Library 25 6 6 1 2 

Workplace Library 25 6 5 4 1 

University of Otago Library 19 9 10 4 2 

Other Academic Library 29 4 3 3 1 

 

Table 2: Frequency of visits to libraries 

Question Somewhat important Important Very important 

Google Scholar 10 10 16 

Article Databases 5 12 24 

Library Search I Ketu 3 8 21 

Subject Guides 8 6 10 

Distance Library service 7 3 22 

'Get It' Interloan service 10 5 9 

E-books 9 12 11 

Help from Subject Librarian 3 15 4 

E-journals 5 12 22 

 

Table 3:  Importance of Library resources 
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Question 
Rarely meet 

needs 
Somewhat meet 

needs 
Mostly meet 

needs 
Completely meet needs 

Google Scholar 0 12 21 6 

Article Databases 0 6 24 9 

Library Search I Ketu 2 10 15 7 

Subject Guides 4 8 12 1 

Distance Library service 1 5 12 12 

'Get It' Interloan service 1 4 8 7 

E-books 1 13 13 4 

Help from Subject Librarian 0 5 9 6 

E-journals 0 8 19 11 

 
Table 4: How well Library resources meet needs 

 

Answer Response % 

Library website 29 66% 

Self-taught 35 80% 

Friends/others on my course 6 14% 

Lecturer/course tutor 20 45% 

Email from Librarian 3 7% 

Library workshops 13 30% 

Library video tutorials 5 11% 

Library Facebook page 0 0% 

Library Twitter feed 0 0% 

Other - please name 8 18% 

Library subject guide 6 14% 

 

Table 5: How students learn about Library resources 
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Question No Preference Slightly Prefer Prefer Strongly Prefer 

Library website 5 7 14 12 

Friends/others on my course 16 9 9 3 

Lecturer/course tutor 5 8 19 7 

Email from Librarian 11 11 12 5 

Library workshops 16 9 8 7 

Library video tutorials 15 9 11 5 

Library Facebook page 27 5 2 0 

Library Twitter feed 31 2 1 0 

Other - please name 6 1 0 2 

Library subject guide 15 10 10 2 

 
Table 6: How students prefer to learn about new Library resources 

 

Question Never Occasionally Very Often Always 

Email Otago Librarian 19 20 2 2 

Phone Otago Librarian 32 9 1 0 

Ask Lecturer/Tutor 8 24 10 2 

Ask others on course 14 16 11 1 

Use Otago Library subject guide 16 15 6 4 

Use Otago Library 'self-help' guide 24 12 5 1 

Ask on Facebook 37 1 0 0 

Ask on Twitter 39 0 0 0 

Other - please describe 7 2 1 0 

 
Table 7: What do students do when they need help? 
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