Mind the GAP.

Why did we do it?
The report Information Behaviour of the Researcher of the Future (JISC) challenges the assumption that the ‘Google Generation’ is the most literate. One area of concern is the way that the user evaluates – or fails to evaluate – information from electronic sources. A significant finding of the report was that although teachers were information literate, their skills were not being transferred to their pupils.

‘There is little research in the UK into the information skills of young people in and entering HE. This is symptomatic of a lack of strategic government support for information literacy programmes.’

A British Library press release sums it up – although young people demonstrate an apparent ease and familiarity with computers, they rely heavily on search engines, view rather than read, and do not possess the critical and analytical skills to assess the information that they find on the web.

Plagiarism: Increasingly Information Literacy is seen as important in helping to avoid plagiarism, students must be made more aware of the legal and ethical issues surrounding intellectual property – evaluation of resources and good referencing are key.

What did we do?

Information Services at Aberystwyth University offers a range of courses, including teaching information literacy skills within the curriculum – teaching students how to find, manage and use information effectively. Many of these sessions take place within libraries, but we also take the teaching out to Departments where possible, (both proactively and by invitation), since we need to look for ways to make it an inseparable part of good academic practice rather than a message to a few. This outreach is an important part of our service which we want to develop, maximising the benefit of the help, advice and teaching we provide.
Outreach is therefore one of the drivers of our service. Instead of waiting for users to come to us, it makes sense to also take the teaching to where the users are, even if that sometimes means allowing learning to take place in less formal environments. Many libraries already teach in open and flexible spaces within the library, we have plans in this area, but for this initiative we wanted to go further and try something new. We therefore took the teaching to a new location (for us) in order to reach new audiences – the Guild of Students.

Working with partners we put together a programme to take place on Wednesday 25th November 2009, concerned with covered various aspects of good academic practice - plagiarism, bibliographic referencing, critical use of reference sources, citation advice, and information about further support. We invited all parties with a vested interest in students' academic practice to take part, and ended up with a first for us, in that the collaboration eventually involved:

· Librarians

· Guild of Students staff

· the E-learning Team

· Academics

· Student Support Services

· Royal Literary Fund staff

· Media and Printing Services staff

· Language & Learning Centre staff

Some helped with organising, some delivered teaching, some helped run the day, others contributed their skills and time.

A lot of preparation went into co-ordinating the event and helping it to run smoothly, but also into promoting it as widely and effectively as possible. The talks were to be recorded so that the content could possibly be made available in other ways, extending the availability of the messages.

We carefully chose a name for the event that was a pun, but which thematically drew all the content together: "Mind the GAP - avoid pitfalls with Good Academic Practice". The corresponding visual image (from a Creative Commons source that did not require attribution) and design of the posters reinforced the central message that we can help students avoid common mistakes.

· "Good study skills lead to better marks and make you more organised and less stressed."

· "Good referencing and reading widely help to avoid plagiarism."

· "Using high-quality sources of information improves the quality of your work."
Publicity
We used every avenue of publicity including Web 2 options; weekly emails leading up to the event, RSS feeds, displays on information monitors, entries on blogs, Twitter, posters, flyers, using departmental meetings to inform of the event, emails to Directors of Learning and Teaching.
We used the idea of an Information Station outside the venue to explain what was going on, but also to offer informal help with aspects of good academic practice.
Powerpoint
Evaluation

Pros

We raised the profile of good academic practice, information literacy, library services and other support services.

We developed effective partnerships between the groups listed above who where involved in preparation for the event, uniting us in a common purpose. These collaborative partnerships will be valuable in the future.

The Information Station proved to be very popular, with the staff running it speaking to lots of students and answering their queries. It no doubt raised the profile of a number of services available to students that can help them with their academic work.

All in it together: the professional and helpful attitudes of all those who were involved (including porters and bar staff in the Guild of Students) made the collaboration a pleasure. Also the way that speakers dealt with the less-than-optimal surroundings and noise without batting an eyelid, taking it all in their stride, was impressive.

Cons

· Despite organisational imperatives, it is difficult to reach out to students unless what you offer is exactly at their point and time of need..

· By not enforcing booking we were flexible and open, but it made managing attendance more difficult. If we used booking in future it would give advance notice of attendance, and allow us to possibly move a session to a more appropriate location depending on the number of bookings, and allowing us to plan for the number of PCs/laptops needed for the hands-on sessions
· The location is extremely important. Despite having visited the location for this event a few times during the planning stages, it became clear during the day when the building was in live use that it was unsuitable. The room was extremely cold that day; noise was a big issue (it was a large echoing room, conversations took place, people were playing pool etc.) It turned out the room was regularly used as a throughway to get to the back of the building - with a hard floor that echoed every step. The room would have worked well with large audiences, but because they were smaller than expected it would have been better to have been in a smaller environment more conducive to group work than a large echoing space. However part of the problem of distraction is probably inevitable if you take your teaching out to other places.

· One has to identify as optimum a date as possible. Considerations such as whether it is an essay time or reading week; whether it suits the departments and their timetables; and even weather forecasts for wind, rain and storms are vital. A Wednesday was chosen because then students have the least lectures, therefore potentially are free to attend an event - however we later found out that although the reasoning was sound, students apparently don't visit the Guild of Students so much on those days, and the building would have perhaps been busier on a normal weekday.

· We had requested more publicity (an entry in the weekly email and on the university website on the day itself) but due to an administrative problem this wasn't done. Web statistics showed higher hits on our event web page after each previous weekly email, so if this had gone ahead we may have seen more interest.

