
 

 

 
 

Research Skills Programme Annual Report 2013 

and five-year retrospective overview 

 

Emma Coonan 

 

  



1. Five-year overview (2008-2013) 

1.1 Developments in higher education  

In the past decade a number of factors have brought about significant changes in the UK higher education 
landscape. The effects of disintermediation, the rise of digital knowledge delivery, and the corresponding 
erosion of the library’s status as information gatekeeper continue to demand a radical realignment of our 
position in education. The sector has also seen advances in widening participation and a growing 
understanding of the importance of retention and employability, together with a sharp increase in part-
time and distance learning modes of education. All these factors contribute to an environment in which 
there is a growing demand for ‘transferable skills’ to extend beyond the academic learning journey and a 
demonstrable need for a joined-up, developmental approach to student support, on the grounds that 
“access without support is not opportunity” (Engstrom). 

 

1.2 Evolution of the Research Skills Programme 

The Research Skills Programme has evolved over the past five years to reflect these changes in the wider 
higher education context, in line with the stipulated job aim of setting best practice for research skills 
training in Cambridge. Since 2008, when the current postholder took up the position, the focus of the UL’s 
Research Skills Programme has moved away from purely bibliographic instruction - library inductions, 
catalogue training and ‘using the UL for the study of subject X’ - and towards a more holistic and reflective 
approach based on study skills and learning development. This approach is based on a belief that all 
students, at all levels, are entitled to support that helps them to develop a comprehensive and discerning 
understanding of information in multiple forms and from multiple sources, not merely than training in how 
to use a library. This change is mirrored in the move away from courses based on resource demonstrations 
(e.g. Web of Science, ebooks) and towards supporting aspects or phases of the research process, such as 
‘How to do a literature search’. 

This broad, developmental provision goes beyond the traditional focus on finding information to include 
information management, source appraisal, critical evaluation, and conventions around academic writing 
and scholarly communications both across and within the disciplines. Although these are traditionally seen 
as ‘academic’ competencies or functions, there is no benefit - but much risk - in effecting an artificial 
separation between the ability to find appropriate information and the ability to perform higher-level 
evaluative, critical and synthetic processes on it, since the two operations are so closely intertwined. The 
Research Skills Programme therefore aims to scaffold the academic development of learners and to help 
them manage their own learning by helping them to develop a critical understanding of the information 
resources available and allowing them to decide for themselves where and how to direct their research. 

The programme’s main aims are now aligned with Professional Values V1 and V2 of the Higher Education 
Academy’s Professional Standards Framework: 

 to help learners develop an informed understanding of scholarly conventions, practices and values 
as enacted in their discipline  

 to facilitate each learner’s development of a conscious, reflective, and evaluative approach to 
encountering and using academic information throughout the individual academic career  

Its coverage is encapsulated by the jigsaw graphic on the cover of this report, a key advocacy tool used in 
working with both course leaders and students themselves. 

 

1.3 Developments in pedagogy and delivery 

This broadening of the programme’s mission has significant implications for the content and format of 
taught sessions. Whereas a ‘demonstration’ format focuses on resources rather than student engagement 
and interaction, a focus on scaffolding academic development demands both. The emphasis is necessarily 
on active, reflective learning which is co-constructed with the learner and which cannot work as a one-size-
fits-all approach. As noted in the 2012 Annual Report, the programme as a whole is moving away from the 
traditional ‘sage on the stage’ lecture format and towards a more constructivist ‘guide on the side’ 



approach which enables participants to take an active part in the learning experience. The proportion of 
teacher to student time has increased, reflecting the more active and developmental nature of the 
programme (see graphs, section 6). 

This movement towards a more constructivist pedagogical approach requires that trainers not only 
maintain a comprehensive and current knowledge of the discipline and its primary information sources 
(both academic and non-academic, print and digital), but also help develop students’ understanding of 
academic conventions, research practices, and trends in their discipline. It also foregrounds a need for 
diverse learning environments including, but not limited to, the traditional demonstration/lecture room. In 
the past five years the Research Skills Programme has expanded to include a large number of hands-on 
workshops as well as one-to-one consultations and informal drop-in sessions in new study spaces. The 
format of student-led Q&A sessions with expert panels has been introduced to several M.St. courses. In 
addition, an online booking form for research consultations is about to be trialled. It is hoped that this will 
offer greater visibility of the service and a more efficient way of managing the Research Skills Librarian’s 
time. 

The increasing diversity of programme formats and delivery methods described above demands extra 
flexibility on the part of the Research Skills Librarian. Non-traditional programmes in particular, such as 
pre-sessional and distance learning courses, frequently schedule classes in the evenings and at weekends. 
With the ongoing growth in flexible degree pathways, demand for out-of-hours provision is likely to 
increase. 

This demand can be partly met with e-learning initiatives such as the ICE Online study skills programme 
which is currently under development, but it should be noted that face-to-face teaching is likely to remain 
essential for the deep learning necessary for students to develop evaluative, reflective and critical 
information-handling abilities.  

 

 

Student feedback 2012-13 

“Excellent session. I believe that this course should be recommended for all first year PhD students to 
attend at the beginning of their research.” (How To Do A Literature Search) 

“A really rich use of two hours where both theory and practice were mixed; it's led in a beautifully 
encouraging and practical way, going through the basics in a way that lets you see immediately the 
application for the biggest project!” (Academic Reading and Writing) 

“Thank you very much! I think this was one of the best workshops I have had here!” (Academic Reading 
and Writing) 

“It was a very friendly interactive session and we all learnt a lot!” (How To Avoid Plagiarism) 

“Dr Coonan was particularly strong in making attendees become aware of their own thought processes and 
patterns in relation to their work (broadly understood), and how they could, and might even want to, re-
examine them.” (Arts and Humanities PhD Induction event) 

 

 

1.4 Programme administration 

Running the Research Skills Programme involves a significant amount of administration, which has 
increased with the changeover to the UTBS system in January 2011 and with the general growth and 
development of the programme. 

Prior to implementing the UTBS, the programme benefited greatly from the support, particularly in 
statistical matters, of Naomi Woodburn. However, the administrative load for the programme has grown 
to the extent that administrative input on a daily basis is required. In 2013 it was agreed that a flexible 
proportion of Alex Fisher’s time could be given to supporting the programme administratively. 

Alex’s role in the Research Skills Programme has been tailored to fit around her full-time position at a 
Reference Department enquiry desk. Leaving the desk for long periods of time, such as for setting up a 



training room, is difficult and Alex therefore focuses on activities which can be completed alongside her 
normal routine. She monitors UTBS and the Research Skills email account on a daily basis, records 
attendance, sends feedback requests for sessions and assists with adding or cloning sessions on UTBS. 
Alongside daily administrative support to the programme, a longer term project for Alex is to enrich the 
data collected from user feedback forms in order to better measure the value of the Research Skills 
Programme to users.  

While Alex provides valuable support to the Reader Services Programme, this could be used to even 
greater effect if time committed to the Research Skills Programme could be formalised. This would allow 
Alex to assist with setting up training rooms, provide an extra pair of hands during some workshops and 
importantly would allow her to complete some desk-based tasks away from a public reading room. Should 
the number of sessions the Research Skills Programme offers continue to rise (see graph 2 in section 6) the 
need for administrative assistance is likely to increase correspondingly. 

 

2. Embedded information literacy provision   

In January 2012 the Research Skills Librarian submitted a proposal to the Institute of Continuing Education 
for an embedded research and information skills component in part-time matriculated Master of Studies 
courses. The programme is designed to offer practical and procedural skills around information together 
with a reflective awareness of the overall research mission. This provision aims to help students to: 

 become familiar with the research landscape in their topic 

 evolve a framework within which to find, evaluate, manage and deploy academic information  

 develop an informed and judicious attitude towards academic information in all its uses. 
 

This is achieved through a modular two-year programme which is closely integrated with the students’ 
academic learning journeys and aligned with their subject curriculum, learning outcomes and assessment 
mechanisms. Sessions take place at each one of the students’ residential courses. We are currently piloting 
this integrated provision with three MSt programmes (Construction Engineering, Sustainability Leadership, 
and Advanced Subject Teaching) and the first trial year is complete. 

Year 2 will include ongoing exploration of the possibilities afforded by Moodle for online research skills 
support (note that the University has just announced that it is moving its VLE provision from CamTools to 
Moodle). 

 

 

Student feedback 2012-13 

“Excellent and essential” 

“I thought your session was by far the most useful of the weekend” 

“Delightful. Inspirational” 

“Demystified it very well, thank you” 

“Better than fine” 

“Absolutely brilliant. Her metaphor of ‘entering a parlour’ really helped me to understand the academic 
context - wonderful presenter.  Lots of very useful tools and helpful hints - loved this” 

 

 

 

3. Peer training and support scheme for library colleagues 

This scheme was created in January 2013 with the aim of expanding the pool of trained UL tour leaders for 
both orientation tours and open day/outreach events. The scheme is designed to tap into and share 
institutional knowledge, to offer an accessible and flexible learning opportunity for trainees, and to 



increase trainers’ confidence and autonomy through sharing practice, observing and giving feedback to 
learners. 

The scheme works on a mentorship basis. New tour leaders (trainees) are paired with an experienced 
leader (the trainer) who mentors them through the process of learning to lead a tour. There are two 
elements to the process: 

1. The trainee shadows a tour given by the trainer 

2. The trainee leads a tour, observed by the trainer, who then offers constructive feedback  

It is crucial that all feedback given by either partner should be constructive: i.e. it should focus on strengths 
demonstrated during the tour process, and areas that can be developed in future. A specific peer 
observation tool was designed (see Appendix 2) which encourages trainers to assess and give feedback to 
their mentees in a supportive and positive way, ensuring that the focus is on building trainees’ confidence 
in this new role as well as supporting their professional development.  

The scheme requires commitment on both sides. It is not merely about passing on wisdom in a one-way 
relationship, but about dialogue and sharing of experience between the partners. Ideally, trainee and 
trainer should work in different departments of the library so that each benefits from listening to the 
other's ‘take’ on describing the library. Participants on the scheme have to date responded with zest and 
enthusiasm, willingly making time for their own and their colleagues’ professional development in an 
outstandingly positive way. 

 

4. Open Access Project 

From January to March 2013 the Research Skills Librarian acted as a project researcher on the 
University’s Open Access Transition Project, which sought to ensure that the University was ready to 
comply with new RCUK terms taking effect on 1 April 2013. 

The project entailed carrying out user experience research into the publishing practices of researchers 
and academics. Based on a human-centred design approach, this study involved guerrilla research, focus 
groups, depth interviewing of academic staff, and pair interviewing of early-career researchers. The 
research was undertaken in collaboration with design agency CX Partners, with whom the project 
researchers also carried out an audience definition workshop and intensive data analysis leading to a 
user experience map and persona creation. Project involvement necessitated a strong grasp of wider 
open access issues including the ramifications of Creative Commons licensing.  

 

5. Collaboration, networking, and continuing professional development 

The shift in ethos from bibliographic instruction towards scaffolding learners’ academic development 
places the Research Skills Programme at the confluence of several overlapping yet distinct communities of 
practice, primarily information literacy, learning development, and researcher development. It is therefore 
imperative for the Research Skills Librarian to maintain a professional contact with each of these 
communities as well as staying abreast of the wider trends and agendas that influence HE policy, and their 
potential impact on support for reflective learning development. 

The Research Skills Librarian regularly presents at conferences and more informal events such as 
workshops and TeachMeets. This professional contact provides evidence-based research that feeds back 
into the Research Skills Programme in terms of both content and ethos. Professional contact also offers an 
opportunity to benchmark provision against that of other institutions, providing a means of quality 
assurance and enhancement for the programme. Finally, it offers the opportunity to promote Cambridge 
University Library’s contribution to information literacy and learning development research and practice. 

Please see Appendix 1 for publications, papers delivered, and events attended in the past year. 



6. Statistics  

Course and booking overview, 2012-13 

 

 

Comparative data - past three years* 

 

* excluding August-December 2010 

 

Responses to course feedback question “Would you recommend this session to someone else?” 

Course I would definitely 
recommend it! 

Yes, I’d 
recommend it 

Maybe: it depends 
who’s asking 

Sorry, no 

Academic reading and writing 37 18 4 0 

How to avoid plagiarism 8 12 3 0 

How to do a literature search 19 18 3 0 

Referencing without tears 10 20 1 0 



Graphs 

 

Graph 1. Number of participants and number of sessions offered per academic year since 2006/07 

 

 

 

During the 2006/07 academic year the post of Research Skills Librarian remained vacant for several months resulting in fewer sessions taking place and a 
sharp decline in participant figures. Since the appointment of the current post-holder, participant numbers have recovered up to 92% of the 2006/07 

figure. The number of sessions offered per academic year continues to climb with 23% more sessions offered during 2012/13 than in the 2006/07 
academic year.  
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Graph 2. Number of sessions offered through the Research Skills Programme since 2006/07 

 

 

A continual increase in the number of sessions offered coupled with the slight decrease in the number of participants reflects the holistic direction the 
Research Skills Programme has taken. This particularly highlights the increase in teacher to student learning time since smaller groups are participating in 

more sessions.  
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Appendix 1: Continuing Professional Development 2012-13 

Papers, presentations and workshops 

‘The research jigsaw’ (TeachMeet presentation), Cardiff University Information Literacy Away Day, 12 
December 2012 

ANCIL invited workshop, Cardiff University Information Literacy Away Day, 12 December 2012 

‘Doing research in your day job’, ARLG Librarians As Researchers event, 25 January 2013 

‘Of jigsaws and shape-sorters: visualising common ground in integrated information literacy and 
learning development’, Association of Learning Developers in Higher Education conference, 25-27 
March 2013 

‘Rethinking information literacy: collaboration, co-ordination, consolidation’, ARLG Librarians as 
Teachers keynote, 13 June 2013 

‘The research jigsaw’, ARLG Eastern Library TeachMeet, 15 June 2013 (speaker and organiser) 

‘ANCIL: an interprofessional approach to information literacy’, Southern Universities staff development 
event, 27 June 2013 

‘Before and after Summon’, Information Literacy and Summon event, 25 July 2013 (speaker and 
organiser) 

Publications 

Only Connect ... Discovery pathways, library explorations and the information adventure (ed. with Andrew 
Walsh). Innovative Libraries, forthcoming. 

Rethinking Information Literacy: a practical framework for supporting learning (ed. with Jane Secker ). 
Facet, 2012. 

‘Strand Nine: synthesizing information and creating new knowledge’. In Rethinking Information Literacy, 
2012. 

Events attended  

Student Writing in Transition event, Nottingham Trent University, 11 September 

Mendeley Advisors’ Day, 21 September 

‘The Literacy Challenge of the Networked Age’ DEMOS/LSE NetworkED seminar, 05 December 

Recruitment and Selection training, 12 April 

‘Knowing me, knowing you’ (how subject librarians add value) 18 April 

SHRE ‘New approaches to Digital Literacies’ 10 May 

Professional affiliations 

Member, M.St. committee, Institute of Continuing Education 

Member, Association of Learning Developers in Higher Education 

Member, ALDinHE 2014 Conference Working Group 

Application in process - Fellowship of Higher Education Academy 

Peer reviewer for 

 Journal of Information Literacy 

 Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education 

 Journal of Creative Library Practice 

  



Appendix 2: Peer observation tool 

This form should be completed by the observer and given to the tour leader at the feedback meeting. 

Tour leader 

Observer 

Date Number of tour participants 

SECTION A: Tour content 

Did the tour leader carry out the following actions? Circle the number at the right that best represents your response.   

 Not observed More emphasis Accomplished very well 

1. Arrive at least 10 minutes before tour start  1 2 3 
and greet early comers 

2. Introduce self and explain role in library 1 2 3 

3. Explain purpose and scope of tour 1 2 3 

4. Distribute maps and handouts as appropriate 1 2 3 

5. Distribute feedback forms 1 2 3 

SECTION B: Presentation and interaction 

The following aspects are a guide to making observations, not a list of required characteristics!  

 Not observed More emphasis Accomplished very well 

1. Maintain a friendly, welcoming demeanour 1 2 3 

2. Project voice so easily heard 1 2 3 

3. Make eye contact with participants 1 2 3 

4. Use humour appropriately to maintain interest  

and enjoyment 1 2 3 

5. Be receptive to questions and comments  1 2 3 

6. Give satisfactory answers to participants’ questions 1 2 3 

7. Ask questions to monitor participants’ understanding 1 2 3 

8. Explain library concepts, terms and processes in  

accessible (normal) language  1 2 3 

SECTION C. Please comment overall on the strengths of the observed tour and any areas for development 

Strengths: Areas/aspects to develop: 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


