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Introduction:  
 

The habits MLIS candidates learn while they are still in the classroom will carry over into their 
professional interactions. As students work towards their degree they will participate in multiple 
group assignments, work with others on poster submissions, literature reviews and other projects 
that will shape their expectations and skill sets for collaborative work as information 
professionals. The collaboration process takes on an added level of complexity when students 
are working on their projects from different geographic locations. As students in the Rutgers 
distance program, we have a unique opportunity when we interact with our peers, many of whom 
we have never met in person. Students are an ideal source for these sorts of questions because 
the deadlines imposed on them by the semester system force them to plan, revise and execute 
strategies in a timely manner. Short deadlines force students to make quick decisions on how 
and when to try new technology, when to stay the course with a new piece of software or when to 
move on with a different course of action. 
 
We conducted a survey of library students and recent graduates who have taken at least one 
online class that required a group project.  We asked the students about how they collaborated 
with their peers for group assignments, what software they used to interact and how they 
delivered the finished product. We hope results of this survey provides insight into how new 
generations of librarians are approaching collaborative endeavors and how they use technology 
to accomplish both new and traditional ends in innovative ways. 

Methodology 
We distributed a 9 question survey through primarily through email and social media.  We had  44 
respondents over the course of two months. 
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What software did students use to 
collaborate/communicate with their group? 
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What was the final product of your collaboration? 
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How did you discover the tools used in the project? 

Discussion of Findings: 
 

The average group size for the students we surveyed 
was 4 people (though one respondent reported as many 
as 7 people in a collaborative group).  The most 
common deliverables were a research paper or a 
project website.   
 
Most software discoveries for the group projects were 
introduced in a previous class or suggested by a 
classmate rather than something that was discovered 
by the survey taker.  We expected online students to be 
more inquisitive and willing to try out new free software 
but most of our respondents did not report doing so.  
This could be due to the time constraints inherent in 
deadlines imposed by class projects.  However, it could 
be an indicator of unwillingness to seek out new tools 
when existing tools are known to work well enough or 
there may be a reluctance to introduce new untried 
systems in a group setting.   
 
Another common determiner of collaborative tools used 
was the professor of either the current class or in a 
previous class.  If a student used a program in class 
once they are more likely to use it again in future 
projects.  Most students said they would use any 
software again if it was free and they already knew how 
to use it instead of seeking out a different, perhaps 
better fitting option for a different project. 

 Thoughts for Future Study 
 

We decided to poll current MLIS candidates and 
recent graduates in part because we had access to 
student list-serves and we believe that the habits 
students develop while in graduate school will carry 
into their professional roles.  Since online 
collaboration is continuing to grow as a work style it 
would be interesting to see if the respondents 
continued their conservative use of free technology 
when collaborating (they chose familiar software 
because of short deadlines) or if, once free of time 
constraints begin to experiment more with other 
options.   
 
Our survey was taken over a short period of time and 
we had some difficulty discovering and accessing 
student list-serves for schools other than our own.  A 
longer survey period (or perhaps one not in the 
summer) and a re-focused attempt to connect with 
list managers where we did not have a referral or 
personal connection may yield different results.   
 
Our survey was multiple choice with the option to 
provide detailed answers.  We don’t know if having a 
list to choose from limited students answers or 
helped jog their memory of tools used, either way 
that may be a factor in drawing conclusions based 
on the results and may have to be re-examined in 
the future. 

For more details please visit our website: 
 

https://sites.google.com/site/howstudentsbridgethegap/ 
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