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Asking the Right 
Questions

Using Mixed Methods to Understand 
Graduate Student Research Needs



Hilary Bussell
Assistant Professor,  

The Ohio State 
University Libraries

@hilarycbus

Presenter
Presentation Notes
My name is Hilary Bussell, I’m an assistant professor and social sciences Librarian at The Ohio State University. I was a scholar in the first cohort at IRDL back in 2014, and I remember spending many hours in this beautiful room learning about statistical sampling and focus groups.

I’m going to talk about a mixed method study I did with two colleagues at my previous institution, Ohio University, These are my two colleagues – Chris Guder and Jessica Hagman.



~4,700 grad students 
(27,000 total enrollment)

17 subject librarians

10 academic colleges

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ohio University is a large, public university in Southeastern Ohio. 

(click) In the spring 2014 semester (when we conducted the survey part of the study), the total enrollment was approximately 22,000 undergraduates and 4,700 graduate students.

(click) OU has ten academic colleges that offer graduate degree programs, including both doctoral and masters-level degrees. 
�(click)They had seventeen subject librarians at the time - all of whom were serving multiple subject areas. A little challenging. (And, believe me, I know this type of ratio is not uncommon at large universities - it’s the same at Ohio State, where I work now.)



GRAD STUDENTS ARE A 
PRIORITY

But how? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We were being told by our library that support for graduate students was a strategic priority, but we the subject librarians were finding it really difficult to support the breadth of graduate research projects across campus through our individual reference consultations and course instruction. This was compounded by the fact that in addition to graduate students on campus there were a growing number of graduate students in either hybrid or fully-online programs, who we might never see face to face�




Why are we 
doing this?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We had a lot of anecdotal data from working with grad students in classes and research consultations that suggested that graduate students across disciplines needed help with many of the same research skills. Based on this, you would think a potential approach could be for librarians to collaborate on programming for graduate students across campus. 

And we had tried workshops for graduate students in the past. But our workshops often ended up looking something like this: little or no attendance and a lot of time wasted on preparation and promotion, to the point where we had largely stopped offering workshops altogether. Not surprisingly, we were wary of trying this approach again, at least without collecting some hard data on what and how graduate students actually wanted to learn.




What are the 
research needs 
of graduate 
students?

On-campus vs. Online?
Masters vs. Doctoral?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, it was in this context that my two colleagues and I developed a study to find out what grad students really wanted. 
�We had two sets of research questions. 
�The first: What are the self-identified research needs of graduate students at a large public research university like Ohio University?
RQ1A: Do these needs differ between on-campus and online students?
RQ1B: Do these needs differ between masters and doctoral students?




How do 
graduate 
students prefer 
to learn 
research skills?

On-campus vs. Online? 
Masters vs. Doctoral?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our second research question focused on how graduate students prefer to learn research skills.
RQ2A: Do these preferences differ between on-campus and online students?
RQ2B: Do these preferences differ between masters and doctoral students?




Qualitative? 
Quantitative?

Why can’t we have both?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instead of just doing a survey or a series of interviews, we decided to take a mixed methods approach to answer these questions. 

We wanted to learn about their research experiences in a broad sense, both to help inform what we did at the library and so that we could use this information to build partnerships with other units on campus that deal with research support (such as the graduate school or the office of research). 

A lot of the previous library-based surveys we looked at at focused on grad students’ perceptions of the library, or the information-seeking stage of their research. But we didn’t want the data we got from students to be limited by our preconceptions as librarians, or by their preconceptions of what as librarians are interested in. 

�



Sequential 
Exploratory 
Design

Qualitative  Quantitative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So we selected a research design that we hoped would allow us to explore the authentic experiences of graduate students and also to gather feedback from a large number of students. We started out with a qualitative stage, consisting of focus groups and individual interviews. We then moved to a quantitative stage, and administered a survey to all of the graduate students on campus and online.

There is a technical term for this type of mixed methods design: Sequential Exploratory Design. This type of design is often used by researchers who are trying to explore a phenomenon through qualitative means and then to understand how their findings are distributed among members of a population, often by creating a new survey instrument. So in our case, we asked grad students to talk about their experiences learning to do research through our focus groups and interviews. And then we used this qualitative data to build a survey that would show us how these experiences were distributed throughout the population of grad students at Ohio University. 



Needed
Skills

Research 
Challenges

Preferred
Learning 
Formats

Focus Groups & Interviews

34 participants (25 on-campus students and 9 online students)

Presenter
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So in our first stage we used qualitative methods. We hosted focus groups with on-campus students and individual interviews with online students. We had 34 participants in this stage, including 25 on-campus grad students (over 6 focus groups) and 9 online grad students.

In the focus groups and interviews we asked the students to tell us about the challenges that they face as they learned to conduct their own research. We asked them about the skills they think they need to develop into effective researchers, and how they would most prefer to learn a new skill.



Qualitative Analysis

Individual coding by hand
Code comparison 

& codebook 
development

Re-coding using 
codebook in 

Dedoose

Presenter
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Once we were done with focus groups and interviews, we went through and coded the transcripts using an approach called Applied Thematic Analysis (Guest, MacQueen, and Namey, 2015), which basically means we developed themes from the data – we didn’t come in with a set of themes we were looking for.

The three of us coded each of the transcripts separately, then got together to compare our analyses and flesh out our understandings of how the themes we were finding overlapped or diverged. We did this by hand coding the first time, which you can see evidence of in this picture with the post-it notes on the wall. (Apologies for the blurriness - you can tell this was back in 2013, my phone camera wasn’t very good.)

From there we developed a codebook with consistent language and definitions, which we used to go back and code all the transcripts again, this using a web application called Dedoose.





Qualitative Findings: 
Research Skills Grad Students Identified as 

Important

Finding and 
accessing 
library materials

Developing a 
literature review
💰💰

Collecting and 
analyzing data

Learning how to 
use research 
software

Obtaining 
funding for 
research

Developing the 
personality 
attributes of a 
researcher

💰💰

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our first research question had to do with graduate students’ self-identified research needs and challenges. And the scope of answers grad students gave us I think attests to the use of qualitative methods here. Through the process of talking to them and probing their responses, they opened up and talked about areas of research needs that we wouldn’t consider traditionally “library-focused.” 
�Granted, some of the skills the participants talked about fall within the traditional library wheelhouse. These include skills like finding and accessing library materials and conducting a literature review.
�However, some of the skills they mentioned fall outside of what the library at OU has traditionally supported, such as analyzing data, learning to use different research software packages, and finding funding for research. 
�Another thing graduate students brought up had to do not so much with technical skills but developing the personality traits of successful researchers. This often came up when participants were reflecting on differences in expectations for graduate-level research compared to expectations in undergraduate programs. �




“
“I think the researcher needs be creative to start with 

a new topic or to continue with others…”

“I think when you design your research project you 
have to have flexibility…”

Presenter
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So far example, participants told us “I think the researcher needs be creative to start with a new topic or to continue with others…” and 
“I think when you design your research project you have to have flexibility…” 



“
“When you go into the field, you need to have a plan 

B … if this doesn't work, what are you going to do, 
instead of immediately contacting your advisor?”

“In undergraduate, they just want you to regurgitate 
what they taught you. But in graduate school it's so 
wide open, that they really want to see what you 

make of it.” 
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“When you go into the field, you need to have a plan B … if this doesn't work, what are you going to do, instead of immediately contacting your advisor?”

“In undergraduate, they just want you to regurgitate what they taught you. But in graduate school it's so wide open, that they really want to see what you make of it.” 

So creativity, flexibility, independence and the ability to figure things out for yourself without relying on your professor or advisor were two traits that also came up a lot.




Qualitative 
Findings: Preferred 
Learning Formats
Online options are popular 
with both online and on-
campus grad students Place your screenshot here
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We also asked participants to describe how they would prefer to learn a new skill for research. We weren’t surprised to learn that online students preferred an online option for learning new skills, given that most of them did not live near campus. But a number of the on-campus students also indicated that they would like to see online options for learning research-related skills. And again, these answers came about through the process of going back and forth and probing some of the responses they were giving us.




Focus Groups & Interviews Qualitative themes Quantitative 
survey

From Qualitative to Quantitative

Presenter
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Our next step was to take these various qualitative findings and use them to develop a quantitative survey that we could give to a much wider population. So we took the themes from the focus groups and interviews related to research challenges and preferred ways of learning research skills, and we used these to develop a set of survey questions.



Survey questions
Confidence in ability to complete research-related tasks

Writing & Sharing Scholarship

Working with Research Sources

Identifying & Obtaining Grant Funding

Working with Data

Presenter
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In the survey, participants were asked to rate their confidence in their ability to complete a range of different research-related tasks using a 5-point Likert scale. These included tasks in the areas of Writing & Sharing Scholarship, Working with Research Sources, Identifying and successfully obtaining funding for research, and Working with Data.



Survey questions
Preferred format for learning a new research skill

A live online workshop (webinar)

Videos that can be watched when needed

Website with text and images

In-person workshop

In-class presentation in a regular class

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Participants were also asked to rank various options for learning a new research skill – including alive online workshop (webinar), videos, website with text and images, an in-person drop-in workshop, and in-class presentations in one of their normal classes.



37%

63%

Enrolled Students, Spring 2014

Online On-campus

25%

75%

Survey Participants

Online On-campus

Total Students: 4,486 Total Participants: 842

Presenter
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We built the survey in Qualtrics and emailed it to all graduate students enrolled in on campus or online programs. We kept the survey open for a week. We received responses from approximately 19% of the graduate students, though online students were somewhat underrepresented in the final survey sample, as you can see here. 




Students have highest confidence in their ability 
to:

Cite sources Identify 
previously 
published 
research
💰💰

Access full text

Determine 
where to publish 
their research

Obtain grant 
funding for 
research

Identify sources 
of grant funding

💰💰
They have lowest confidence in their ability to: 

✐ 📌📌

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We used means analysis to identify how grad students rated their confidence in various research skills and their preferences for learning formats overall, and then we broke this down by masters versus doctoral students and online versus on-campus students.
�Overall, participants were most confident in their ability to cite sources, identify previously published research, and access the full text. These findings were somewhat surprising to us, because many of the focus group and interview participants talked about having difficulty finding and accessing the full text of resources. However, we did find that online students and masters students were less confident in these skills than on-campus and doctoral students, which suggested that we needed to do more to think about supporting these categories of students in gaining these foundational skills.
�(click)The skills that participants told us they were least confident in overall were their ability to determine where to publish, successfully apply for grant funding, and identify sources of grant funding, which we all themes that had come up in our qualitative stage. This told us there was a need for supporting graduate students in scholarly communication and publishing, which was not something we had really been doing at the library.



Most Preferred Learning Formats, All Students

Videos Websites
💰💰

In-person 
Workshops

Live online 
workshop 
(webinar)

Presentation in 
a regular class

Least Preferred Learning Formats, All Students
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We also looked at grad students preferences for learning research skills. Like I mentioned, when we asked about learning format preferences in the qualitative stage, we found that on-campus students were also interested in learning research skills through online formats. This was backed up by the survey – the two most preferred formats overall were videos and websites, and these preferences persisted when the results were broken down by on-campus and online students, and by masters and doctoral students.

Another finding that surprised us was that in-person drop-in workshops were ranked as one of the most highly preferred formats for learning research skills. This was surprising to us given our historically low attendance rates at workshops. This finding, combined with their preference for asynchronous online options (like videos and websites), suggested to us that graduate students want to be able to choose when and where they learn the skills they need for their research. And perhaps the issue with the workshops in the past was not so much the format itself but the timing, the advertisement/marketing, and the content of the workshops.

(click)On the other hand, grad students overall told us that they were not interested in live online workshops (aka webinars) or presentations given in their regular classes. This is an area that might be useful for further study – perhaps another qualitative study. It does support our suspicion that one-shot sessions are not always sufficient, especially for grad students.



Reflections

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I want to finish up by offering some reflections on our Mixed Methods Approach. 

One of our goals when we started the project was to learn what our grad students identified as their research needs and do it in a way that avoided, imposing our preconceived ideas as much as possible. And I believe the questions we asked in our survey were better and more user-centric because they were rooted in qualitative data. 

Doing the focus groups and interviews helped us discover a range of themes relating to graduate students’ research. We were able to then use these themes to create a quantitative instrument that helped us get a more detailed picture of how their needs and preferences were distributed throughout different groups of graduate students.

I think this approach was better for answering our research questions than it would have been if we had just done a survey, because it helped us identify challenges than we would not have anticipated otherwise. For example, the graduate students expressed needs in areas that we might have considered too foundational to ask about had we developed a survey from scratch.

�����



Reflections 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One thing we encountered with our mixed methods approach was that we weren’t able to follow up on everything we uncovered in our qualitative findings with our survey. For example, we didn’t really follow up on the themes having to do for the need for certain personality traits to be a good researcher. The reason for this is that we didn’t want our survey to be too long or unfocused, and we wanted data that would be most directly useful to creating programming for grad students. 

We might have dug into these themes more had we done another round of focus groups and interviews, rather than a survey. I’ll admit though that this was a hard decision, because this was an area qualitative findings that I found really interesting. But this continues to be an area I’m interested in, and I’m exploring through a couple studies I’m working on at my new institution. 

So my advice if you do this type of mixed method study is - there will be a lot of different directions that you’ll want to explore, and you won’t be able to follow up on all of them immediately, but know that you can always come back to them later on.



Reflections

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another thing to mention is timing. Mixed methods research takes a long time. The amount of time our study took was way more than we thought when we started (4 years roughly, from the very initial idea to having our article accepted). 

When we started, none of us were tenure track at so we didn’t have a hard deadline for research outputs, but it did sometimes feel like it would never be over. 

I’ve switched to a tenure track job since then, and I don’t think I could commit to something that would take this long, at least until after tenure. This doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t do another mixed methods study, but I think I would be more strategic – for example, by publishing something based on the qualitative findings and then something on the quantitative findings rather than waiting until both stages were done, which is what we did with our article.






The Joys of 
Teamwork

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Finally, I want to put in a big plug for finding researchers to work with who have different strengths than you.

I worked on a team with my two colleagues Jessica and Chris. I was a humanities person before I became a social sciences librarian, and qualitative research is more my wheelhouse. Chris is a quantitative person – he was finishing up an PhD and he’d used statistical analysis for his dissertation. Jessica had experience with both qualitative and quantitative methods, and she was a good bridge between the two of us. So we were able to work together in a way where we each brought our own strengths and worldviews and could take charge in some areas, and let the others take the lead in other areas.



Bussell, Hagman, & Guder 
(2015) 
http://go.osu.edu/bhg2015

Bussell, Hagman, & Guder 
(2017) 
http://go.osu.edu/bhg2017

Publications

Presenter
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If you’d like to read more about our study, we have two publications on it – an ACRL Conference paper with some of our initial findings and a College & Research Libraries article which is a lot more fleshed out. 

http://go.osu.edu/bhg2015
http://go.osu.edu/bhg2017
https://crl.acrl.org/index.php/crl/article/view/16792
https://crl.acrl.org/index.php/crl/article/view/16792
http://bit.ly/MixACRL2015
http://bit.ly/MixACRL2015


Thanks!
@hilarycbus
bussell.21@osu.edu
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