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ABSTRACT. Library liaisons from three universities distributed an anonymous 

survey to graduate occupational therapy students to gauge preferred methods of 

communication when conducting research. This article discusses three findings: whom 

the students prefer to turn to when seeking research assistance, which methods of 

communication students prefer, and how long students spend searching before asking 

for assistance. From 193 responses, the liaisons reasoned that students prefer consulting 

with their peers before seeking help from librarians or faculty or instructors and they 
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prefer assistance face-to-face. Additionally, the majority are willing to research from 30 

minutes to 1 hour before seeking research help. 

KEYWORDS. occupational therapy students; information literacy; learning 

preferences, occupational therapy students; communication preferences; library 

instruction, rehabilitation sciences; teaching 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper will capture a current snapshot of the graduate occupational therapy (OT) 

students’ communication preferences. Graduate OT students in this study are defined as 

OTD post-professional degree students and MS/OTD students. The objective of this 

study was to examine occupational therapy graduate students’ rankings of the role of 

peers, librarians, and faculty/educators in research assistance and communication 

preferences, and how long students conduct research before seeking research help. This 

information will help OT faculty and educators, along with OT library liaisons, 

understand preferences and student needs to better prepare lesson plans and support 

services for graduate OT students. It is not intended to measure the effectiveness of 

instructional or communication methods.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The idea that librarians are an important resource for health science students is not a 

new one, but specific studies focusing on graduate occupational therapy students are 

sparse. Gilman in 2011 published a study on information seeking behavior of recent 

occupational therapy graduates. In surveying 25 recent OT graduates Gilman found 

“limited search skills, difficulty in accessing literature, and a lack of available evidence 

to support interventions were identified as the main barriers to occupational therapists 

implementing evidence-based research behaviors.”1 Powell and Case-Smith in 2010 

published a retrospective cohort study of occupational therapy graduates from Ohio 

State University also assessing their needs as graduates, but not as graduate students. 

Powell and Case-Smith looked to see if Masters of Occupational Therapy (MOT) 

students were more prepared compared to BS students in accessing and analyzing 

research literature. They concluded that MOT students demonstrated “higher-level” 
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skills in writing, focus on evidence-based practice, and use of bibliographic databases.2   

According to Plosker in 2002, it is important to know and understand library 

users and their needs. He proposed that administering surveys will “reveal service issues 

and opportunities, identify (unmet) needs, have an implicit marketing function, utilize 

limited resources, and obtain input for strategic planning.”3  

User surveys can help libraries to assess the effectiveness of library services and 

better align programs. Zhang et al. surveyed 45 college students to find out how they 

seek library help, their preferences, and expectations of online help along with content 

format and general help. Half the students preferred “conceptual help” that emphasizes 

concepts and underlying principles, while the other half surveyed preferred step-by-step 

help. Respondents’ also preferred expert help, even when online help was accessible.4 

In 2012, Pellegrino surveyed undergraduates and their library usage. The survey 

produced statistically significant findings indicating a strong positive correlation 

between students who sought help and faculty encouragement of students to ask for 

assistance.5 On the other hand, the research revealed a low correlation between students 

who sought help and librarian encouragement of students to ask for assistance. At the 

graduate level, Ismail in 2013surveyed graduate social work students on their library 

preferences. Her findings posit that librarians are approached last for research help (the 

first choice being either their friends/classmates or instructors), that age does have some 

impact on library help seeking, with students over 40 having a stronger disinclination to 

texting compared to students in their 20s, and that adult distance learners still preferred 

to seek librarian help face-to-face if this option was available.6  

In more recent studies, Thomas et al. interviewed undergraduate and graduate 

students on information seeking, and concluded that they pursue research assistance 

from peers and professors, and only occasionally librarians.7 In 2016, Beisler et al. 
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studied the information seeking behavior of undergraduate students and determined that 

they most often used their peers and family members for help with papers.8 Hvizdak et 

al. found that lower undergraduate students in a required first year course rarely sought 

help with tougher searching needs such as creating search queries, but had asked for 

basic help for finding books and directional questions in the library.9  

The goal of this survey is to share the information with OT educators and 

librarians to help them understand the needs and preferences of graduate OT students 

when it comes to conducting research.  

 

BACKGROUND 

The following three universities all have graduate programs in occupational therapy, 

their libraries provide knowledge-based resources including access to databases along 

with subject and liaison librarians that are tasked with supporting the research needs of 

faculty and students.  

Quinnipiac University is a medium-sized private, coeducational, non-profit, 

secular institution granting undergraduate and graduate degrees in Connecticut. The 

Quinnipiac University Occupational Therapy Doctorate is an online bridge program 

designed for registered occupational therapists who have a bachelor’s degree and want 

to earn their doctorate. The program has minor on-campus requirements allowing for 

minimal disruption to the student’s career. Librarians at Quinnipiac have liaison duties 

to the department of occupational therapy, including staffing a reference desk and 

answering reference questions via chat for an online program.  

Thomas Jefferson University is a private university in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. It consists of 6 colleges and schools: Sidney Kimmel Medical College, 

Jefferson College of Biomedical Sciences, Jefferson College of Health Professions, 
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Jefferson College of Nursing, Jefferson College of Pharmacy, and Jefferson College of 

Population Health. The Occupational Therapy program is part of the Jefferson College 

of Health Professions and accepts approximately 78 students per year in a traditional 

face to face format. Librarians at Thomas Jefferson do not serve as formal liaisons to 

the department of occupational therapy, they do not staff a reference desk since moving 

to a consultation model for reference, they do answer chat questions and support an on 

the ground OT program.  

Philadelphia University was founded in 1884 as a small private university with 

more than 70 undergraduate, graduate and doctoral programs; it has offered 

BS/MS/OTD programs since 1998. The MSOT program features a unique blended 

learning model with a keen focus on innovation through collaboration. The MSOT 

program is grounded in the fields of science and psychology combined with creative 

problem solving. The MSOT program is designed for working students. Approximately 

70-80% of the curriculum is delivered face-to-face through on-campus classroom 

sessions offered every other weekend. The remaining educational dialogue occurs 

online through distance learning technologies. Librarians at Philadelphia University 

have liaison duties to the department of occupational therapy, including staffing a 

reference desk, and answering reference questions via chat and email.  

Research assignments from each university require that the students search 

databases that are pertinent for occupational therapy including CINAHL, OT Search, 

PubMed, PEDro, and ERIC. Each program requires a research component in order to 

fulfill their degree requirements. Quinnipiac OTD students are required to conduct 

research that culminates in a scholarly or creative capstone project on a topic of current 

or emerging significance in OT. Individual research projects conclude with doctoral 

capstone presentations to deans and faculty members. At Thomas Jefferson University 
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students are required to select a disease or condition and to write a research paper 

describing diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment options for their selected 

disease/condition. Student research results in capstone presentations that are systematic 

reviews or doctoral presentations, depending on whether the student is an OTD post-

professional or MS/OTD student. At Philadelphia University each student has a client in 

the community with whom they worked on a variety of projects. After interviewing the 

client, students use the Canadian Occupational Performance Measure to identify an area 

of need. With this need in mind the students does research and shares this research with 

a collaborator from the industrial design program. Device development is based on 

client diagnosis/condition, area of need/level of performance in completing a specific 

activity identified by the client and their level of satisfaction. After this collaboration 

and often with client feedback students give a graded presentation on their research. 

 

METHODS 

Quantitative data about information literacy instruction was analyzed to determine 

several factors that reveal the relationship between OT graduate students and librarians. 

In 2016 and 2017, an anonymous Google survey was delivered to OT graduate students 

at Quinnipiac University, Thomas Jefferson University and Philadelphia University. 

The survey was revisiting the study conducted by Kipnis and Frisby from fall of 2004, 

where 87 occupational therapy students were surveyed on research habits, skills, and 

preferences.10 Questions were designed to elicit responses that identified students’ 

approaches to research support from the university library. Students were asked about 

their perceptions, practices, and preferences for channels of communication when 

seeking assistance, the amount of time spent searching before asking for assistance, and 

whom they prefer to turn to for research assistance. 
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Institutional Review Board proposals were submitted and approved. The survey 

included a modified Likert scale and multiple-choice questions. The surveys were 

administered and completed during the first semester of the information literacy classes 

taught by librarians. These sessions were scheduled during the first month of the 

academic year. Two of the universities had the students respond to the survey in-class, 

while the third university sent the survey via email. For the purposes of this paper, only 

the following question results will be discussed. The questions asked of the OT students 

included:   

• When seeking research assistance, where do you turn first? 

• Which method of communication do you prefer when seeking assistance? 

• How long would you stay on a website or search a database before asking for 

help? 

Results are reported in a quantitative description of the data.   

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Question 1. When seeking research assistance, where do OT graduate students turn to 

first?  

193 students responded to the survey. Sixty-seven students (34.7%) said classmates 

were the preferred source for seeking out research help. This echoes findings in the 

literature across many disciplines that indicate classmates or peers are sought out to help 

with research.6 In the survey, 50 respondents (25.9) said librarians were the second 

choice for seeking research assistance. This preference for seeking humans for help with 

research is prevalent in the literature.11 In third place, were professors, whom 31 

students (16.1%) reported seeking for research help. Studies have shown that students 

prefer to seek assistance from faculty and peers rather than seeking assistance from 
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librarians, though graduate students more readily consulted with librarians as compared 

to undergraduate students.11 In interviews with students, Miller discovered that students 

may not consult with librarians because they do not perceive librarians as having the 

subject knowledge or "insider" status of their professors and peers.11 Another study of 

student-run Facebook groups also showed that students are more likely to turn to their 

peers for assistance before seeking out help from librarians.12  

The fourth selection was friend (19, or 9.8%) followed by Google (17, or 8.8%), 

family member (5, or 2.6%), consulting research database/exploring online support (2, 

or 1%), first explore online-support, then library or Google search 1 and, 1 no response.  

Students in the distance learning courses reported librarians are their top choice 

for seeking research assistance, followed by classmates. This could be because 

professors of distance learning OT courses highly recommend the librarians to their 

students. For the onsite students, classmates were the top choice followed by professors, 

and thirdly the librarians. Results indicate a clear distinction between the on-line OTD 

students compared with the on the ground MS/OTD students in how they seek research 

help. (See Table 1) 
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Distance learning OTD students (n=37)                     On Ground MS/OTD students 
(n=156) 

Librarian 59.5% 

 

Classmates 50.7% 

Classmates 18.9%  

 

Professor 18.6% 

Professor 8.1% 

 

Librarian  17.9% 

Google 5.4% 

 

Google 9.6% 

 

Table 1. How do on the ground MS/OTD students compare to the online OTD 

students in seeking research assistance first?  

 

It can be advantageous for faculty to understand that classmates depend on each 

other when conducting research. Study groups or group case presentations can foster 

teamwork and encourage the working relationships students have with their classmates. 

Another factor is group assignments outside of class where the students work together 

to emulate a real-life research project.  

In comparison to the study by Kipnis and Frisby10 conducted in 2004, the top 

three choices of the 87 OT students who answered were classmates (36%), friends 

(21%) and librarians (20%). The one constant is that classmates were the first choice in 

2004 and also in 2016 and 2017.  
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Question 2. Which method of communication do Masters OT students prefer when 

seeking assistance? 

 Human interactions rank first in communication methods for graduate occupational 

therapy students, with 85 (44%) students preferring in-person communication when 

seeking assistance. Granfield and Robertson posit that the consulting the reference desk 

“continues to be the most popular method of getting help in the library,” but noted that 

for graduate students a virtual interaction with reference librarians is favorable, 

considering many of them work off-campus and conduct their research off-campus.13 

Email was the second most-preferred method of communication (53, 27.5%) for 

seeking assistance. The authors believe this is because email provides asynchronous 

flexibility when seeking answers and, if students do not need immediate answers, email 

is an ideal mode of communication for seeking help. In comparison, an end user 

analysis by Colorado State University concluded, “graduate students are the primary 

patrons” of reference services and “email is the preferred contact method overall” 

versus this survey’s findings regarding face-to-face interactions.14 

Web chat was the third option, preferred by 31 (16.1%) students. Chat is defined 

as “to take part in a discussion that involved sending messages over the internet by 

smartphone or computer.”15 With the continued proliferation of online services in 

everyday life this seems to be a mode of communication that is popular for personal 

use, but for academic activities texting does not seem to coincide with academic 

inquiries that are more complex. Mawhinney and Kochkina found that texting/chat 

services at McGill University library are seen as filling a “complimentary role” in 

regard to providing assistance in libraries.16 Luo and Weak confirmed the majority of 

text questions were considered “ready reference” representing approximately 69.8% of 

3,103 questions examined in their study.17 “Ready reference” materials are small 
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collections of reference works located near a staff desk so that questions can be 

answered quickly.18 In a 2017 study by Tewell et al., 27% of all students at two 

campuses used texting, compared with 16% of graduate OT students.19 Web chat serves 

as a complementary mode of communication for graduate students, but email or in 

person communication are preferred modes of communication for more complex 

exchanges. 

According to this survey’s results, the telephone ranked second to last as the 

preferred method of communication among graduate students. This also fits the trends 

from other studies that concluded telephone usage was not as high as anticipated. 

McCain in 2007 calculated 21.4% of her reference interactions were conducted by 

telephone.20 This study reflects the survey’s finding that only 23 (11.9%) of OT 

graduate students preferred using the telephone for seeking assistance with research. 

The trend tends to be a move away from telephone and more towards human 

interactivity or asynchronous modes of communication such as email. And lastly, one 

student answered that they would watch videos to show step-by-step assistance.  

A 2011 usability study of virtual reference involving undergraduates and 

graduate students at two southeastern US public universities revealed that the most 

preferred mode of communication for reference service was online chat reference by far 

(53.3%), followed by face-to-face consultation (26.7%), email reference (16.7%), 

telephone consultation (3.3%), with Skype video reference and text reference coming in 

last at 0.0% each.21 

Mawhinney reported the results of a 2019 qualitative study on user preferences 

among on-campus and distance students at McGill University. The study which 

explored factors affecting preferences, similarly showed a strong preference for web 

chat, with respondents citing its ease of use and convenience, over email, which they 
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felt was too slow, and texting, which they felt had other drawbacks.22 

This survey’s results can be compared to the study by Kipnis and Frisby10 

conducted in 2004, in which the top three preferred methods of communication were in 

person (68%), email (17%) and (6%) telephone. Even though smartphones and texting 

have emerged since 2004, students continue to prefer the in-person interaction for 

preferred method of communication when seeking assistance. 

 

Question 3. How long would you stay on a website or search a database before asking 

for help? 

As shown in Figure 1, 67 students (34.7%) said they were willing to spend between 0-

30 minutes on their research before seeking assistance, followed by 47 (24.4%) students 

who were willing to search for thirty minutes to one hour.  

 

Figure 1. How long would you stay on a website or search a database before asking 

for help? 

A small number of students (19 or 9.8%) admitted to researching for more than 2 hours 
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before seeking help, and 34 students (17.6%) acknowledged they would never seek 

research assistance.   

What can be extrapolated from these numbers? The majority of graduate OT 

students (59%) are willing to research up to one hour before seeking assistance.” This 

could indicate that research assignments have become more difficult and that faculty are 

challenging their graduate students to work longer in order to find what they need. 

Some graduate OT students (34, or 17.6%) seem confident enough to never seek 

research assistance. A future study could ask the students why they would never seek 

assistance with their research. 

Only 10%, or 19 of the OT graduate students admitted spending 2 plus hours on 

their research before seeking assistance. This finding parallels the opinions of science 

faculty interviewed by Perry, who reported in 27% of science undergraduate students a 

“lack of perseverance” due to “time constraints” when conducting research. 23 The 18 

faculty interviewed reported they wanted undergraduate students to see “searching as 

iterative and be willing to persist even when they encountered difficulties.”23 Moreover, 

faculty commented on student failure to recognize research as a “cognitive process.”  

Figure 2 is a comparison between the Kipnis and Frisby 2004 study10 and this 

2016/2017 survey’s results on how long OT graduate students spend time researching 

before asking for research help. The trends are similar including the percentage of 

students who would choose not to seek help when researching.  
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Figure 2. 2004 compared to 2016/2017: How long would OT students stay on 

a website or search a database before asking for help? 

 

Limitations of the Study 

This study reports on feedback from 193 students in three different OT programs on the 

east coast of the United States who responded to the survey. One limitation could be 

how and when the surveys were administered. The online surveys should have been 

administered at the end of the semester along with the course evaluation, rather than 

immediately after the research class with the librarian present in the room. The presence 

of a librarian while the students completed the survey could have influenced their 

answers. Another limitation of the study was that it was strictly a quantitative study. In 

the future, a mixed methods study could help clarify some responses, such as why some 

respondents would never seek out research assistance of any kind. 
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CONCLUSION 

The study introduces preliminary data on how graduate OT students go about their 

research, providing a start in understanding how the students seek help with their 

research needs, how they prefer to communicate with librarians, and how long they 

spend on research. Understanding these tendencies can educate professors, librarians, 

and preceptors in how they design assignments and provide information literacy for OT 

students.  

The study revealed that a segment of OT graduate students were reluctant to 

seek help with research. Interviews with the OT graduate students could reveal why 

they do not seek assistance from library liaisons or faculty/educators. Future studies 

could include qualitative ethnographic research methods to understand more about OT 

graduate users, and how they conduct research. How OT graduate students are being 

taught and where they look for research has implications for future occupational therapy 

patient care. 
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