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Do we really know how students are using technology to support their learning?

Universities’ make large investments in digital environments as well as the physical campus, but how
is this evaluated to enhance the overall student experience?

With emerging initiatives like intelligent campus and learner analytics, we need to ensure students
and staff are aware of and engaged with the digital environment. In part, so they understand and
consent to how data about them could be captured and used. Universities increasingly partner with
students when developing the digital learning environment, so it better meets their needs and
facilitates the digital skills development for the modern workplace. Understanding how students use
technology and their attitudes towards its use in learning is a good place to start. But do we really
know how students are using technology to support their learning?

Whilst engaging students in the development of their digital environment is impressive, it is not often
informed by local evidence. Jisc’s digital student project (Jisc, 2014-16) highlighted that
consultations with students were often poorly designed, and that national surveys did not provide a
coherent or detailed enough picture of the student digital experience. The Jisc student digital
experience insights survey (Jisc, 2016-19) was developed in response to this need (previously known
as the student digital experience tracker).

The survey instrument

In 2018, 83 UK institutions took part in our third digital experience student survey, gathering more
than 37,000 responses. 12 Australian and New Zealand Universities collected a further 21,095 student
responses, throwing up some interesting comparisons. Jisc also piloted a complementary teaching
staff survey in 2018 to gain insights into their attitudes about their digital teaching environment.
These student and teaching staff research-based questions provide evidence that is locally actionable
and support meaningful comparisons within and across organisations to impact their digital strategies.

Background

As governments launch digital economy strategies (for example Gov.au, 2019), universities are under
increasing pressure to ensure that students receive a digitally rich and challenging experience.
Universities in the UK have responded to these challenges by engaging with students in new ways, to
understand what they want from a digitally-informed curriculum, and how the digital environment
at university can support them in developing habits of independent, lifelong learning to thrive in new
digitally enabled workplaces.

The survey

The student digital experience tracker was first developed by Jisc (UK) in 2016, building on findings
from a programme of student-centred research (Jisc 2014-16). This found that few institutions were
collecting evidence from students about their experiences of digital learning, despite decades of
investment in digital infrastructure, and many initiatives to embed digital experiences into the
curriculum. Those that were engaging, did so with one-off surveys that were not always well
designed, and did not allow for comparisons or year-on-year tracking. University leaders wanted up-
to-date information about their own students - and they wanted to know that it was reliable,
credible, and actionable.
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The survey has been developed and validated over
a three-year pilot cycle using a co-design
approach. It has involved over 100 institutions and
72,500 students and staff.
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Figure 1: The themes addressed by the digital experience insights survey (Jisc, 2018)

2018 survey findings

Findings from the UK were published in a report (Newman, Beetham and Knight, 2018), with a
national launch by the Government Minister for Higher Education, reflecting the importance attached
to student digital outcomes in the UK.

Key findings presented and discussed in the report include:

e Students’ choice of and access to digital devices for learning

e Student satisfaction with a range of digital services, and with digital infrastructure overall
o What students think of virtual learning environments and online assessment

e How students respond to different digital activities on their course

e What helps students to feel engaged, independent, connected, in control of their learning
The apps and tools students use, and why

Who students turn to for support with their digital skills

How students would like their digital experience to be improved

How well prepared students feel for the digital workplace

Additional reports on the findings from UK teaching staff (Jisc, 2018), Australian and New Zealand
student survey (Beetham, Newman and Knight, 2019) are available via the service website along with
briefings for senior managers and case studies on members’ experiences and how they are using the
data gained to enhance the digital learning experience which are available from the service website
at http://digitalinsights.jisc.ac.uk.
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