Millennial Students & Technology Use: Implications for Undergraduate Education

Introduction

Born in or after 1982, Millennial generation students comprise the majority of Drexel University’s undergraduate
population. It is thought that they differ from earlier generations in the way they prefer to learn and their expectations
about the role that technology and social interaction should play in this process (Cooke, 2005). Millennials are “digital
natives,” who interact with technology in different ways than students from previous generations — as well as behaving
differently than the instructors who teach them.

“Most students entering our colleges and universities today are younger than the microcomputer,
are more comfortable working on a keyboard than writing in a spiral notebook, and are happier
reading from a computer screen then from paper in hand. For them, constant connectivity —being
in touch with friends and family at any time and from any place —is of utmost importance.”

Frand, J.L. (2000) The Information-Age mindset. EDUCAUSE Review 35, pg. 15.

Perhaps the most dramatic and tangible result of technology in modern society is the slew of communication options
available. Cell phones, VoIP, text messaging, instant messaging, e-mail, and video conferencing have continued to make
the world a smaller place. Millennial generation students interact with others almost constantly; moreover, they
interact with several others at the same time. Standard information-seeking patterns — that are based on a linear, or
guided search for information relevant to a goal — do not seem to apply to this new generation. But this is not to say
that information-seeking patterns do not exist.

Although research into information behavior is a rapidly growing subset of library and information science research,
most information behavior work has focused on adults or children, with relatively little research attention paid to young
adults' information needs and uses . There have been several studies on how Millennials use information and
communication technologies, but none so far have attempted to understand how social networking affects information-
seeking, or how technologies are selected for either purpose (social networking or information-seeking). Technology
has not only created a new generation, it has torn down the walls between various aspects of their lives that prior
generations consider to be separate. It is no longer possible to examine school, work, the social sphere, or home
environment as disparate entities. They must be evaluated as a single whole.

A preference for social uses of technology does not predicate an unsophisticated information-seeking strategy. As
Chatman (1993) has suggested, context is a major determining factor of one's perspective on information. Komito
(1998) compares our expectations of information-seeking behavior in a normative society, that is guided by agreed rules
of behavior (such as those guiding the didactic instructional paradigm of Table 1), with a model that he terms a
“foraging society,” reflecting the behavior of individuals as they participate in groups without a strong collective identity
in their use of Internet resources:

“An egocentric kinship system gives individuals membership rights in a range of groups, and each
individual has a ditfferent set of loyalties. Individuals move from one locality to another, joining and
leaving communities at little cost. Their loyalties are not to the group in which they currently live, but
to their extended kinship network which includes people in other groups in other locales. ... Rather
than engaging in typologies, the most useful means of looking at Net communities may be to treat
'community" as background, and focus instead on how individuals and groups cope with continuously
changing sets of resources and constraints and how individuals make regular adjustments in their rules
for social interaction.”

Komito, L. (1998) The Net as a Foraging Society: Flexible Communities.
The Information Society. 14(2). Pp. 104-105.

This research will explore the proposition that individuals treat the (learning) community as background, by
investigating “how individuals and groups cope with continuously changing sets of resources and constraints and how
individuals make regular adjustments in their rules for social interaction.”

Reference: Chatman, E.A. (1999) A theory of life in the round. Journal of the American Society for Information Science 50. p. 207-217.
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Research Questions

To explore Komito’s (1998) proposition that individuals treat the community as background, and to
investigate “how individuals and groups cope with continuously changing sets of resources and
constraints and how individuals make regular adjustments in their rules for social interaction,” we
focus on two research questions.

1. What are the technology uses-in-practice of students undertaking undergraduate coursework
activities?

e What technology applications are used for different types of activity and why?

e How do perceived information-seeking goals affect technology selection or use?

2. What are the information-seeking strategies-in-practice of students in undergraduate coursework
activities?
e \What are the information-seeking practices employed by students for different activities and
why?
e How does the student involve their social network in information-seeking, who is involved,
and why?

Research Framework

As the research questions were so clearly related to the activity being performed and the context of that activity, we
decided to use an activity-theory framework as the basis for our study (Figure 1). We have adapted the original
model to focus on information as the central element of the activity, as this permits us to examine “how individuals
cope with constantly changing resources and constraints.”
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Figure 1. The Structure of a Human Activity-System (adapted from Engestrom, 2000)

Reference: Engestrom, Y. (2001) Expansive Learning at Work: toward an activity theoretical reconceptualization. Journal of Education and Work. 14
(1): p. 133-156.
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Research Study

An initial study was performed with the assistance of two undergraduate students, Jamie Thompson and Sam
Chenkin, in the summer of 2007. They interviewed a seven undergraduate students, comparing these to the same
number of instructors, in the College of Information Science & Technology.

The next stage of the study is commencing now. We have designed an interview protocol around the adapted activity
theory framework shown in Figure 1. We will aim to interview a wider sample of undergraduate students at all levels
in the College of Information Science & Technology, then expand the study to undergraduate students in less
technology-focused programs, to compare and contrast across samples. If time permits, we intend to also interview
instructors and graduate students, to provide a generational contrast.

Initial Findings

1. What are the technology uses-in-practice of students undertaking coursework activities?

® Millennial Students rarely venture outside of their comfort zone when using technology for basic research (e.g.

Google). They only continue their search when the motivation is strong enough. Motivation is rarely intrinsic to
the activity: only required assignments merit the extra effort of using non-standard sources. However, both
intrinsic and extrinsic motivators are required for extensive research: even required assignments are less likely to
elicit further research if the subject is not considered interesting .

® Many students do not particularly like face-to-face or phone communication, preferring to use electronic media

such as email or instant messaging to ask questions of people. But students will seek face-to-face interaction
when they need to engage in a two-way exchange to clarify information urgently.

® Millennial Students tend to use electronic sources when they are seeking facts and basic information that can be

obtained with a straightforward query. They prefer human information sources when they are seeking feedback
or discussion on a subject, or a diversity of ideas and resources.

2. What are the information-seeking strategies-in-practice of students undertaking
coursework activities?

® Millennial Students often show a lack of traditional information seeking skills. They are less likely than previous

generations to have well formed questions when looking for course-related information. Instead they may
research a subject until they feel satisfied or get bored.

As part of this process they will frequently be sidetracked into researching an entirely different subject or a
subset of the original question. There appears to be a tendency for Millennial Students to use technology to learn
for learning's sake -- without a specific motive or problem beyond curiosity

® Convenience (ease of locating information) is foremost in driving technology selection, but the relationship

between the information-seeker and their source is also important. Social-networking sites are often seen as a
way to further face-to-face interpersonal relationships within their local community of students, rather than as a
way to maintain an entirely different set of social contacts.

® Selection of an information sources tends to be made on the basis of who-knows-what (a distributed cognition

model of the student’s wider social network). They call upon local sources first, but then refer to online or wider
social network sources as required. Although not made explicit, most students appear to apply very clear quality
criteria to select information sources.
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