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Information permeates our lives, professional and personal,

whether that information comes to us as the intended result

of a focused and targeted searching, incidentally as the 

by-product of other activities, or simply because it is inex-

tricably intertwined with our day-to-day social interaction.

––Gary Burnett and Sanda Erdelez (2010, 44)

The New Digital Scholar and Information Behavior

I assume you are reading this book because you are interested in help-

ing students become better readers, writers, and researchers. Like the

authors of other chapters in this book, I wish to focus attention on the

sometimes daunting challenge we are faced with when students enter

our college writing classrooms, the challenge to help them become aca-

demic researchers in the digital information age.1 This challenge is
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intensified by the amount and variety of writing, reading, and research-
ing activity students engage in on the web, and by the information
behaviors students have developed as a result of such activity.

Before going further, some clarification is necessary. A good num-
ber of readers are likely more familiar with information literacy (IL)
than information behavior. Thus, I start this chapter by identifying the
difference between IL and information behavior and explain why
focusing on information behavior is so important.

Most readers are likely familiar with the definition of IL provided by
the American Library Association (1989): IL is “a set of abilities requiring
individuals to recognize when information is needed and have the ability
to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information” (American
Library Association). The Association of College and Research Libraries
(2000) adds that IL is “increasingly important in the contemporary envi-
ronment of rapid technological change and proliferating information
resources. Because of the escalating complexity of this environment, indi-
viduals are faced with diverse, abundant information choices”
(Association of College and Research Libraries). In short, IL is a set of
skills needed to understand, find, and use information—skills critical to
life in the digital age. Viewed this way, IL is a goal, a target, an end result. 

Information behavior2 not only explores these processes, but also
questions them. On the surface, information behavior appears strik-
ingly similar to IL. Information behavior, like IL, examines what infor-
mation is in the first place, how people search for it, find it, and use it.
Yet, information behavior focuses first on just that—behavior—and
not simply the skills desired of information users in or out of the class-
room. Instead, the study of information behavior is concerned with the
complex processes and influences on the information seeker. Viewed
this way, IL takes on an expanded set of considerations that I believe
have yet to be adequately addressed in writing pedagogy. Librarian
Natalie Binder (2010) explains that information behavior is about “the
real experience of dealing with information, which is not [always]
about pursuing the new, but managing what we’ve got. … I don’t seek
information. It happens to me.” Binder believes that we should be less
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interested in skills per se and more interested in finding patterns in
information to help students move information into a “finer, more pre-
cise, more ordered form” (Binder 2010). (For a detailed discussion of
searching for patterns in information, see Chapter 11.)

Along these lines, the approach to IL work in the college writing
classroom needs to include a richer understanding of information
behavior, of research on the research habits of NextGen students. In
order to engage students in the information activities appropriate to
academic, professional, and social contexts, I contend we must under-
stand what behaviors they have already internalized, the behaviors that
shape their research processes. Teaching the new digital scholar is not
just focusing on a set of prepackaged skills; it is helping students recog-
nize the intersection of needs, skills, and, most importantly, behaviors.

In this chapter, I explore the impact of the web and other media on
the information behaviors of students that find their way into our col-
lege writing classrooms. My goal is twofold: to offer readers a founda-
tion for the chapters to follow and to suggest a framework for future
research on research, hopefully some of which will be inspired by the
chapters in this book. First, I offer an expanded discussion of informa-
tion behavior theory for those new to it. Second, I situate the digital
scholar inside the college writing classroom, chiefly by paralleling the
arguments in Scott Warnock’s Teaching Writing Online (2009). Next, I
expand on the notion of information behavior and its perceived value
for research-writing. I then offer a synthesis of several recent reports
from the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia on computer,
media, and web use as well as information behavior. I conclude the
chapter by responding to claims from critics of the notion of informa-
tion behavior and its importance to teachers and librarians invested in
transforming the college writing student into a digital scholar.

Good and Bad Behavior

Information behavior, what T. D. Wilson (2010) defines as “how peo-
ple discover, access, use, store for future use, share, and disseminate
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information of all kinds” (34), provides the frame necessary to work

with student researchers in the digital age. In fact, I contend that infor-

mation behavior can do for IL instruction what rhetoric, gender stud-

ies, and WAC theory, among other theoretical approaches, did for

writing instruction decades ago: enrich the study of writing with the-

ories and perspectives from a variety of fields. 

Unlike IL, which has been relegated to “skill set” status, information

behavior is treated much the same way that writing researchers treat

their subject: as a dynamic, evolving, and recursive process. Barbara

Wildemuth and Donald Case (2010) explain information behavior

research this way: 

As a person finds useful [or not useful] information and

applies it to the current goal, the goal itself may shift (or

not). The person’s ideas about the problem change as he or

she learns more. Other external events may occur that

affect the importance of the problem to the information

seeker. These and other possible changes [affect] informa-

tion behaviors as they occur … [and call] for the use of dif-

ferent research methods. (24)

For these reasons, information behavior researchers rely on multiple

methods to study the roles, locations, and tasks of information users,

research that places users at the center of information and explores

their relationship with it. Researchers Gary Burnett and Sanda Erdelez

(2010) describe information behavior as such: “Information behavior

emerges as a visible link that users cling to as they navigate through the

landscape of new information worlds with overlapping and constantly

intersecting contexts” (45). Much like writing researchers have

expanded the range of their inquiry over the past 50 years to much

more than the written product, information behavior research studies

“have unquestionably expanded well beyond a focus limited to infor-

mation seeking activities” (Burnett and Erdelez 2010, 47). It seems
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time and timely to expand the ways in which we study the research-
writing processes of students.

Why Research Research?

In his testimony in front of the U.S. House of Representatives
Subcommittee on Telecommunications and the Internet, Sir Timothy
Berners-Lee (2007), often credited as the founder of the internet, com-
mented on the future of the World Wide Web: “The web takes the
openness” of earlier technologies—postal mail, telegraphs, telephones,
even roads and railroads—and moves it “one step forward and enables
a continually evolving set of new services that combine information at
a global scale not [previously] possible” (Berners-Lee 2007, 3). Web-
based technologies and services now combine information for a truly
global audience. Moreover, NextGen users of these technologies and
services are now recognized by the ways in which they have become
immersed in them. “Since the advent of the World Wide Web in the
early 1990s, the ‘Digital Generation’ has been at the epicenter of major
tectonic shifts,” writes Kathryn Montgomery (2009), professor of
communication at American University. She continues, “Never has a
generation been so defined in the public mind by its relationship to
technology. … As active creators of a new digital culture, these youth
are developing their own web sites, diaries, and blogs; launching their
own online enterprises; and forging a new set of cultural practices” (2).
The cultural practices are significant, including the practices of infor-
mation, particularly with the web as the information interface. 

In her book Generation Digital: Politics, Commerce, and Childhood
in the Age of the Internet, Montgomery (2009) provides what might be
the most complete account of the rise of the internet and its impact on
the lives of young people. Synthesizing the research, scholarship, and
news reports since the first days of the web and cataloging these texts
in an index close to 100 pages long, Montgomery claims that the inter-
net’s educational promise helped drive its rapid expansion into
American life. The chapters in this book approach the study of the web
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from a similar perspective—that the web continues to shape education

in profound ways, particularly the teaching and learning of research-

writing. However, the authors collected here argue that we must better

understand the ways in which NextGen students work with informa-

tion in the digital age if we are going to best leverage the web to fulfill

this promise. 

The authors collected here recognize the role the web plays in the

information landscape, particularly for students. Montgomery writes

that “young people have not simply adopted the Internet, they have

internalized it” (2009, 8) and they are the “defining users of digital tech-

nologies” (107). If we agree that today’s students are defined by a web

they have internalized, then studying the web’s impact on their writing

and research behaviors seems critical. Just how critical? Just how much

does the web define our students today? Recent reports have the per-

centage of teenagers spending time online at higher than 90 percent,

with many teens online not just every day, but several times a day

(Montgomery 2009, 138). Defined indeed.

Teaching Researching Online

Writing teachers, among others, must intensify their engagement with

research-writing scholarship if they hope to accurately understand and

appreciate the writing and information behaviors of NextGen stu-

dents. Scott Warnock (2009) urges this engagement in the afterword

to Teaching Writing Online: 

Think about it. Arguments rage about the quality of the 

e-writing our students regularly engage in during their online

experiences on social networking sites like Facebook and

MySpace, with text messaging, or in the blogosphere; yet to

me it’s plain that no matter how we define it, they write a lot

more than my generation did. They are writing all the time,

almost frantically using textual language to communicate

with one another, and coming up with remarkably clever

ways to communicate their message … We, as writing 
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teachers, are highly empowered in this environment to help
channel the natural writing that students are doing anyway
into a class experience. (179–180)

Though Warnock is writing these ideas in support of what he labels
a “progressive” approach to remaking writing classes for online deliv-
ery, his claims are just as relevant for restructuring the approach to
helping students develop research and information skills for the digital
age, working from information behaviors out (Warnock 2009, x).

Warnock emphasizes that students today write more than those
from previous generations. I believe they also seek out more informa-
tion and seek it out more often than earlier generations of researchers
did. Think about how you conducted most of your research during
your K–12 and your college years, and long, planned trips to the stacks
in the library likely fill your memory. Now, think about how you seek
out information today. If you are like me, then you still love the time
you spend in the stacks. But you also conduct much of your research
on the open web, and this type of research has brought out its own set
of information behaviors, ones for which students often have tremen-
dous aptitude. 

Warnock reminds us of what we all know quite well: Students are
writing all the time. Any teacher who has spent time working with stu-
dents knows that students are always plugged in, and most of them are
writing in multiple applications at any one time—their Facebook,
email, twitter, CMS, and IM windows popping with activity. Just as
students are writing all the time, they are reading all the time—con-
ducting informal research, if you will, through their favorite websites
and blogs, tagged pages, and RSS feeds (though studies have shown that
students do not view these activities as “research”3). In fact, the Pew
Internet & American Life Project study of teens’ internet use finds that

• 62 percent get their news and information on current events
online;

• 31 percent get their health and medical information online;

• 37 percent participate in video chats;
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• 27 percent record and upload video to the internet; and

• 13 percent stream video live to the internet for other people
to watch. (Lenhart, et al. 2010, 26–28; Lenhart 2012, 1)

Students are certainly engaged in a wide variety of types of writing

and researching both in and out of school, including composing

research papers. A recent study by the Writing in Digital Environments

(WIDE) Research Center at Michigan State University of more than

1,300 students enrolled in first-year composition courses at seven

higher education institutions found that students believe the academic

paper and the research paper are more valuable to them than 26 of the

30 genres of writing in the survey, including many digital writing

forms (Grabill and Pigg, et al. 2010, 6).

Warnock acknowledges what most of us readily concede: Today’s

students are often incredibly clever with the writing and researching

they do. Text messaging, as Warnock indicates, is often cited as an

example of the decline in writing skills. Viewed another way, however,

text messaging—a writing activity that 82 percent of students not only

engage in, but also spend an hour and a half on average doing every

day—is incredibly relevant for the teaching of writing and could be an

opportunity to engage our students in new, exciting ways not only in

the teaching of writing, but also the teaching of research skills (Clark

and Dugdale 2008, 34; Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010, 3). In fact,

the WIDE study found that texting is the most popular and valuable

genre to students (Grabill and Pigg, et al. 2010, 5–6). Still, many

teachers choose to ban cell phones from the classroom. This technol-

ogy is viewed as a potential disturbance, not the instructional resource

it could be.

Warnock believes that writing teachers are naturally situated to help

channel the web into research-writing pedagogy. While they may be

familiar with the writing students do on today’s socially constructed

and organized web, many teachers have yet to acknowledge and ade-

quately address in their curricula the information behaviors and

research practices students have developed on it. My experience and
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research (2007, 2011a, 2011b) suggests that most approaches to teach-
ing students to become better researchers ignore behavior and resist the
familiar, instead opting for what Randy Garrison and Norman Vaughn
(2008) call “holding onto past practices that are incongruent with the
needs and demands of a knowledge society” (ix). The continuing
prevalence of the one-shot library instruction session in first-year writ-
ing pedagogy is as incongruent as it is ineffective.

Theodore Roszak (1994) claimed nearly two decades ago that “we
suffer from a glut of unrefined, undigested information flowing in
from every medium around us” (in Warnock 2009, 162). Considering
the web is the medium most common to our students—the place
where they receive “a full third of words and more than half of bytes”
of their information—then it only makes sense to work closely and
intentionally with the web as the information source for student writ-
ers (Bohn and Short 2009, 8). The web—not only the closed and con-
trolled space of the web-based academic library, but also the unrefined,
uncontrollable yet familiar space of the open web—is the site to
research their information behaviors. It is time to understand what stu-
dent writers do in this space and to join them there. 

Stepping Back to See the Big Picture Monitor Screen

I am not saying that those in and out of education are unaware of the
dramatic changes in computer use and information behavior.
Professional organizations including the National Council of Teachers
of English (NCTE) and the International Reading Association (IRA)
have considered the affective value of the web. In its statements on a
“Definition of 21st Century Literacies” (2008a) and a “21st Century
Curriculum and Assessment Framework” (2008b), NCTE identifies
six literacies critical for 21st-century learners, including the ability to
manage, analyze, and synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous infor-
mation (emphasis added). 

A third NCTE report based on a survey of more than 900 members
confirms its position on the critical nature of students’ ability to man-
age information. In the 2009 report “Writing Between the Lines—and

Min(d)ing the Gap: Research on Information Behaviors   27



Everywhere Else,” respondents indicate that “the ability to seek infor-
mation and make critical judgments about the veracity of sources” and
“the ability to read and interpret many different kinds of texts, both in
print and online,” which 95 percent and 94 percent of respondents
cite, respectively, were the two most important 21st-century literacy
skills (1). Whereas nearly all respondents identified the pressing digital
information need, only two-thirds of them responded that they have
made changes to their curricula in order to prepare students to be 21st-
century literate. The chapters in this book form a collaborative
response to the digital information need. 

The massive amount of information available to and surrounding
students on the web has the attention of not only professional organi-
zations like NCTE and IRA, but also campus leaders and education
reformers. Three well-known university presidents along with two
respected professors of education debate in Newsweek the future of
higher education. When the five contributors are asked about online
learning, it is interesting to note that their responses do not focus on
online courses or programs, but on the rapid expansion of the web and
specifically the amount of information now available to and now chal-
lenging students. Elaine Tuttle Hansen, president of Bates College,
comments that online learning is “one way colleges and universities
have managed to begin … to address some of this explosion of knowl-
edge” to which Diane Ravitch, professor of education at New York
University and former assistant secretary of education, responds, “the
explosion of knowledge may require more education and more time for
education, not less” and will require what Robert Zemsky, professor of
education at the University of Pennsylvania, labels stronger skills of
critical inquiry (Rosenberg 2009, 33).

The respondents acknowledge the information explosion and the
need for educators to react to this explosion, yet they concede, in the
words of Lee Bollinger, president of Columbia University, that we do
not fully “understand, however, how the web is going to reshape what
we do” (Rosenberg 2009, 33). The web has led some educators to
rethink how they see knowledge and information. But I do not think
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most educators have a rich understanding of the amount of informa-

tion our students are exposed to and the behaviors they are using to try

to manage it. More importantly, I believe that most have held on to

teaching practices and curricula no longer relevant for the new digital

scholar.

Fact, Fiction, or Fantasy

Think about the measurement 3.6 zettabytes. Think about 34 giga-

bytes. They sound like numbers out of a science fiction movie.

However, the numbers are much more fact than fiction. Roger Bohn

and James Short (2009), researchers from the University of California,

San Diego (UCSD), have found that American households in 2008

combined to consume more than 3.6 zettabytes4 of information

(Bilton 2009). Even more interesting, Bohn and Short note that infor-

mation consumption earlier predicted not to reach 1 zettabyte world-

wide by 2010 was more than tripled by 2009, and this was in the U.S.

alone (2009, 8). According to Nick Bilton (2009) from the New York

Times website, this number is “roughly equivalent to the capacity of

5.1 million computer hard drives, or all the hard drives in Minnesota.”

The UCSD researchers put it like this: “If we printed 3.6 zettabytes of

text in books, and stacked them as tightly as possible across the United

States including Alaska, the pile would be 7 feet high” (Bohn and Short

2009, 13).

Specific to the focus on digital information characterizing this chap-

ter and much of this book, Bohn and Short (2009) suggest in How

Much Information? that this 3.6 zettabytes breaks down to 34 gigabytes

and 100,500 words per person per day, an estimated 350 percent

increase in information consumption over the last three decades. “This

doesn’t mean we read 100,000 words a day,” notes Bohn, “it means

that 100,000 words cross our eyes and ears in a single 24-hour period”

(Bilton 2009). In fact, these 34 gigabytes and 100,000-plus words take

us, according to the UCSD researchers, a combined 11.8 hours a day
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to consume when all of our multitasking behaviors are included (Bohn
and Short 2009, 13). 

The findings from UCSD are supported by a report published by
the Kaiser Family Foundation. In Generation M2: Media in the Lives of
8- to 18-Year-Olds, Victoria Rideout, Ulla Foehr, and Donald Roberts
(2010) studied more than 2,000 students nationwide and found that
media use for tweens and teens has increased by 1 hour and 17 min-
utes since 2004 to a total of 7 hours and 38 minutes a day. When mul-
titasking behaviors are accounted for individually, this number rises to
10 hours and 45 minutes a day, a more than 2-hour increase from just
6 years ago, and a number that does not include time spent texting,
using the computer for school purposes, or even talking on a cell
phone (Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010, 11; Rubin 2010).

Whether the UCSD number of close to 12 hours a day or the Kaiser
figure of nearly 11 hours is more accurate,5 the numbers confirm what
Bates College president Hansen believes—students today are being
bombarded by a lot of information, and this information is consum-
ing much of their waking time (Rosenberg 2009). Moreover, as the
lines between media become even harder to distinguish and as the
computer becomes even more the “epicenter of media multitasking”
for our students, it only makes sense that the information from the
web is the information standard (Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010,
23–24). If the computer is the information epicenter for students, then
we must appreciate and work with this in our curriculum design and
classroom practice. As Bollinger suggested (Rosenberg 2009), we must
reshape what we do, and I believe that includes reshaping college writ-
ing, the teaching of which still often relegates research to second-class
status. 

Consuming Mass Quantities

Before discussing in more detail the information behaviors associated
with the web, I want to discuss information consumption in general
and information production, particularly in terms of writing. As one
would expect, information consumers, including our students, right
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now give TV most of their attention, at 45 percent of their informa-
tion time, with computers coming second, at 27 percent. TV accounts
for close to half of information time, but less than a third of total infor-
mation exposure. In fact, more than half (55 percent) of information
exposure comes through interactive technologies, specifically comput-
ers and video games, which account for a little over a quarter (27 per-
cent) of total information time (Bohn and Short 2009, 8). As one
would also expect, reading print texts continues to decline in both
information time and exposure, coming in at under 10 percent in both
categories. “Print media [use] has declined consistently,” notes Bohn,
“but if you add up the amount of time people spend surfing the web,
they are actually reading more than ever” (Bilton 2009).

Not only are students reading more than ever, but also they are writ-
ing more than ever. Two reports on writing and technology, one in the
U.K. and one in the U.S., appear to confirm this. The report “Writing,
Technology and Teens” co-sponsored by the Pew Internet & American
Life Project and the National Commission on Writing finds that teens
engage in significant amounts of writing, both in and out of school,
with half of the 700 teens in the study reporting that they write in
school every day. Interestingly, most students report that much of the
writing they do in high school is often very brief and not research-
based (Lenhart, et al. 2008, 10). The more than 60 pages of findings
in the Pew report lead the researchers to conclude the following:
“Teenagers’ lives are filled with writing. All teens write for school, and
93% of teens say they write for their own pleasure. Moreover, the vast
majority of teens have eagerly embraced written communication with
their peers” (i).

The Pew (Lenhart, et al. 2008) findings are supported by a report
from the National Literacy Trust (NLT) in the U.K. (Clark and
Dugdale 2008) in which more than 3,000 students aged 8 to 16 were
surveyed about their writing behaviors, and it should come as no sur-
prise that these students are prolific writers, especially when it comes
to computers: 73 percent of respondents regularly composed instant
messages, 63 percent contributed regularly on social networking sites,
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56 percent maintained a social networking page, and 24 percent were
blog owners, findings that lead the researchers to conclude that “young
people increasingly use written communication over any other” (Clark
and Dugdale 2008, 4, 34). Not only are teens consuming mass quan-
tities of information, but also they are producing significant amounts
of new content for the web. For example, findings in the Pew report
“Social Media and Mobile Internet Use Among Teens and Young Adults”
suggest that 21 percent of teens are remixing content on the web, “tak-
ing material they find online such as songs, text, or images and remix-
ing it into their own artistic creations” (Lenhart, et al. 2010, 23). 

Additional findings from the NLT study that 49 percent of students
in the survey use a computer every day for fun and 18 percent use a
computer every day for school confirm the heavy use of computers, use
that has 93 percent of U.S. teens and tweens going online and,
depending on the report you read, 63–70 percent of them going online
every day (Lenhart, et al. 2010, 5–7; Clark and Dugdale 2008, 28–30;
Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010, 20). These findings reveal a possi-
ble gap or lag, however, in leveraging computer technology in schools
in ways that reflect use outside of them. These findings are even more
telling when one considers them in light of a national survey con-
ducted by PBS Education (2009) of more than 1,200 K–12 teachers
which found that 81 percent of schools have computers and internet
access in their classroom (11). Further, they provide at least some
measure of support for claims from those like Scott Warnock (2009)
and the NLT researchers (Clark and Dugdale 2008), the latter of
which write that “it is paramount … the school curriculum reflects and
utlises [sic] writing forms that young people enjoy and engage with”
(8). Comments like these are becoming increasingly commonplace in
publications on teaching writing; however, claims to engage students
with alternative research-writing pedagogies are much harder to find. 

Surf’s Up

Understanding the behaviors associated with information is critical to
shaping research-writing pedagogy, particularly given the variety of
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ways and places students are locating information for academic proj-
ects. Primary Research Group (PRG) reports in a survey of 450 under-
graduates from across the U.S. the following mean percentages (+/-1
percent) in student responses concerning where most of the informa-
tion comes from for their research papers: 

• General search engines: 42 percent 

• Wikis: 9 percent 

• Online databases, ebooks, online journals: 24 percent 

• Print publications: 16 percent 

• Other sources: 8 percent (2009, 26–27)

It is likely no surprise to most readers that students go to
Googlepedia6—search engines and wikis—for more than half of their
information.7 Looking more closely at student responses by age group,
the changes in information behavior become more apparent. For
example, students aged 19 and younger reported the highest usage of
information from wikis and students 30 and older reported the lowest
(Primary Research Group 2009, 26). PRG does find that close to a
quarter of students (24 percent) use information from a combination
of sources, yet 30 percent use information exclusively from
Googlepedia (77). This is not to say that such information lacks value,
but this data provides a clear indication that the web has dramatically
affected information behavior in terms of the retrieval of information.

Other data in the PRG report shows students have tremendous con-
fidence with their information-seeking and research-writing skills. For
example, 93 percent of students respond they are confident or very
confident in their abilities to conduct research and write a research
paper; 90 percent are confident or very confident in their ability to pre-
pare citations; and 86 percent are confident or very confident in their
understanding of plagiarism (Primary Research Group 2009,
124–144). Based on these student attitudes, one could argue that we
are successfully preparing our students to research and write. Many
contributors to this book are regrettably less confident. 

Min(d)ing the Gap: Research on Information Behaviors   33



Until this book, considerably less research has existed on actual

observations and studies of students’ information behavior on the web.

In one previous study worth noting, however, Eszter Hargittai, et al.

(2010) surveyed 1,060 students enrolled in first-year writing courses

about their online research practices, and the researchers compare what

students say they do with what they actually do.8 The researchers

recorded the research sessions of 102 first-year writing students, cap-

turing their verbal responses as well as their on-screen movements.

Each student was asked to work through 12 scripted information-seeking

tasks on the web. In doing so, Hargittai et al. found that students put

considerable trust in search engines to return fair and unbiased sources

of information, equate name brands of search engines and other sites

(SparkNotes, MapQuest, Microsoft, Wikipedia, AOL) with credibility,

and often turn to people they trust (family, friends, teachers) in situa-

tions when they want to verify information from the web rather than

consider the authorship or credentials of the sources they located

(Hargittai, et al. 2010, 479–484). These results lead the researchers to

conclude that “how users get to a web site is often as much a part of

their evaluation of the destination site as any particular features of [or

information on] the pages they visit” (486). 

A discussion of the new digital scholar would be incomplete with-

out mentioning what might be the most provocative report on the sub-

ject: a briefing paper published by University College London (UCL)

titled “Information Behaviour of the Researcher of the Future.” The

UCL researchers—David Nicholas, Ian Rowlands, and Paul

Huntington (2008)—identify several computer uses and information

behaviors common to young people today, a group they label the

“Google Generation”:

• Lack of understanding of their information needs 

• Preference for basic search engines like Google rather than
article databases 

• Use of natural language terms instead of subject terms or
keywords 
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• Quick scanning and skimming of information sites 

• Little or no evaluation of the quality of the information used 

• Cutting and pasting information into their papers without
providing the correct citations (12–31)

These behaviors are certainly familiar to readers, and they have been

noted in the literature reviews and findings of several recent reports.

For example, the “quick scanning of information sites,” or power

browsing, is an information behavior which many readers have likely

observed by watching students conduct research on the web. In fact,

research on power browsing indicates that most users “exhibit a great

amount of trust” in search engine results, and as a result spend no more

than 8 or 9 seconds on a web page. Though users tend to spend only

seconds on any given page, the behavior of power browsing now

accounts for 14 percent of users’ information hours (Bohn and Short

2009, 20; Hargittai, et al. 2010, 470).

Minding the Gap

Researchers are now theorizing “that the ever-accelerating pace of tech-

nological change may be minting a series of mini–generation gaps,

with each group of children uniquely influenced by the tech tools

available in their formative stages of development” (Stone 2010). In a

2010 interview with Brad Stone from the New York Times website, Lee

Rainie, director of the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life

Project, responds to the “ever-accelerating pace of technological

change” this way: “People two, three or four years apart are having

completely different experiences with technology. College students

scratch their heads at what their high school siblings are doing, and

they scratch their heads at their younger siblings” (Stone 2010). USA
Today writer Sharon Jayson (2010) sees this same trend in her reading

of Larry Rosen’s (2010) book Rewired: Understanding the iGeneration
and the Way They Learn, where Rosen argues that a shift from the

search engine generation has already occurred. Whereas NextGen 
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students have not known life without computers, Rosen’s iGeneration,

according to Jayson, cannot remember a time without either the inter-

net or the affordances of Web 2.0 technologies: “i”ndividualization,

“i”nnovation, and “i”mmersion (Jayson 2010).

If we are, as Rainie seems to suggest, scratching our heads on

account of the many technologies that NextGen students work with

and the behaviors they have formed using the web in the process of

finding and producing information, and we are, as Rosen (2010)

believes, already bearing witness to a new “iGeneration” that sees these

technologies differently and engages in different behaviors with them,

then what does this mean for writing teachers down the road? Is it pos-

sible to catch up with or even just understand the information behav-

iors of the new digital scholar? As educators, we have to at least try. 

One path to meeting students in the digital information age is

through the close study of information behavior as it relates to all

aspects of college writing. Information behavior researchers Burnett

and Erdelez frame the future of their research this way: 

While the tools through which human users come into

contact with information may change—and may raise

many interesting questions about the degree to which spe-

cific technologies transform our understanding of the con-

texts of information use and about the degree to which

technological innovation and change determine (or, more

accurately, influence) information behavior—the particular

relationship between such human users and information

itself remains the focus of information behavior research.

(2010, 46)

Information behavior theory provides writing specialists and others

a wide lens to focus research on the new digital scholar, to understand

and respond to students’ research-writing practices in ways best suited

to them.

36 The New Digital Scholar



Through the lens of information behavior and through other lenses
offered throughout this book, one point becomes crystal clear: The
digital world is shifting around us (Nichols 2009, 528). Even more to
the point: For our NextGen students, it already has. As Rideout, Foehr,
and Roberts write in Generation M2, “The story of media in young
people’s lives today is primarily a story of technology facilitating
increased consumption” (2010, 2). Until we modify research-writing
curricula and instructional practices with a broader and deeper under-
standing of digital worlds, of the explosion in the amount and con-
sumption of information they facilitate, and of the resulting
information behaviors for our students, we will continue to reside in
separate spaces. And if producing digital scholars is our goal, then
move to meet NextGen students on the web in every way—writing,
reading, and researching—we must.

Endnotes
1. For more discussion on the challenges of the digital information divide, see Randall

McClure (2011a).

2. For a history of information behavior research, see T. D. Wilson (2010).

3. For more discussion on what students do and do not view as research, see Lenhart,
et al. (2010).

4. A zettabyte is equal to one billion terabytes, or 1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000
bytes.

5. It should be noted that a 2009 report from the Nielsen Company attempts to con-
tradict the findings from other recent reports on NextGen students’ information
behaviors and media use. The anonymous authors of the report How Teens Use
Media believe that “the image of ‘typical teen’ listening to an iPod, watching TV, texting
and browsing the Internet all at the same time … is grossly misrepresentative” (1–2).
While the authors are not clear on their research methods, claiming “the data and
insights in [the] report are compiled from a range of Nielsen resources” (16), the
findings do present a much milder picture of NextGen students.

6. For an elaboration on the term “Googlepedia,” see McClure (2011b).

7. For a review of recent studies that analyze source and citation use in research papers
written by U.S. college students, see Cooke and Rosenthal (2011).

8. For a similar approach to comparing students’ research practices with their under-
standing of them, see Chapter 6.
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