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Abstract
This research project examines the University of Texas at El Paso undergraduate students'
general awareness, knowledge, and usage of reference management software (RMS). Moreover,
an important aim of the project is to compare incoming and first-year college students (freshmen
and sophomores) relationship to RMS against upper-level undergraduates (juniors and seniors).
The project consisted of three phases, with a lecture on RMS and a pre-and post-lecture survey
bookending the project. The principal investigator recruited 150 students from two different
courses within the Rhetoric and Writing Studies program at UTEP. Six classes were surveyed:
four sections of RWS 1301 and two sections of RWS 3359. A 15-question survey was created to
assess participants' awareness, knowledge, and usage of RMS. The findings indicated low to
average awareness, knowledge, and usage across all six classes regardless of course and general
classification. The remainder of the project gives space to discuss future research and advocate
for increasing RMS instruction in composition classrooms.

Keywords: reference management software (RMS), undergraduate college students, library
services, English departments
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Introduction
In any examination of literature pertaining to reference management software (RMS)
over the past four decades, readers will find a few reoccurring acknowledgments. First, the task
of gathering, storing, and managing scholarly work is tedious and laborious in practice (Bertrand
& Bader, 1980; Gurney & Wigton, 1987; May, 2003; Gilmour & Cobus-Kou, 2011; Cuschieri et
al., 2019). Second, RMS greatly mitigates that practice (Gurney & Wigton, 1987; May, 2003;
Gilmour & Cobus-Kou, 2011; Ram & Anbu, 2014; Fenner et al., 2014; Cuschieri et al., 2019).
However, despite these consistent acknowledgments across four decades of work produced on
RMS, the use of such software is surprisingly unexamined amongst undergraduate students in the
literature. Furthermore, little is known about undergraduate students’ use of RMS, let alone if
they even know what the actual software is and what it is used for. One could surmise that
undergraduate awareness, knowledge, and usage of RMS are low based on the lack of literature.
It begs the question, is the lack of literature on undergraduate student use of RMS an indicator of
a possible reality that most students don’t use RMS?
This assumption aligns with my experience as a master’s Assistant Instructor at the
University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) and as a former undergraduate. I became aware of RMS
during the junior year of my undergraduate studies. The first and only time I received instruction
on RMS in the classroom came during my third semester as a graduate student. During and after
the instruction, I could not help but think, “where was this when I was a freshman?”
In that same semester, I worked as a consultant at the University Writing Center (UWC)
at UTEP while taking an elective RWS 5312: Technical Writing course. During this course, our
capstone assignment required creating a recommendation report outlining possible
improvements, modifications, or comprehensive changes to an organization of our choosing. I
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immediately thought of my current workplace at the time and started to conduct some
preliminary research on the students I consulted at the UWC during my two-semester stay (Fall
2020 and Spring 2021). My research consisted of compiling UWC student submission forms and
cross-referencing them with the student documents attached to the forms. Second, I tabulated the
percentage of students who asked for consultation on formatting issues, such as in-text citations
and reference/works cited pages. My findings out of 175 submission forms were twofold:
1. One in two students makes specific requests for help on formatting issues.
2. Two in every three students who requested specific consultation on formatting issues
were classified as juniors or were taking junior-level coursework.
Ultimately, the findings from my recommendation report dovetailed with specific observations
and conclusions I came to during my tenure as a UWC Consultant:
1. Those who I consulted, which consisted of students across various degree plans, colleges,
and classifications at UTEP, struggled with the formatting and organizational aspects of
college-level writing. It was not uncommon to find incorrect in-text citations,
reference/works cited pages, and general illiteracy pertaining to the various citation styles
such as APA and MLA.
2. An RMS product such as Mendeley or RefWorks would be useful tools/resources for
students in their research writing practices. The latter of which, RefWorks, became
consistently recommended in my consultant sessions. I routinely suggested and gave
quick tutorials of RefWorks to most students I consulted if time permitted.
In many ways, the recommendation report was the impetus for the current research, which aims
to examine undergraduate students’ awareness, knowledge, and usage of RMS. Furthermore, it
served as a guiding point for a series of research questions related to RMS literature:
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1. Considering the literature, does RMS play a role in writing-intensive and
composition courses alike?
2. If the answer is yes, what role does it play in instruction?
3. Lastly, is there a roadmap for RMS instruction in the classroom? I.e., specific
guides, lesson plans, or instructional templates.
The remainder of this paper will follow in four parts. First, a literature review discussing
previous and current scholarship on RMS and its evolution over the years. Second, a methods
section outlining the materials used and procedural elements of this project. Third, a results
section details the findings from the surveys and overall data collection. Lastly, a discussion
section interpreting the findings from the data collection and corresponding limitations and
future research subsections.
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Literature Review
The task of gathering, storing, and managing scholarly work is a labor-intensive practice,
which has been greatly mitigated by the advent of reference management software (RMS) or
citation management software (CMS). As early as 1980, literature has been produced on the
storage and retrieval of bibliographic references, with the obvious differences lying in the
terminology and technology used to store and retrieve references as compared to today. Prior to
the term RMS, the software was referred to as a micro-processing system that relied on dual
floppy disks. As antiquated as it sounds, certain foundational functionalities still exist as the
backbone for RMS today, such as the ability to create a new bibliographic file from one or more
already existing files (Bertrand & Bader, 1980).
Before micro-processing systems, gathering, storing, and managing scholarly work was
done manually, in some cases with the use of grouping related works into manilla folders
(Gurney & Wigton, 1987). At that time, managing and filing literature was seen as a tedious
process where researchers had to sort through a deluge of information. According to Gurney and
Wigton (1987), the real challenge came “in deciding which folder gets the new article, especially
when any one of several folders could qualify” (p. 411). Of course, other systems were in place,
such as the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) and card catalogs. However, these systems,
which were born out of library services, were not made for personal retrieval and management of
scholarly work.
As the years went on, so did the updates and advances in software technology. By the
mid-1980s, there was substantial growth in storage capacity, with some microprocessors
reaching up to 425 references per 100k disc, while searching capabilities within the software
improved, enabling users to match references by any number of itemized categories such as
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name, year, the volume of the journal, etc. (Alagesan & McLeod, 1985). Even before the end of
the decade, such software was deemed as beneficial and impactful for personal study, writing
books, articles, and theses, and for use by institutions, departments, and small libraries (Sellu,
1986).
As the market grew, expanding the creation of more commercial products, a shift in
perspective on RMS literature took place. More scholarly work was being produced reviewing
the specifications and modifications of the software to that date. Some reviews were based on
providing descriptive analyses of products about various aspects of the software management
tools, while other reviews were centered around comparative descriptive analyses (Tramullas et
al., 2015). With the shift in focus to descriptive and comparative analysis came even more
specific literature defining what constituted good bibliographic software. Brantz and Galla
(1988) went so far as to outline what constituted “the perfect bibliographic software” through
eight key attributes:
1. The ability to accept and generate ASCII files for the bibliographic database.
2. The ability to download records automatically from commercial bibliographic
databases into the office system.
3. The flexibility of the product’s input/editor.
4. The ability to assist the end-user in searching national databases.
5. The bibliographies should be easily manipulated to conform to the style required.
6. Reports on the number, source, and existence of hardcopy and its location should be
obtainable for each record in the office database.
7. Updates that can accommodate newer database files and take advantage of new
hardware and operating systems have greater long-term utility.
8. The final attribute is price; although it is probably better for a library to not support an
inexpensive, limited product, it does not mean that high prices must be paid for good
bibliographic software.
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Although some of these attributes are antiquated in use, i.e., the long-term utility of hardware
and operating systems, other attributes like price-point are still relevant in literature today that
takes on comparative analyses of two or more RMS products. As the 1990s arrived, another shift
took place. From the earliest work published up until 1994, a substantial portion of the literature
produced on comparative reviews of RMS came out of the areas of Biomedicine, Social sciences
and law, Engineering and computer science, and Humanities. However, by 1995 and onward,
Library and information sciences started to produce more than half of the literature on RMS
pertaining to descriptive and comparative analyses of said software (Tramullas et al., 2015).
As stated, literature examining key specifications and attributes of RMS through
descriptive and comparative analysis was commonplace since the market growth in RMS
products since the mid to late 1980s. However, with the advent of the internet and web-based
software emerging by the end of the 1990s, the specifics of various descriptive and comparative
reviews evolved. Moreover, user ratings became more prevalent in accessing software product
usability in RMS scholarship. Cibbarelli (1995) produced a foundational piece of literature that
focused on user ratings through accessing service and support, reliability, ease of use, and user
satisfaction with multiple software products via surveys. Arguably, the most important aspect of
Cibbarelli’s work is that it filled a gap in the literature pertaining to how various software
product tools and functionalities were specifically assessed. Furthermore, it established key
functions/characteristics that were most wanted by a target group of users (Tramullas et al.,
2015). This gave way to literature that was hyper-specific about key functionalities of various
RMS products. For instance, as the software technology evolved and gave way to expedient
tools, such as citation generators, which could retrieve reference metadata almost
instantaneously, more literature was produced assessing the accuracy of the respective generators
6

built into RMS products (Brahmi & Gall, 2006). The specific assessment of citation generators in
terms of their accuracy, speed, and user dependence is still commonplace in RMS literature
(Fitzgibbons & Meert, 2010; Gilmour & Cobus-Kou, 2011; Homol, 2014; Kratochvíl, 2017).
No longer just citation machines used to create and store citations, the language and operational
definitions of RMS are starting to evolve. RMS began to be reframed as software that, over time,
builds up to become a database for researchers to navigate their own personal literature when
needed (May, 2003). Lastly, RMS started to become defined and identified by a core set of
functionalities. As outlined by Gilmour and Cobus-Kou (2011) a user could expect any
serviceable reference manager to:
1. Import citations from bibliographic databases and websites
2. Gather metadata from PDF files
3. Allow organization of citations within the RM database
4. Allow annotation of citations
5. Allow sharing of the RM database or portions thereof with colleagues
6. Allow data interchange with other RM products through standard metadata formats (e.g.,
RIS, BibTeX)
7. Produce formatted citations in a variety of styles
8. Work with word processing software to facilitate in-text citation
By the 2010s, a new wrinkle in RMS literature was starting to unfold. Although the
familiar literature dealing with citation managers and generators, reviews, comparisons, and
evaluations continued into the decade, more literature started to analyze and discuss student use
of RMS, information-seeking behaviors, and general research practices of faculty and graduate
researchers (Niu et al., 2010; Salem & Fehrmann, 2013; Melles & Unsworth, 2015).
Of the literature that exists on research practices, information literacy skills, and
information-seeking behaviors, most are centered around students at the graduate level or core
7

faculty at respective universities. Niu et al. (2010), using a national search, surveyed 2,063
academic researchers in natural science, engineering, and medical science from five research
universities in the United States. The findings concluded that 50 percent of the academic
researchers who were surveyed maintain a bibliographic database as part of their research
practices (Niu et al., 2010); however, there is no delineation between graduate student
researchers and faculty members when it comes to their research practices. Similar studies
assessing the research and information-seeking practices at the university level found that
science faculty use RMS nearly 25 percent more than humanities faculty members (Antonijevic
& Cahoy, 2014). In contrast, other research indicates RMS usage is low amongst faculty
members, with one study stating that a mere third of survey respondents (N=137) use a specific
RMS product to store, create, and manage scholarly work (Ollé & Borrego, 2010). With the most
relevant literature assessed, it has been surmised that research and information-seeking practices
amongst faculty and graduate-level researchers is inconclusive as it pertains to their use of RMS.
The previously stated studies show high degrees of variance in RMS usage that is dependent on
and specific to regionality, university, and department (Speare, 2018). One study’s findings are
not conclusive enough to represent a broader population of researchers and academics in
reference to their research practices and, more specifically, their RMS usage.
Furthermore, little to no research represents undergraduate student research practices and
RMS usage. The explanation for this gap could lie in the perceived lack of relevance in
informing and teaching undergraduate students what RMS is and how to use it. In specific
Childress (2011), contends that immediate recommendations of RMS products could create an
overreliance on the software, thus, removing a valuable part of the learning and research
continuum for undergraduate students. Although this authorship, like others, compares and
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analyzes various RMS products, it does ask a broader and more important question surrounding
the topic: is it responsible to use RMS as the linchpin for guiding undergraduates’ research
processes? Furthermore, what are the deeper implications of providing RMS instruction without
considering a student’s literacy when it comes to various citation styles/guides such as APA and
MLA? Of the relevant literature pertaining to RMS instruction, the authorship of Milewski et al.
(2017), develops a reflective practice template. Part of their analysis acknowledges the
instructional challenges surrounding teaching students how to use RMS. Various constraints and
environmental factors, such as tech literacy, academic majors, and language skills all play a role
in the efficacy of RMS instruction. It should be stated that this is from the purview of library
services/librarians, who ostensibly have the credentials and institutional knowledge to instruct in
this area of expertise. However, most of this authorship deals with reflective practices to best
increase the efficacy of said instruction. For example, tracking critical incidents in instruction,
such as student engagement or lack thereof, when students check their phones during an
instructional period (Milewski et al., 2017). Although Milewski’s considerations are useful and
relevant regarding RMS instruction, it should be noted that this literature was created working
with graduate social work classes. This, further shows how most literature is framed around
graduate student and faculty RMS use, with little to no representation of undergraduate students’
research practices.
Another factor in this gap could be the potential costs of various products impacting
usage rates and product selection. Emmanuel (2013) highlights that a university’s institutional
licensing with a specific RMS product is the predominant indicator of what specific product a
student uses if they decide to use an RMS product at all. Thus, if a student can’t access an RMS
product for free through an institutional licensing agreement, they are less likely to consider
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using said software altogether. Similar research also finds that product usage is dependent on
specific licensing agreements. Melles and Unsworth’s (2015) study was conducted at a
university that had a licensing agreement with Endnote and found that most participants used and
rationalized their selection of Endnote based on its accessibility and free use. Other
rationalizations centered around a lack of RMS use focusing on undergraduate students can be
found in the literature that indicates specific deterrents to why graduate students lack RMS
inclusion in their research practices. A multitude of studies indicate that graduate students find
themselves less inclined to venture into using RMS for reasons including, but not limited to, a
lack of time to learn how to use specific software and build comprehensive databases within the
software (Randall et al., 2008; Ollé & Borrego, 2010); a lack of motivation in keeping up with
the continuous software updates (Randall et al., 2008); and a general lack of confidence in
navigating the software’s tools (Newton, 2007; White, 2008). Although these findings
specifically relate to graduate students, it would not be an inappropriate inductive leap to
conclude that these same barriers would stop undergraduate students from engaging in using
RMS, aside from the lack of institutional inclusion and awareness students lack pertaining to
RMS.
The little research that examines undergraduate students’ use of RMS comes from a 2018
study of mid-sized urban public community colleges in New York City, which assessed students’
awareness and use of RMS. The findings concluded that student awareness and usage of RMS
was low across the board, regardless of age, gender, race, ethnicity, the field of study,
undergraduate class level, English proficiency, or academic level (Pathak & Johnson, 2018).
Although important in the gap it tries to fill, the research by Pathak and Johnson (2018) is limited
in its scope and its battery of questions. Of the 13 questions in their RMS Use & Awareness
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Questionnaire, only three questions assess student awareness, knowledge, and use of RMS.
Moreover, it could be argued that the phrasing of such questions gives way to possible
confirmation bias. For instance, question eight gives a broad definition of RMS before asking
participants if they are aware of RMS, which arguably nullifies the attempt to accurately assess
students’ baseline awareness of RMS by giving them an operational definition.
Although flawed, studies like this are a valuable launching point for the current research
stated in this project and others alike. Similar to Pathak and Johnson (2018), this current research
seeks to understand undergraduate students’ general awareness, knowledge, and usage of RMS
amongst their pre-existing research practices pertaining to the gathering, storing, and managing
of scholarly work. Furthermore, this research investigates undergraduate students’ ability to
organize and format research writing by assessing their self-reported confidence when using and
creating in-text citations, reference pages, and various citation styles. It should be noted that the
ultimate aims of Pathak and Johnson’s research were to provide findings that would be useful to
academic librarians for designing support services and instructional initiatives, rather than
expanding the scope of research about RMS instruction and inclusion in the classroom.
Going beyond assessing student awareness, knowledge, and usage of RMS, this current
research hopes to work as scaffolding for future research that goes beyond these current
assessments. As vast and detailed as the literature is on reviewing and comparing RMS products,
there is a significant gap in the literature on RMS instruction. Furthermore, most if not all of the
literature produced on RMS products comes from the perspective of library services. Thus,
highlighting a gap within a gap: of the literature that pertains to RMS instruction, little comes
from the perspective of the instructor, composition courses, nor English departments. None of
which is surprising considering where the expectation lies regarding RMS instruction. Generally,
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library services provide such instructional methods. However, it could be argued that more
entities than library services should make these accommodations.
Arguably the most consistent piece of information stated throughout RMS literature are
two critical acknowledgments:
1. The task of researching, organizing, and formatting references/scholarly work is a
complicated and tedious practice (Bertrand & Bader, 1980; Gurney & Wigton, 1987;
May, 2003; Gilmour & Cobus-Kou, 2011; Cuschieri et al., 2019).
2. RMS products/services help expedite the labor-intensive and time-consuming practice
of research gathering for scholars at all levels (Gurney & Wigton, 1987; May, 2003;
Gilmour & Cobus-Kou, 2011; Ram & Anbu, 2014; Fenner et al., 2014; Cuschieri et
al., 2019).
In many ways, consistent authorial declarations of how the tedious and laborious aspects
of reference management work as a point of exigence for every piece of research itself. In
summation, these two critical acknowledgments are the basis for this research project in
combination with filling a gap in the literature on undergraduate student awareness, knowledge,
and usage of RMS, along with creating an argument for RMS inclusion in the classroom.
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Methods
A three-phase study was implemented to assess undergraduate students’ general awareness,
knowledge, and usage of RMS. The three phases include a pre-lecture survey, an in-class lecture
on RMS, and a post-lecture survey. The surveys, which included built-in consent forms at the
start, consisted of multiple-choice and Likert-scale questions. The first set, questions 1-5,
pertained to student awareness and usage of RMS. Whereas the remainder of the survey
consisted of Likert-scale questions related to students’ knowledge of the formatting and
organizational aspects of research writing, i.e., in-text citations, reference/works cited pages, and
usage of RMS.
SAMPLING/PARTICIPANTS
This study used purposive sampling and targeted students from the University of Texas at
El Paso, specifically first-year or entering college students (freshmen and sophomores) and
upper-level undergraduates (juniors and seniors). The basis for choosing purposive sampling is
based on its non-random sampling technique, which allows researchers to decide what
information is relevant to obtain and what information/specific demographics are affordable to
dismiss from the data collection (Dolores & Tongco, 2007). In total, four sections of RWS 1301:
Rhetoric & Composition I and two online asynchronous sections of RWS 3359: Technical
Writing were sampled. Each section consisted of 25 students, totaling 150 students. These two
courses were selected based on the general classification of the students registered for the
courses. RWS 1301 students are generally first-year college students, while RWS 3359 are
generally upper-level undergraduates such as juniors and seniors.
The rationale for selecting courses within the Rhetoric and Writing Studies program was
based on the congruent nature of the subject matter within this research and its relevance in
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writing and research-intensive classrooms. Furthermore, the two specific courses reflect specific
populations of UTEP students that are relevant to this study. RWS 1301 is classified as a core
curriculum class that all undergraduates at UTEP are required to take. Therefore, this specific
class mirrors the general student population at the university, with students from all colleges and
various major and minor degree plans. As for RWS 3359, a more specific set of students was
required. As a junior-level course, students enrolled in the class are upper-level undergraduates
or students who have satisfied the prerequisite writing courses to enroll.
As stated, the two RWS 3359 sections were online asynchronous courses. The rationale
for choosing two online asynchronous courses was based on the limited amount of RWS 3359
sections to survey. Only six sections of RWS 3359 were available for the Spring 2022 semester.
Choosing the asynchronous sections made the most practical sense for scheduling purposes
based on the available options. Targeting these two courses satisfies the need to compare newer
or incoming college students against experienced college writers regarding their awareness and
knowledge of reference management software.
Before the data collection, Institutional Review Board (IRB) and department approval
were obtained to conduct research within the English Department, and specifically within the
Rhetoric and Writing Studies program.
UTEP STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS
Participants were only asked to input one demographic characteristic during the data
collection: classification. All other characteristics, such as age, gender, sex, ethnicity, and
religion, were not recorded. The decision to exclude other demographic attributes from the data
collection was based on the study’s overall purpose. Specific demographic identifiers such as
age, gender, religion, etc., were deemed less relevant because the project aims to assess a

14

grouping of students and their collective knowledge of RMS, rather than generalizing about
students based on specific variables. The purpose of the quantitative aspect of this study was to
assess the general awareness, knowledge, and confidence that college students have when it
comes to interacting with reference management software. More specifically, if there were any
demonstrable differences between in-coming or first-year undergraduate students and upperlevel undergraduates pertaining to their general awareness, knowledge, and confidence with
using RMS. It was believed that classification would be the most accurate determiner in
explaining any demonstrable differences between the two specified groups of students. Thus,
other demographic characteristics were deemed less relevant in determining any possible gaps in
RMS literacy. Furthermore, no previous literature or similarly replicated studies have not
produced any significant findings that tie demographic characteristics such as gender, sex,
religion, etc., to a student’s general literacy of RMS.
The University of Texas at El Paso is a public research institution with 24,879 students
enrolled as of the Fall 2020 semester. In terms of ethnicity, 86 percent of the undergraduate
student population identifies as Hispanic/Latino, five percent White, two percent Black or
African American, and one percent Asian (University of Texas at El Paso, 2020). The remaining
six percent fall under two or more races, race/ethnicity unknown, or non-resident aliens. The
undergraduate student gender makeup represents a much more even split, with 56 percent female
and 44 percent male. In terms of undergraduate student age, 79 percent fall below the age of 24,
while 21 percent are 25 or older (University of Texas at El Paso, 2020). As for student residency,
93 percent of the undergraduate population is in-state, and two percent is out of state. In
comparison, the remaining five percent consists of international/foreign students (University of
Texas at El Paso, 2020). As stated, this demographic information was not collected in either
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survey; however, its relevance will be indicated in the following limitations and future research
sections.
MATERIALS
The web-based survey software QuestionPro was used to create and disseminate the
survey to the participants. Using QuestionPro, a 15-question survey including a consent form
was made to determine students’ general awareness, knowledge, and confidence regarding the
use of reference management software. QuestionPro was chosen for this study because of its
licensing agreement with the University of Texas at El Paso. The free version of QuestionPro
provides adequate features that allow researchers to create multiple surveys input branching logic
questions while producing survey analytics and data reports within the software. As for other
materials, Zoom, the web-based video conferencing platform, was used to conduct the lecture
portion of this study for the asynchronous courses. This product was chosen based on its
accessibility and free availability for UTEP faculty and students. Lastly, the RMS product
RefWorks was used for the lecture portion of the study. RefWorks is one of the premier RMS
products on the market today, featuring a web-based citation machine with organizational and
management functionalities and peer-to-peer sharing capabilities. Furthermore, showcasing this
specific RMS product was based on its accessibility. ProQuest RefWorks has a licensing
agreement with UTEP and other universities, thus, making it accessible for use for students.
Other RMS products were evaluated, but it was ultimately determined to highlight and showcase
the most accessible and affordable product for students attending UTEP. For this study, the
principal investigator’s personal RefWorks account was used during the RMS lectures.
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PROCEDURE
The project had three phases: a pre-and post-survey for quantitative data collection and
an in-class lecture conducted between the surveys. The in-class lecture was educational, with no
research or data collection component involved. Although all six courses ran the project in the
same phases, both sections of RWS 3359 were online asynchronous courses, requiring a different
set of protocols. The remaining four in-person classes (four sections of RWS 1301) followed the
same protocols. Participants who agreed to participate in the study took the pre-and post-survey
on campus at The University of Texas at El Paso during their respective RWS 1301 class times
on UTEP-issued desktops or their personal laptops. The duration of all three phases was
approximately one week for each course. All courses were separately surveyed throughout
February 2020.
The order of the study was based on producing data that would highlight a practical need
for RMS instruction in the classroom, if there was one at all. The purpose of the initial survey
was to assess students’ general literacy of RMS. As stated, general literacy pertains to students’
awareness, knowledge, and confidence in using RMS. The reasoning for placing the lecture in
between both surveys was two-fold. First, to heighten students’ awareness and knowledge of
RMS in an appropriate educational setting. Second, to give relevance to the post-survey, which
was created to assess if the instructional phase had an impact on students’ desire to learn more
about RMS, but more importantly, to create a more accurate baseline on their overall literacy of
RMS once they were given instruction on RMS.
SURVEY DISSEMINATION
A survey link was given to each instructor and posted on their respective Blackboard
shells for students to access. The principal investigator was present for the pre-and post-survey
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data collection for the RWS 1301 courses. Before taking the survey, students were made aware
that participation in the study was entirely voluntary with no impact on their grades and that their
responses were recorded anonymously. The students were given this information in their consent
form, which was built into the survey. The survey included a branching logic, which bypassed
the survey if they did not wish to participate. The same procedure was carried out for the postlecture survey; some of the students who opted out of the initial survey were present for the
subsequent phases of the study but were excluded from the final data collection. The link
provided did not allow for multiple attempts and was taken down when there was a record that
all consenting participants were finished. Although students were allowed and encouraged to ask
questions prior, during, and after taking the survey, feedback and responses were minimal across
all six classes. It should also be noted that the pre-and post-survey were identical with the same
baseline of questions. The purpose of having the participants take the same survey twice was to
see if the instructional lecture on RMS any impact on students’ general awareness, knowledge,
and confidence had with using said software.
RMS LECTURE
Students were presented with a lecture on reference management software in between
both surveys. The lecture was split into two parts: first, operationally defining RMS and
explaining the core functionalities and features; second, a tutorial on how to use RefWorks. The
tutorial specifically covered:
1. Showing students how to create a RefWorks account: students were shown step by
step how to set up their personal accounts using their institutional email accounts. It
should be noted that students were not required to make RefWorks accounts for the
purposes of the lecture, nor were they obligated to follow along with the step-by-step
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process of setting up an account. Some students opted to set up accounts at the
conclusion of the lecture.
2. Navigating the RefWorks homepage and exploring its core functionalities: in specific,
students were shown the main toolbar and sidebar, which includes citation and
bibliography machines, the search bar, the folder tab, and the tags bar.
3. Creating references within the database: using the “create new reference” tool, a
feature that autogenerates references, students were shown how to create references
without manually imputing bibliographic information other than the specific title of
the reference.
4. Exporting references from various library databases: students were shown how to
navigate multiple databases with different layouts to export references to their
RefWorks accounts. The purpose of using multiple databases was to highlight the
different functionalities and exporting capabilities of each database. More
specifically, students were shown how to retrieve a reference from a database that
does not have exporting capabilities.
5. Organizing references within the database: this included but was not limited to
creating folders, adding tags, keywords, and annotations to references. The purpose of
highlighting this functionality was to show how RefWorks can work as an
organizational hub and personal database for their research practices.
6. Creating and managing bibliographies using various citation styles: similar to the
“create new reference” tool, students were shown how to make multiple
bibliographies depending on citation style, i.e., the style difference between making
an APA formatted reference page and an MLA formatted works cited page.
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7. Showing students how to download RefWorks as an add-on for word processors such
as Google Docs and Microsoft Word: in specific, students were shown how to
navigate the Google Docs and Microsoft Word tools bars and how to access their
respective app stores where the add-ons are available.
8. Showcasing how to use RefWorks as an add-on for word processors: students were
shown how to add in-text citations with various citation styles on Google Docs and
Microsoft Word.
It should be noted that the RMS product RefWorks has more functionalities than the previously
covered components. However, it was determined that covering these core functionalities was
the most relevant to providing instruction. The lecture would be some student’s first interaction
with reference management software. Thus, the most pertinent functionalities and components of
RMS were prioritized. Students were allowed and encouraged to participate in the lecture if they
had any questions or points of clarification. On average, the duration of each lecture lasted 30 to
35 minutes. Students who missed the lecture were excluded from the post-survey. The rationale
for including a lecture within the study was twofold. First, it provides relevant information and
resources to students who will be required to have a certain level of research writing literacy as
they continue their undergraduate studies and possibly as post-graduates. Secondly, it gives way
to the need for an actual post-survey to analyze and exploit any major differences in students’
general attitude, awareness, and knowledge of RMS. Lastly, to create a more accurate baseline
on students’ RMS literacy once they were instructed on the topic.
PROTOCOL FOR RWS 3359 CLASSES
As stated, students from the asynchronous sections of RWS 3359 followed a different set
of protocols. Unlike the in-person sections of RWS 1301, students from RWS 3359 were asked
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to participate in a one-time individual synchronous class. The class times were based on the
discretion of the respective instructors, with a priority placed on scheduling a day and time that
was most convenient for the students. Students completed the initial survey during the
synchronous class time and participated in the lecture on RMS on the same day. The post-survey
was given to students via their class Blackboard shells two days after the conclusion of the
lecture. The rationale for combining phases one and two into one synchronous class time was
based on using the most effective method to generate student participation. As stated,
participation was completely voluntary. Thus, it was hypothesized before the data collection that
students were more likely to participate if they were asked in person or virtually instead of being
sent an email or Blackboard notification asking for their participation. A critical component of
surveying the asynchronous sections of RWS 3359 was to reduce the number of independent
interactions students had with the course. By enacting a single synchronous session, students had
to engage with the study materials (the surveys and lecture) in the same learning environment.
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Aims
This study aimed to assess undergraduate students’ general knowledge, awareness, and usage of
reference management software. Moreover, with that assessment, the study looks to see any
demonstrable differences between newer college students (freshmen and sophomores) and upperlevel undergraduates (juniors and seniors) in terms of their general RMS literacy pertaining to
the previously stated assessments. The following research questions are:


Have undergraduate students ever used RMS?



Have undergraduate students ever received any instruction on RMS in secondary
education (high school) before entering college?



What is their general confidence with the formatting and organizational aspects of
college-level writing, i.e., in-text citations, reference/works cited pages, and managing
scholarly work?



What is their general confidence level with using RMS?



How do the self-reported assessments of their knowledge, awareness, and confidence
with RMS change once they receive instruction on a specific product like RefWorks?
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Participation Flow
INITIAL CONTACT
In total, four sections of RWS 1301: Rhetoric & Composition I and two online asynchronous
sections of RWS 3359: Technical Writing were sampled. Each section consisted of 25 students,
totaling 150 students. Of the 150 students targeted for this project, 123 participants across six
classes (four RWS 1301 sections and two RWS 3359 sections) participated in the project. In
total, there were a combined 18 dropouts from the four sections of RWS 1301 and a combined
five dropouts from the two RWS 3359 sections. Dropouts are classified as participants who
failed to complete the initial pre-lecture survey. In total, 23 participants were excluded from the
final data collection; thus, dropping the total number of participants to 100; 82 from RWS 1301
sections and 18 from RWS 3359 sections.
RWS 1301 PARTICIPATION (PRE-LECTURE SURVEY)
In total, 98 students from both sections of RWS 1301 participated in the initial pre-lecture
survey. Data from 16 participants were removed because they opted out of participating in the
survey after reading the consent form. The final data collection consisted of 82 students: 57
freshmen, 21 sophomores, and four unspecified. The average response for the survey was four
minutes.
RWS 1301 PARTICIPATION (POST-LECTURE SURVEY)
In total, 71 responses were recorded from both sections of RWS 1301 for the post-lecture survey.
Data from four participants were removed because they opted out of participating in the survey
after reading the consent form. The final data collection was 67: 45 freshmen, 20 sophomores,
and two unspecified. The average response time for the survey was two minutes.
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RWS 3359 PARTICIPATION (PRE-LECTURE SURVEY)
In total, 23 total responses were recorded from both sections of RWS 3359 for the pre-lecture
survey. Data from five participants were removed because they opted out of participating in the
survey after reading the consent form. The final data collection was 18: one freshman, one
sophomore, six juniors, and ten seniors. The average response time for the survey was three
minutes. Due to time constraints and a lack of engagement in the RMS lecture, students from
RWS 3359 did not take part in a post-lecture survey.
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Results
Have undergraduate students ever used RMS?
Overall, most of the undergraduates across six courses (four sections of RWS 1301 and
RWS 3359) have never used or are unsure if they have used RMS (94.6%, n=113). In specific,
5.3% of students reported that they have used RMS (n=6), 61.9% stated they have never used
RMS (n=70), while 32.7% were unsure (n=37). Comparatively, students from RWS 1301 and
RWS 3359 were similar in their responses; RWS 1301 students either reported they had never
used RMS or were unsure at 94.5% (n=92), while RWS 3359 students were slightly higher at
95.2% (n=21). See Figures 1 and 2 below.

Figure 1: Pie chart showing student’s self-reported past usage of RMS (Pre-Lecture Survey).

25

Figure 2: Pie chart showing student’s self-reported previous contact with RMS (Pre-Lecture
Survey).
Have undergraduate students ever received instruction on RMS in secondary education
(high school) before entering college?
Overall, most of the undergraduates across the six courses did not or were unsure if they
received any instruction on RMS prior to entering college (93.6%, n=94). In specific, 6.4%
stated they had received instruction on RMS (n=6), 80.6 reported no prior instruction (n=76),
while 12.7% were unsure (n=12). Comparatively, students from RWS 1301 and RWS 3359 were
similar in their responses, reporting they either received no instruction or were unsure. However,
students from RWS 1301 had more variance across their board in their responses; 7.9% reported
they received instruction (n=6), 76.3% stated they had not (n=58), while 15.8% were unsure
(n=12); whereas 100% of RWS 3359 students stated they had received no prior instruction
(n=18). See Figures 3 and 4 below.
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Figure 3: Pie chart showing student’s self-reported previous usage of RMS in secondary
education (Pre-Lecture Survey).

Figure 4: Pie chart showing student’s self-reported previous instruction on RMS during
secondary education (Pre-Lecture Survey).
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What is their general confidence with the formatting and organizational aspects of collegelevel writing, i.e., in-text citations, reference/works cited pages, and managing scholarly
work?
For this section of the survey, students were asked to respond to a set of Likert scale
statements with corresponding numerical values in parenthesis, ranging from strongly disagree
(1), disagree (2), neutral (3), agree (4), and strongly agree (5). In total, there were eight
statements:


I know the formatting differences between APA and MLA.



I have an organization system for managing my references/sources for research papers
outside of RMS.



I know how to organize and format research papers (reference pages, in-text citations,
APA & MLA format).



I know how to use in-text citations correctly.



I understand the purpose of in-text citations.



I manually input and manage my in-text citations.



I find it more difficult to manage reference or works cited pages than in-text citations.



If needed, I know what tools or resources I could use to organize and format my research
papers.

Overall, the undergraduates across all six courses recorded an average agreeability score of 3.51
(n=96), which falls between neutral to agreeable responses. The eight statements below are
ranked by their agreeability score (from highest to low):
1. Statement 5: I understand the purpose of in-text citations (3.95, n=96)
2. Statement 6: I manually input and manage my in-text citations (3.83, n=96)
3. Statement 4: I know how to use in-text citations correctly (3.65, n=95)
4. Statement 1: know the formatting differences between APA and MLA (3.64, n=96)
5. Statement 3: I know how to organize and format research papers (reference pages, in-text
citations, APA & MLA format) (3.60, n=95)
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6. Statement 8: If needed, I know what tools or resources I could use to organize and format
my research papers (3.27, n=95)
7. Statement 7: I find it more difficult to manage reference or works cited pages than in-text
citations (3.12, n=94)
8. Statement 2: I have an organization system for managing my references/sources for
research papers outside of RMS (2.97, n=95)
Comparatively, students from the RWS 3359 sections recorded higher agreeability scores (3.71,
n=18) than students from the RWS 1301 sections (3.31, n=78). Similarly, students from both
classes’ lowest agreeability scores were Statement 8 (ranked 6th), Statement 7 (ranked 7th), and
Statement 2 (ranked 8th). Contrastingly, the statement students from both classes differed most
was Statement 1: RWS 1301 students ranked 5th (3.28, n=78), while RWS 3359 students ranked
2nd (4.00, n=18). See Figures 5 and 6 below.

Figure 5: Bar chart showing student’s agreeability scores pertaining to statements regarding
formatting and organizational aspects of research writing (Pre-Lecture Survey).
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Figure 6: Bar chart showing student’s agreeability scores pertaining to statements regarding
formatting and organizational aspects of research writing (Pre-Lecture Survey).
What is their general confidence level with using RMS?
For this section of the survey, students were asked to respond to a set of Likert scale
statements with corresponding numerical values in parenthesis, ranging from strongly disagree
(1), disagree (2), neutral (3), agree (4), and strongly agree (5). In total, there were eight
statements:


I am familiar with RMS



I am comfortable using RMS



RMS is a consistent tool I use to organize and write research papers



RMS is consistently talked about and encouraged to use by my instructors



I would like to receive more instruction on how to use RMS



Organizing and formatting a research paper is difficult for me (reference pages, in-text
citations, APA & MLA format)



I am often confused when it comes to organizing and formatting my research papers
(reference pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format)
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I consistently have to correct organization and formatting issues in my research papers
(reference pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format)

Overall, the undergraduates across all six courses recorded an average agreeability score of 2.58
(n=96), which falls between slightly disagreeable to neutral responses. The eight statements
below are ranked by their agreeability score (from highest to low):
1. Statement 5: I would like to receive more instruction on how to use RMS (3.76, n=95)
2. Statement 8: I consistently have to correct organization and formatting issues in my
research papers (reference pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format) (2.99, n=95)
3. Statement 6: Organizing and formatting a research paper is difficult for me (reference
pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format) (2.92, n=96)
4. Statement 7: I am often confused when it comes to organizing and formatting my
research papers (reference pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format) (2.84, n=95)
5. Statement 4: RMS is consistently talked about and encouraged to use by my instructors
(2.14, n=96)
6. Statement 3: RMS is a consistent tool I use to organize and write research papers (2.05,
n=94)
7. Statement 2: I am comfortable using RMS (2.00, n=94)
8. Statement 1: I am familiar with RMS (1.91, n=96)
Comparatively, students from the RWS 1301 sections recorded higher agreeability scores (2.73,
n=78) than students from the RWS 3359 sections (2.43, n=18). Similarly, students from both
classes’ highest agreeability score were Statement 5 (ranked 1st), with RWS 1301 students at
3.91(n=77) and RWS 3359 students at 3.61 (n=18). Contrastingly, the statement student from
both classes differed on the most was Statement 2: RWS 1301 students ranked 5th (2.34, n=76),
while RWS 3359 students ranked 8th (1.67, n=18). See Figures 7 and 8 below.
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Figure 7: Bar chart showing student’s agreeability scores pertaining to statements regarding
RMS (Pre-Lecture Survey).

Figure 8: Bar chart showing student’s agreeability scores pertaining to statements regarding
RMS (Pre-Lecture Survey).
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How do the self-reported assessments of their awareness, knowledge, and confidence with
RMS change once they receive instruction on a specific product like RefWorks?
As stated in the methods/procedure section, both classes were expected to take part in the
project through three phases: a pre-lecture survey, a lecture on RMS, and a post-lecture survey.
However, due to limited engagement and time constraints, students from both sections of RWS
3359 did not take the post-lecture survey. Thus, the remainder of the results for this research
question pertains to students from the four sections of RWS 1301.
The pre-lecture survey recorded 98 responses, with 82 students completing the survey,
totaling an 83.67% completion rate with 16 dropouts. The average response time was four
minutes. The post-lecture survey recorded 72 responses, with 67 students completing the survey,
totaling a 93.06% completion rate with five dropouts. The average response time was two
minutes. The pre-and post-lecture survey was taken seven days apart.
After taking part in the lecture on the specific RMS product Refworks, RWS 1301
students recorded significantly different responses regarding their general awareness, knowledge,
and confidence with using said software.
First, in Q1 of the survey: Have you ever used any Reference Management Software
(RMS)?; 94.5% of students stated they had never or were unsure if they used RMS before in the
pre-lecture survey (n=92); whereas in the post-lecture survey dropped to 65.6% with 34.3%
stating that they, in fact, had used RMS before (n=67). See Figure 9 below.
Second, in Q4 of the survey: Did you receive any instruction on reference management
software in secondary education (high school)?; more students identified that they received
instruction on RMS during secondary education (20%, n=65) in the post-lecture survey as
opposed to their initial response in the pre-lecture survey (7.9%, n=76). See Figure 10 below.

33

Figure 9: Pie chart showing student’s self-reported previous usage of RMS (Post-Lecture
Survey).
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Figure 10: Pie chart showing student’s self-reported previous contact with RMS (Post-Lecture
Survey).
Third, the average agreeability scores pertaining to the eight statements about students’
general confidence with the formatting and organizational aspects of college-level writing saw a
slight increase, going from an average score of 3.31 (n=78) in the pre-lecture survey to 3.40
(n=66) in the post-lecture survey. In specific, Statement 2: I have an organizational system for
managing my references/sources for research papers outside of RMS; saw the biggest scoring
increase of all statements going from 2.77 (n=77) to 3.32 (n=65). Other notable changes in
agreeability came from Statement 4: I know how to organize and format research papers
(reference pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format) and Statement 5: I know how to use intext citations correctly. Although marginal, both statements saw lower agreeability scores in the
post-lecture survey dropping from 3.42 (n=77) to 3.36 (n=66) and 3.91 (n=78) to 3.73 (n=66).
See Figure 11 below.
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Figure 11: Bar chart showing student’s agreeability scores pertaining to statements regarding
formatting and organizational aspects of research writing (Post-Lecture Survey).
Fourth, the average agreeability scores pertaining to the eight statements about students’
general confidence in using RMS saw a slight increase as well, going from 2.73 (n=78) in the
pre-lecture survey to 3.16 (n=66) in the post-lecture survey. In specific, there were two slight but
notable changes in agreeability for Statement 6: Organizing and formatting a research paper is
difficult for me (reference pages, in-text citations, APA & MLA format), and Statement 7: I am
often confused when it comes to organizing and formatting my research papers (reference pages,
in-text citations, APA & MLA format). Although marginal, both statements saw slightly
increased agreeability scores in the post-lecture, going from 3.01 (n=78) to 3.20 (n=66) and 3.01
(n=77) to 3.18 (n=66). See Figure 12 below.
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Figure 12: Bar chart showing student’s agreeability scores pertaining to statements regarding
RMS (Post-Lecture Survey).
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Discussion
With the finish of the data collection, it can be concluded that student awareness,
knowledge, and confidence in using RMS is low to average. Although the post-lecture survey
provided, on average, slight increases, none were substantial enough to change what the prelecture data showcased. Furthermore, the students from the upper-level RWS 3359 courses did
not show substantially higher awareness, knowledge, and confidence in using RMS than their
RWS 1301 counterparts. In fact, RWS 3359 indicated less awareness, knowledge, and
confidence pertaining to RMS, as stated in the results section. However, this could be due to the
smaller sample size of students in RWS 3359, which in turn has higher degrees of variance. Only
18 students from both RWS 3359 courses participated in the project, whereas 78 students from
four sections of RWS 1301 completed the pre-lecture survey at a minimum.
Another important caveat is the reliability of self-reporting in surveys; RWS 1301
students’ responses between both surveys were inconsistent and at points, contradictory. In
specific, the lecture in-between both surveys seemed to not only increase student’s awareness but
also jogged their memory on the previous usage of RMS. When asked if they received any
instruction on RMS during secondary education (high school), 76.3% of students stated no,
15.8% stated not sure, while 7.9% stated yes (See Figure 3). Whereas, in the post-lecture survey,
72.3% stated no, 7.7% stated not sure, while 20% stated yes (See Figure 10). This increase in
previous instruction on RMS can be interpreted in two ways. First, by receiving instructional
time on RMS in-between surveys, students were reminded of a previous instructional period
during their secondary education that could have been minimal and unengaging. Second, the
students could be confused as to what RMS is and what constitutes its use. The latter
interpretation can be assumed considering their agreeability scores pertaining to the formatting
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and organizational aspects of research writing. In specific, RWS 1301 student’s had lower
agreeability scores in the post-lecture survey regarding statements five and six: I know how to
use in-text citations correctly, and I understand the purpose of in-text citations (See Figure 11).
But conversely, reported higher agreeability scores pertaining to the second battery of questions
about RMS usage. In conclusion, on the one hand, students seemed less confident about specific
formatting aspects (in-text citations), but on the other hand, felt more confident in their use and
understanding of RMS. Those two findings seem to contradict, considering that increased
awareness and confidence with using RMS (as RWS 1301 students indicated in the post-lecture)
should, in theory, alleviate some stress and labor with the formatting aspects, such as in-text
citations; RMS such as RefWorks can auto-create and manage in-text citations. Thus, it could be
argued, if students fully understood the capabilities of RMS and what constitutes its use, this
contradiction wouldn’t exist. Another important consideration is the identical language of both
surveys. By taking part in the lecture, students could have assumed that being present for a
lecture on RMS constitutes previous experience. Therefore, leading them to report higher
agreeability scores pertaining to RMS usage.
The findings themselves are no less surprising considering what the previous literature
indicates about undergraduate students’ RMS use. Previous studies, such as Pathak and Johnson
(2018), had similar findings, indicating that student awareness and usage of RMS was low across
the board for mid-sized urban public community college students in New York City. Moreover,
this claim can be confidently asserted by the lack of research regarding undergraduates and their
relationship to RMS. As stated in the literature review, very little work has been produced on
student usage of RMS, let alone with a specific focus on undergraduates. Most of the scholarship
pertaining to student use of RMS is centered around graduate students and faculty. Of the
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literature that highlights grad student and faculty usage of RMS, some indicate low usage to
moderate usage (Ollé & Borrego, 2010; Antonijevic & Cahoy, 2014). Thus it, it can be surmised
that undergraduate use of RMS is low. Lastly, the remaining bulk of literature is on comparative
reviews, details product analyses, with the occasional study on graduate student and faculty use
of RMS.
LIMITATIONS
Despite the current findings and potential contributions to the gap in the literature on
RMS instruction in composition classrooms, this study does have some limitations. First, the
sample size of students is too small to generalize the results of the data collection for a larger
population. Future studies or replications of this current study would need a larger sample size to
make more accurate generalizations about students’ awareness and knowledge of RMS. Thus,
these findings are limited to the specific student population sampled: undergraduate UTEP
students enrolled in rhetoric and composition courses. With approximately 21,117 undergraduate
students, a minimum of 378 participants would be needed to reach a 95 percent confidence level
with a five percent margin of error. Future research would be better served to concentrate on
surveying larger portions of incoming freshmen or students completing their core curriculum.
Second, the research conducted and potential contributions are limited based on the
limited research done on the subject. The lack of research and data limits the overall scope of the
study and the ability to compare with previous findings. The bulk of literature about RMS is
centered around reviews and comparative features of the latest products on the market (Rempel
& Mellinger, 2015; Tramullas et al., 2015). However, this limitation only necessitates further
research on students’ awareness and knowledge pertaining to RMS. Further research could
further indicate a need for RMS instruction in composition classrooms.
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Third, the measurements used for the purpose of the survey were created by the principal
investigator. Future research should possibly employ more commonly used measurements to
assess awareness, knowledge, and confidence. Lastly, it should be acknowledged that this
research relies on self-reporting. Despite the common use of self-reporting, there is a limitation
on its reliability, assuming participants are always honest and forthcoming with the information
they provide.
FUTURE RESEARCH
The overarching goal of this research was to examine students’ awareness, knowledge,
and general confidence in using RMS. Although the results of the project produced some
interesting insights into students’ general RMS literacy, there are certain components of this
project that could be modified, recreated, or changed altogether to produce more comprehensive
generalizable results. The remainder of this sub-section will outline specific additions and
subtractions that could be beneficial for possible future research on similar research topics.
Although primary research was conducted, future research or projects with replicable
similarities to this project would be best served to increase the sample size of students surveyed.
Increasing sample size could be improved by widening the scope of composition classrooms
selected to participate. For the Spring 2022 semester, the University of Texas at El Paso offered
29 sections of RWS 1301. For the purposes of this study, only four sections were surveyed. This
was partly due to the lecture component of the project, which limited the number of classes that
could be surveyed for the duration of the project as well as the principal investigator's limited
schedule to conduct the surveys and lectures. The sample size could be increased significantly by
eliminating the lecture component while focusing on putting together a more exhaustive battery
of questions regarding students’ RMS literacy.
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Another noted missing element from this project is the lack of data on demographic
characteristics. As stated in the methods sections, other demographic characteristics outside of
classification were not deemed wholly relevant because the quantitative element of the project
was to see if there were any demonstrable differences between in-coming or first-year
undergraduate students and upper-level undergraduates in their RMS literacy. That said, any
future research could record more demographic information, possibly highlighting specific
demographic characteristics as relevant variables that impact students’ RMS literacy.
Other components of the project that could be expanded upon have to deal with the
measurements used in the survey. More specifically, creating a set of questions that examines
students’ average time spent working on the formatting and organizational components of their
research writing practices. Finding a way to accurately quantify how much time a student spends
formatting and organizing would be an even more appealing data point to make a persuasive
argument centered around RMS instruction in composition classrooms.
CONCLUSION
Before arguing for RMS instruction in the classroom, some space should remain open to
properly contextualize and reframe the discussion, not around what RMS is but what it can be.
RMS is a “resource, program, or service that supports citation management, or the
understanding, gathering, organization, and use of citations in research and information literacy”
(Childress, 2011, p. 144). In addition, RMS “supports researchers in performing three basic
research steps: searching, storing, and writing” (Fenner et al., 2014). As clear as these definitions
are in describing the functionalities and technical abilities of RMS, when introduced to first-year
college students or prospective college students alike, the working definition should be more
straightforward. At its core, RMS is an organizational hub for research writing. Furthermore, as a
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student progresses throughout their academic career, the specific RMS they use can double as a
database for all relevant research and scholarly work connected to their major/minor. It could be
argued that the various premier RMS products on the market today are devalued to a degree by
advertising their most basic functionalities. Not only can students use the basic citation creation
functionalities they also can write and store annotated bibliographies tag/keyword-related
specific folders. At the same time, products such as RefWorks can work as an open-source filesharing platform. In specific instances, this functionality could be useful in major group
assignments were two or more students have to collaborate on research papers of substantial
length. Furthermore, student’s taking the same major or minor course work could routinely share
relevant literature through the peer-to-peer function at their discretion. From an instructional
perspective, teaching students how to use this function would not be all that complicated. The
peer-to-peer file-sharing function on RefWorks is similar file-sharing systems on Google Drive
and Microsoft Teams. Students could learn how to use this function in a single workshop on
RefWorks and use it at their own discretion for specific group assignments.
Another critical point of clarification is to properly contextualize this argument around
the types of students who could benefit from RMS instruction. Although software products such
as RefWorks play varying roles in a student’s academic career depending on their major and
minor coursework, any student would benefit from instruction on RMS. Regardless of the degree
plan, every university student is required to take core curriculum classes and produce work
outside of their preferred studies. Some of this work consists of research writing, which will
constitute varying levels of managing references. Granted, the basis for this assumption refers to
my time at the University Writing Center, where students across all majors/minors and degree
plans had to produce some level of research writing that constituted reference management.
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Lastly, a caveat on the limitations of reference management software should be stated.
Reference management software is not a replacement for learning the formatting and
organizational aspects of research writing and citation management. For a student to reap the full
benefits of any RMS products, whether it be RefWorks, Mendeley, or EndNote, a baseline
knowledge of citation styles is needed. A general understanding of the formatting, citation, and
organizational aspects of academic writing is a recommended prerequisite to using RMS to its
full capabilities. For example, if a student were to create a bibliography using RefWorks without
having a command of the various citation styles, the copious amounts of options could be
cumbersome and overwhelming. RefWorks has a total of 6,006 citation styles available for use,
including the latest versions of APA, MLA, Chicago Style, and AMA. That said, using an RMS
product in conjunction with writing resources such as Purdue OWL could mitigate a student’s
lack of literacy about the formatting, citation, and organizational aspects of academic writing.
With the reframing of RMS and needed caveats to preface this argument, the remainder
of this conclusion will be centered around the potential benefits of RMS instruction in the
classroom. For starters, speaking specifically to the University of Texas at El Paso and its
students, software like RefWorks and its free use is a substantial incentive to creating an
environment where RMS usage is encouraged. Past scholarship has indicated that cost and
accessibility is a large indicators of what type of RMS product students end up using if they
decide to use any product at all (Emmanuel, 2013). Given that UTEP has a licensing agreement
with RefWorks, the benefits of having a free and easily accessible software make arguing for
RMS in the classroom even easier from a logistical perspective. Furthermore, the ease of access
with RefWorks cannot be understated. Using their institutional email, UTEP students can create
an account with RefWorks in a matter of minutes. However, students shouldn’t be obligated to
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one software platform. If a student so chooses to use an RMS product outside of a university’s
licensing agreement, it is still an added benefit to the student’s research practices.
Next is the notion of mitigating labor. As stated numerous times throughout this paper, it
is commonplace in RMS scholarship to see acknowledgments regarding the tedious aspects of
managing, formatting, and organizing research writing and how RMS greatly reduces the labor
of those tasks (Gurney & Wigton, 1987; May, 2003; Gilmour & Cobus-Kou, 2011; Ram &
Anbu, 2014; Fenner et al., 2014; Cuschieri et al., 2019). Not only for immediate projects but for
future research itself if students so choose to treat the specific software they are using as an
organizational hub and not just a citation machine. Moreover, from a pedagogical perspective,
providing students with a resource that mitigates their labor and gives time back to their writing
practices fits in with the aims of the first-year composition program at UTEP. As stated on the
university’s FYC webpage, there is a major emphasis put on teaching students to be processing
oriented writers, UTEP (2021):
Our composition courses aim to develop students’ sense of themselves as practicing
writers. We view writing as a practice that is ongoing. We believe that students can
become stronger, more confident writers when they are aware of their own writing
process and their purposes for writing. Students, like all writers, develop through
practice. Our composition courses provide students opportunities to compose and revise,
draft and re-envision their thinking through a series of shorter assignments and longer
projects.
Thus, what better way to give students more time to focus on the recursive nature of writing than
giving them a resource and tool that will actually allow it? If we can acknowledge, to some
degree, that undergraduate use of RMS is low, it then also assumes that they are doing the bulk
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of their citation management manually or with no system in place at all. Outside of providing
accessibility, reducing labor, and giving back time is the biggest benefit to RMS inclusion in the
classroom.
Another important consideration is that teaching students how to use RMS in
combination with helpful resources like Purdue OWL should help improve student’s general
literacy pertaining to research practices. Outside of library services providing an assortment of
instruction on how to conduct research, navigating databases, and the option of including
instruction on RMS, few services do accommodate those needs. It begs the question: is there an
adequate amount of instructional time dedicated to teaching students competent research
practices while providing them with helpful resources and tools to guide them? The latter to that
question is no, or in my opinion, not enough given how prevalent students struggle with the
formatting and organizational aspects of research writing. Although anecdotal, I refer to my twosemester stay at the University Writing Center (UWC), where it was commonplace to observe
those struggles.
Considering that this project is somewhat novel in the realm of RMS scholarship, and its
findings indicate low awareness and usage of RMS amongst UTEP students, the hope is that this
project serves as a linchpin for considering and increasing RMS inclusion in the classroom. As
the principal investigator, I strongly urge that RMS instruction goes beyond the purview and
responsibility of library services, with equal onus put on English departments and First-Year
Composition programs like UTEPs to provide students with invaluable resources like RMS. If
we are in the business of improving students as writers and expanding their scope of knowledge
regarding the practice, why not add another tool to their proverbial toolbox with reference
management software?
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