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Glasgow Caledonian University is the smallest of three universities in the Glasgow area. We have 

nearly 17,000 students. Not all of our students study on campus, we have a small London campus 

and distance learners worldwide. We have to work out the most sustainable way to support these 

students. 

We hope to do this by using SMILE which stands for Study Methods and Information Literacy 

Exemplars. This is a blended learning approach to teaching information literacy and communication 

skills. As librarians, we are all under pressure to “do more with less”. We all face the same issues:  

 Students need Information Literacy. Academics and students don’t know what information 
literacy is, but if we explain to them that it is a combination of the traditional information 
skills taught by librarians, plus essential skills to boost their employability, then they begin to 
understand why it is needed. 

 Students need academic writing skills. Many of our students are the first from their families 
to go on to higher education, so they don’t have the same level of support at home. We 
need to help them to develop these skills in a non-threatening way. 

 Support was fragmented, there were lots of different points of access. In the past, we had 
useful guides and workshops, but they were on many different web sites and provided by 
different services. 

 Experience demonstrates the value of a single point of access. At GCU we carried out the 
SAS (Student Access to Services) project. The main finding was that students don’t care 
which department provides a service, they just want to go to one place to get help. It is a bit 
like the fact that you don’t really need to know what goes on under the bonnet of a car to be 
a good driver! 
 

We are all familiar with the feedback that we get from lecturers who tell us: 

 students struggle to use the resources 

 are unable to evaluate what they find  

 are unsure how to ethically use information  

 students do not produce as high standard of work as perhaps they are able 

We all know the problems, but how do we solve them in a cost-effective and sustainable way? Our 

solution is to use OERs! (Open Educational Resources). This is actually a very green way of producing 

and maintaining training materials. We recycle what is already there, tailor it to our needs, and 

incorporate our own materials. Simple!  

We need a practical solution, so we combine information literacy and writing or employability skills 

in one package to get SMILE. 

So, just what is SMILE? 

http://www.gcu.ac.uk/learnersupport/csd/documents/WebSASFinalreport2005.pdf


It is our online information literacy course which we make available on our BlackBoard VLE. It was 

originally created as a JISC (Joint Information Systems Committee) project jointly by Imperial College 

London, Loughborough University and the University of Worcester. It uses audio and video as well as 

web pages. We obtained it from Debbi Boden who was at that time our Director of Library Services. 

She had worked on the original project. 

Once we had it, what did we do? 

The first thing that we needed was Dreamweaver training. The files had been created using this 

package, so it was easier to learn to use it than to translate it into a format which could be used by 

our main content management system (T4). We also got support from our consultant, Katy Wrathall. 

She had created much of the original content, so was a useful source of information about the 

structure of the package and why it had been put together in a certain way. 

Our first task was to repair the broken links in the package and to check its functionality. We then 

went on to change the content to reflect GCU resources – after all it is no good to refer to subjects 

not taught here or to point students to databases that we don’t have! 

We then went on to develop new sections in response to demand from students and lecturers. 

How did we change it? 

First we added the GCU online database tutorials. These are structured like the INFORMS tutorials1 

and evolved at the same time. They use a split screen format with a live search session in the top 

half, and step-by-step instructions at the foot of the screen. 

We added in step-by-step guides to the databases which use a series of screenshots. We did this as 

we found that not all students liked the online tutorials. Students who are uncomfortable using a 

computer prefer instructions in a more traditional format which can be printed out (for example 

return to practice nurses). We also felt that it would be good to offer a range of different types of 

instruction to cater for different learning styles. 

We added a set of pages on systematic reviewing. Over the past few years a growing number of 

students have been asked to produce a systematic review as a final year project and were frequently 

asking us for advice. I collaborated with Helen Marlborough of Glasgow University to create these 

pages. We now ask students to read through these pages before making an individual appointment 

to see us. 

Evaluating a research article. One of the first things our nursing students are asked to do is to find 

three research articles and evaluate them. This is a large group of students (usually about 500), so it 

can put a heavy workload on our subject librarians at the start of trimester. I created these pages 

from material produced by the nursing lecturers and our Effective Learning Service. 

One of the things that we all have to do is to offer advice on referencing. At GCU we use an 

amended form of Harvard referencing which does not make life easy! One of the first things we had 

                                                           
1
 These were split screen format web based tutorials on database searching, developed by Intute. This project 

has now closed. 



to do was to amend the examples given in SMILE to reflect our lecturers’ requirements. This has 

proved to be one of our most popular pages so far. 

 

The next wave of amendments included: 

 Camtasia vidcasts. We are replacing our old Captivate tutorials with new ones produced 
on Camtasia. 

 Writing a critical evaluation. We found that our students could collect information, but 
had difficulty in grasping the idea of synthesising the data.  

 General and research ethics 

 Using Google effectively. We all know that students will use Google, so they may as well 
use it effectively! 

 Grammar tips for health students 

 Netiquette, we included this as a lot of our students are asked to contribute to blogs and 
wikis on our VLE.  

 How to do a poster presentation 

 Practice based questions (using PICO and SPICE). Our health students are trained using 
these methodologies, so we wrote a module to support them. 

 Writing a research proposal 

 Research design 

 Survey design 

 Writing up a search strategy with PRISMA. We had thought that the PRISMA flow chart 
was quite easy to use, but our students needed more step-by-step guidance. This may 
be because some of the younger ones are not familiar with flow charts. 
 

Employability 

Many institutions are looking at employability issues and are producing sets of graduate attributes. 

GCU recently produced a list of 21st Century Graduate Attributes and we mapped SMILE to them. We 

also mapped it to the CBI (Confederation of British Industry) graduate attributes and the National 

Information Literacy Framework Scotland.  When talking to one of our psychology lecturers, I also 

found out that the British Psychological Society had produced a report called The Future of 

Undergraduate Psychology in the United Kingdom. This also contained graduate attributes, so I 

mapped SMILE to them too! 

This gave me a good picture of the gaps in SMILE, so I created some new modules: 

Unit 1 – What is a student? This aims to help students cope with the changes from school to higher 

education. It lets new students know what to expect at GCU and discusses what we expect from 

them. It looks at independent learning and learning styles. This is especially useful for international 

students who may come from cultures where independent learning is not actively encouraged.  

Unit 12 - Your digital footprint. This deals with your web presence and the differences between 

personal and academic identity. 

Pilot project 

http://www.cbi.org.uk/pdf/20090326-CBI-FutureFit-Preparing-graduates-for-the-world-of-work.pdf
http://caledonianblogs.net/nilfs/framework-levels/higher-education/
http://caledonianblogs.net/nilfs/framework-levels/higher-education/
http://www.bps.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/the_future_of_undergraduate_psychology_in_the_uk.pdf
http://www.bps.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/the_future_of_undergraduate_psychology_in_the_uk.pdf


Once we got all this incorporated into SMILE, we ran a pilot project to see how best to use it. We 

looked at several methods: 

 SMILE on blackboard. At first we made SMILE available using a library tab on blackboard, 

but found that using a tab does not give you any usage statistics. We then had to move the 

library content into a community, which allowed us to collect statistics and gave greater 

flexibility in how we made library content available. 

 SMILE drop-ins. We thought that students may want to get more detailed help after using 

SMILE, but these sessions were not well used. We decided to discontinue them and just 

answer questions about SMILE as part of our normal drop-in sessions. 

 Embedding SMILE in Blackboard modules.  I carried out a series of meetings with lecturers. I 

have found that these are more useful than just sending out a series of emails. It is far too 

easy to delete an email! When lecturers saw what was available in the package, and that 

they could deep link to individual relevant sections, they became more enthusiastic. They 

allowed me to be a tutor on their modules and to insert the links in their week by week work 

plans for students. This should make SMILE more accessible and relevant - help and 

instruction is embedded into the work plan beside assignments and questions. However, 

each time you have a meeting, the lecturer suggests more useful content! So as well as 

getting SMILE embedded in modules, I now have a longer list of new sections to write! 

 Lesson plans for short delivery. This did not work too well. We found that it was better to 

do a training session on for example, plagiarism, and to have SMILE open on the desktop. 

You could then show the students the plagiarism module and how it could be useful for 

them to refer to for more detailed information. 

 Feedback from librarianship placement student. This was extremely useful. I had a 

librarianship student for a four week placement last summer, and got her to work through 

SMILE. It was useful to have feedback from a student in our target age range. Her feedback 

allowed me to edit some of the content and to improve the navigation within modules. I also 

got some very useful feedback from our PASS (Peer assisted study support) leaders. 

 

So far the pilot project has mainly concentrated on students in the School of Health and Life 

Sciences, but I will now move on to talk to lecturers in the Glasgow School for Business and Society 

and the School of Engineering and Built Environment. 

Evaluation 

SMILE will be evaluated through usage statistics and student feedback from module evaluation 

systems. Some lecturers have also volunteered to run “mini surveys” over the next academic year. I 

will also be able measure uptake if more lecturers want to embed SMILE in their modules. 

The future  



In future we would like to share SMILE with other academic libraries. It is created under a creative 

commons license and stored on JORUM. If you can’t connect to JORUM, then contact me for more 

information or for a copy of the files m.kelt@gcu.ac.uk  

An open access version of SMILE is available at 

http://www.gcu.ac.uk/library/SMILE/Unit_1_vers3/start.html . This may not be the newest version, 

but you will get a good general idea of how it works. 

 

Blackboard Modules with SMILE embedded: 

 Accessing and assessing research for evidence-based practice 

 MSc Dissertation with Research Methods (Risk and Finance) 

 Evidence based quality improvement 

 Fundamentals of nursing 

 IHS Oman Physiotherapy (taught in the Department of Health, Oman) 

 Imaging in oncology 

 Investigating effective practice. This is a completely online module 

 Managing Strategic and Operational Risk  

 Professional Development  

 Research in health and social care practice  

 Research methods. This module is rolled out to approximately 300 students per year. 

 Risk Management in organisations  

 Skills for Professional Practice for Biosciences 1 and 2 (taught at our sister institution, 
Fergusson College, Pune, India) 
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