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Abstract 

Purpose - This study examined the ability of international graduate students to utilize the 

Emporia State University library’s online Catalog to retrieve information for their research 

projects.  

Design/methodology/approach - The data collected through a quantitative method. It 

consisted of a structured survey questionnaire sent to all graduate students at Emporia State 

University based at the university during the 2006-2007 academic year. 

Findings - The majority of the students in this study reported they were successful in finding 

information for their academic needs in the Emporia State University library and indicated 

that the online catalog was a “very important” part of the process. Although none of the 

students believed the online catalog to be unimportant, the majority expressed that it would 

be easier to utilize if it had search terms and instructions in their own languages.  

Conclusion - It is the Researchers’ hope that the findings of this study will assist the library 

of ESU in modifying the online catalog search to address the barriers encountered by 

international graduate students. 
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Introduction 

International student enrollment has increased over the years at Emporia State 

University (ESU), enriching the university’s environment with cultural diversity. In the 

2006/2007 academic year, ESU enrolled around100 international students into undergraduate 

and graduate degree programs in various subject fields, including the arts, sciences, business, 

and library and information management. According to the International Student Affairs, 

these international students are from Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, North 

America, and the European nations. 

As many of these students are from non-English speaking cultures with indigenous 

written and oral languages, the university’s predominantly English speaking environment 

entails increased efforts in their pursuit of a higher education. Of particular importance is the 

ability to retrieve pertinent documents for research projects from online Catalogs, the use of 

which is unfamiliar to many of the students.  

The Office of International Student Affairs contributed greatly to lessening the 

anxieties of international students during their transition period from their indigenous cultures 

to American culture (Allen, 1993). Orientations for students during their first few weeks of 

arrival on campus are vital to their preparation for academic life. The participation of the 

library in these welcoming orientations provides international students with the requisite 

basic knowledge of and exposure to the procedures involved in utilizing library services. 

Problem Statement 

This research was inspired by the Researchers’ observation of the diverse population 

of students at ESU. The Researchers were concerned by the apparent language problems 

facing the international students on campus, particularly graduate students. It was obvious to 

the Researchers that the international graduate students required assistance with retrieving 

information for their research projects. These international graduate students struggle not 
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only with a language barrier, but also with the use of computers, which is foreign to some of 

them (Allen, 1993). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate international graduate students’ use of the 

ESU library’s online catalog. The study examined the ability of graduate students with 

diverse cultural backgrounds to utilize the library’s online catalog to retrieve relevant 

information for their research projects. 

The Researchers anticipated that the findings of this study would assist the library of 

ESU in their future and immediate plans for modifying the online catalog search to address 

the barriers encountered by international graduate students. The Researchers also envisioned 

that the results of this study would bring the students’ problems into focus for distinctive 

adjustment in the services provided by the library for the academic success of international 

graduate students. 

Background and Review of the Literature 

 The use of libraries as a core to academic success has been well acknowledged in the 

literature. There is a strong correlation between the effective use of library information-

sources and the attainment of a degree. The ability to utilize a library’s online Catalog for 

scholarly research is particularly salient. Baker (1985) contends that “the online catalog can 

no longer be considered a search option, but rather, an essential tool for basic library use” 

(p.36).   

 Online catalogs are viewed by many users and librarians as a welcomed technological 

development that can enhance library searching and efficient services (Farber, 1984; Lewis, 

1987). However, this enthusiasm for online Catalog searching is not always shared by 

international students who might be struggling with a language barrier, and at the same time 

contending with the new technology. Although some of these international students might be 
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confident in researching their subject matter through the manual searching of the literature 

required for their academic work, they may understandably struggle with the online catalog.    

Borgman’s (1986) research, funded by the Council for Library Resources (CLR), 

analyzed nationwide studies on online catalog use from 1981-1983. The studies, which 

included 16 systems in 29 libraries of more than 8,000 users and 4,000 nonusers, used 

multiple research methods (surveys, online monitoring, focus group interviews, and feature 

analyses). According to Borgman (1986), the data summaries of these studies were provided 

by Matthews et al. (1983), and formed the basis of online catalog searching. Borgman’s 

(1986) research indicates that many “…problems with the mechanical aspects of searching 

have been encountered in studies of online Catalogs…” (p. 388). 

Designing User-Friendly Online Catalogs  

Borgman (1996) asserts that there is a “need to design systems that are based on 

behavioral models of how people ask questions” (p. 500). This kind of design can assist the 

diverse thinking of international students when asking questions and searching for 

information using unfamiliar vocabularies. One such model is Bates’ (1989) “berry-picking” 

model, which has been shown to enhance users’ experiences when searching for information. 

There is also a “need to provide optimum systems” (Cochrane & Markey, 1983, p. 360). 

However, in order to motivate international students to use online Catalogs, the searching 

techniques need to be simplistic.  

According to Lombardo and Condic (2000), many international students find it 

difficult to “take advantage of more sophisticated searching techniques because these features 

are not intuitive” (p. 139). Empirical research reveals that online Catalog users perform better 

after receiving instructions on how to use the Catalog (Baker, 1985; Moore, 1981). Such 

instructions are useful for introducing international students to the basics of online Catalog 

searching.  
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Online catalog users studied by Cochrane and Markey (1983) relied heavily on 

subject searching. In contrast, Larson (1991) found limited use of subject searching via the 

online catalog, as the users were unable to successfully develop subject queries using the 

Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH). Cochrane and Markey (1983) contend that 

“by monitoring and polling…diverse user activity, we can make changes for the better to 

accommodate and meet the needs of all library patrons and staff” (p.360). International 

students in particular require guided instruction in order to become comfortable with using all 

the advanced features of the online catalog, such as Boolean logic and truncation. 

Methodology 

Participants 

The Researchers obtained a mailing list of international graduate students from ESU’s 

International Education office. All 64 of the international graduate students on the list were 

included in the study. Over a period of one year, the students’ use of online catalogs at the 

Emporia State University library to retrieve information for research projects was observed. 

Instrumentation 

A survey questionnaire was designed by the Researchers based on the previous 

literature (Borgmann, 1996; Lombardo & Condic, 2000; Abdullah, 2000) to examine the 

participants’ knowledge of online catalog use, as well as measure the effect of its use on their 

academic success. The survey instrument was divided into three parts: 1) demographic 

information, 2) sources of information, and 3) use and practice of the online catalog. The 

questionnaire consisted of 3 pages with a total of 20 questions, many of which required 

multiple responses.  

Research Design 

 The questionnaire was administered both manually and electronically (via email) to 

the participants during the spring and summer semesters of 2006. Each questionnaire 
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contained a letter explaining the study and how to answer the questionnaire and instructions 

to return the completed surveys to the Researchers within two weeks. After two weeks had 

passed, e-mails were sent to all international graduate students reminding them of the survey 

and asking them to return the questionnaires if they had not already done so. Initially, the 

survey was sent manually during the spring and summer of 2006 to all international graduate 

students. However, only a small number of them returned the questionnaire; consequently, 

the Researchers decided to distribute the survey electronically. By doing this, the Researchers 

was able to obtain 23 completed surveys (both manually and electronically distributed) for a 

36% return rate. 

Findings  

Demographics Information 

Twenty-three (36%) of the 64 international graduate students included in this study 

completed the questionnaire. The participants represented the following colleges and schools 

at ESU: Liberal Arts and Sciences College, School of Business, Teachers College, and the 

School of Library and Information Management. Of the 23 respondents, the majority (39.1%) 

attended the School of Business, followed by the Teacher’s College (26.1%), and the School 

of Library and Information Management (21.8%). The Liberal Arts and Sciences College was 

the least represented (13%) (see Table 1). 

While 91.3% of the students were seeking a Master’s degree, 8.7% were seeking a PhD. 

Over half of the respondents (56.5%) were male. Forty-three and one-half percent were 

female. Most of the students (47.8%) were between the ages of 26 and 30, followed by the 

ages of 31-35 (34.8%), and the ages 36+ (13%). Only 4.3% were between the ages of 21-25 

(see Table 1). 
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Table 1 

 

Demographics Information (N = 23)  

College Frequency Percentage 

     Liberal Arts and Sciences 3 13 

   

     Business 9 39.1 

   

     Teacher’s College 6 26.1 

     School of Library and Information Management 5 

 

21.8 

 

Degree   

     Master’s 
21 91.3 

   

     PhD 2 8.7 

Gender   

     Male 
13 56.5 

   

     Female 10 43.5 

Age   

     21-25 
1 4.3 

        

     26-30 11 47.8 

   

     31-35 8 34.8 

   

     36+ 3 13 

Years Attending ESU   

     1-2 
19 82.6 

   

     3-4 2 8.7 

   

     5+ 0 0 

Nationality   

     Middle East 
7 30.5 
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     Africa 6 13 

   

     Asia 10 43.5 

   

     Europe 0 0 

   

     North America 0 0 

   

     Latin America 6 13 

 

The majority of the respondents (82.6%) had been attending ESU for 1-2 years. Those 

attending for less than 1 year and for 3-4 years were the same (8.7%). None of the 

respondents had been at ESU for 5+ years (see Table 1). Almost half (43.5%) of the students 

were from Asia, followed by the Middle East (30.5%). The same number of students (13%) 

were from Africa and Latin America. None of the students were from Europe or North 

America (see Table 1). 

Sources of Information   

One hundred percent of the respondents reported using both the online catalog and 

search engines for their research projects. The online databases were utilized by 78.3% 

(n=18) of the students, and 52.2% (n=12) indicated they asked librarians for assistance in 

finding relevant information. None of the students used the printed indexes (see Table 2). The 

respondents indicated that the most useful tool for finding information was search engines, 

followed by the online catalog, online databases, and then librarians. They reported that the 

printed indexes were the least helpful. One hundred percent of the students reported choosing 

information sources based on their availability, ease of use, and quality. 
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Table 2 

 

Sources of Information (N=23)  

 

Information Source Frequency Percentage 

Library Online Catalog 23 100 

   

Librarians 12 52.2 

   

Printed Indexes 0 0 

   

Online Database 18 78.3 

   

Search Engines 23 100 

 
 

Use and Practice of the Online Catalog 

The online catalog was utilized by 100% of the respondents for their academic needs (see 

Table 3). The majority (65%) indicated that the online Catalog was “very important” for 

providing relevant information, followed by 26.1% who expressed that it was “important.” 

Only 8.1% believed it was “not very important.” None of the students believed the online 

catalog to be “not important” (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3 

 

Use and Practice of Online Catalog (N=23) 

 

 

 Frequency Percentage 

 Use of WAW Library Online Catalog     

Yes 
23 100 

   

     No 0 0 

Importance of Online Catalog   
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     Very Important 
15 65 

   

     Important 6 26.1 

   

     Not Very Important 2 8.1 

   

     Not Important 0 0 

Frequency of Use 

Every Day 

5 21.7 

   

     More than Once a Week 12 52.2 

   

     More than Once a Month 5 21.7 

   

     More than Once a Semester 1 4.4 

Off-Campus Access   

     Yes 
19 82.6 

   

     No 4 17.4 

Use of Bibliographical Elements   

     Author 
23 100 

   

     Title 22 96 

   

     Subject Headings 20 85 

   

     Periodical Title 10 45 

   

     Number Search (call nos., ISBN, ISSN, OCLC 

nos.) 
3 15 

 

Over half (52.2%) of the students reported that they used the online catalog “more than 

once a week.” The online catalog was used “every day” by 21.7% of the students. The same 

number of students (21.7%) used the online catalog “more than once a month.” Only 4.4% 

used it only “more than once a semester” (see Table 3). Most of the students (82.6%) reported 

that they were able to access the online catalog off campus (see Table 3). 
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While employing the online catalog, 100% of the students found using the author as a 

search term helpful for finding information. Ninety-six percent found that using the title of a 

work was helpful, followed by the use of subject headings (85%), and use of the periodical 

title (45%). The least helpful was the number-search (call numbers, ISBN, ISSN, OCLC 

numbers), which was found to be useful by only 15% of the respondents (see Table 3). The 

respondents indicated that they found the title-search the easiest to use, followed by the 

author, and then subject headings. 

Eighteen (78%) of the 23 respondents reported using the online catalog’s advanced search 

features. Of these 18 students, 100% used the Boolean operation. Eighty-five percent used the 

limiting feature in their advanced searches and 0% used the proximity or truncation features 

(see Table 4). 

 

Table 4 

 

Use of Online Catalog’s Advanced Search Features (N=23) 

 

Advanced Search Feature Frequency Percentage 

Boolean operation (AND, OR, and NOT) 18 100 

   

Limiting (date, language, format, publisher, & location) 15 85 

   

Proximity (within, near ,…) 0 0 

   

Truncation (using *, **, or?) 0 0 

 

The majority (91.3%) of the respondents expressed that it would be easier to utilize the 

online catalog if it had search terms and instructions in their own languages (see Table V). 

The students who stated this feature would not make searching easier (8.7%) indicated that 
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they 1) preferred searching in English, 2) found it easy to search in English, and 3) found it 

difficult to search in their own language.  

Over half (52.2%) of the students reported that they were “successful” in finding 

information for their academic needs in the library, followed by 39.1% who indicated they 

were “very successful.” Only 8.7% of the respondents were “neutral” regarding their success 

in finding relevant information in the library. None of the students were “unsuccessful” or 

“very unsuccessful” (see Table 5).  

Table 5 

 

Success in Finding Information in the Library (N=23) 

 

 Frequency Percentage 

  Use of Own Language    

Yes 
21 91.3 

   

     No 2 8.7 

Level of Success   

     Very Successful 9 39.1 

   

     Successful 12 52.2 

   

     Neutral 2 8.7 

   

     Unsuccessful 0 0 

   

     Very Unsuccessful 0 0 

 

 

Discussion 

This study examined the ability of graduate students with diverse cultural 

backgrounds to utilize the library’s online catalog to retrieve relevant information for their 

research projects. Of the 23 students who completed the questionnaire, the majority attended 

the School of Business and were seeking a Master’s degree. The Liberal Arts and Sciences 
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College was the least represented. Only 2 students were seeking a PhD. Over half of the 

respondents were male and between the ages of 26 and 30. The majority had been attending 

ESU for 1-2 years. Nearly half of the students were from Asia, followed by the Middle East, 

then Africa and Latin America equally. None of the students were from Europe or North 

America. 

All of the respondents chose information sources based on their availability, ease of 

use, and quality, and reported using both the online catalog and search engines for their 

research projects. Although the majority indicated that the online catalog was “very 

important” for providing relevant information, the students purported that the most useful 

tool for finding information was search engines, and labeled the online catalog as the second 

most useful tool. The third reported most-utilized and helpful information source was online 

databases, followed by librarians. The printed indexes were the least helpful and weren’t used 

by any of the students. 

Although none of the students believed the online catalog to be unimportant, the 

majority expressed that it would be easier to utilize if it had search terms and instructions in 

their own languages. Yet, over half of the students reported that they used the online catalog 

“more than once a week.” Five students indicated that they used the online catalog “every 

day.” Only 1 student used it only “more than once a semester.” The 2 students who stated this 

feature would not make searching easier indicated that they 1) preferred searching in English, 

2) found it easy to search in English, and 3) found it difficult to search in their own language. 

Most of the students reported that they were able to access the online catalog off 

campus. While employing the online catalog, all of the students found using the author as a 

search term helpful for finding information. However, the majority believed the title-search 

was the easiest to use, followed by use of the author. The use of subject headings was found 

to be the third easiest and helpful search term. The number-search (call numbers, ISBN, 
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ISSN, OCLC numbers) was found useful by only 3 of the respondents. Eighteen of the 23 

respondents reported using the online catalog’s advanced search feature. Of these 18 students, 

100% used the Boolean operation. While most used the limiting feature in their advanced 

searches, none of the students used the proximity or truncation features. 

Over half of the students reported that they were “successful” in finding information 

for their academic needs in the library. Nine indicated they were “very successful.” Although 

none of the students were “unsuccessful,” 2 indicated they were “neutral” regarding their 

success in finding relevant information in the library.  

Conclusion and Implications 

The ability to utilize a library’s online catalog for scholarly research is vital to 

academic success. International graduate students struggle not only with a language barrier, 

but also with electronic data retrieval, the implementation of which is foreign to many of the 

students. As such, there is a need to design systems that can assist the diverse thinking of 

international students when asking questions and searching for information using unfamiliar 

vocabularies (Borgman, 1996). In fact, the majority of students in this study expressed that 

the library’s online catalog would be easier to utilize if it had search terms and instructions in 

their own languages. Nevertheless, over half of the students reported that they used the online 

catalog “more than once a week.” 

Yet, while the majority indicated that the online catalog was “very important” for 

providing relevant information, the students described the online catalog as the second most 

useful tool, preceded by search engines. Similar to Larson’s (1991) research which found that 

international students rarely used subject searching via the online catalog, the students in this 

study indicated the use of subject headings as the third easiest and helpful search term. 

According to Lombardo and Condic (2000), many international students find it difficult to 

“take advantage of more sophisticated searching techniques because these features are not 
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intuitive” (p. 139). Furthermore, international students require guided instruction in order to 

become comfortable with using all the advanced features of the online catalog (Larson, 

1991). 

As international student enrollment has increased over the years at Emporia State 

University, it is the Researchers’ hope that the findings of this study will assist the library of 

ESU in modifying the online catalog search to address the barriers encountered by 

international graduate students. Although the majority of the students in this study reported 

that they were successful in finding information for their academic needs in the library, this 

study has brought the students’ difficulties into focus for the distinctive adjustment of the 

services provided by the William Allen White Library at Emporia State University. 
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