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Abstract

We present a review of the ways of thinking about research skills developed in higher education and
used by graduates at work as discussed in the academic literature, focusing on how graduates find,
evaluate and utilise new information as well as produce new knowledge. Using the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) protocol to inform our systematic literature
review strategy, we searched four academic databases (Web of Science, ProQuest, Scopus and
EBSCOHost) yielding 3239 items. We are currently half-way through title and abstract screening before
full-text reviews, and present emerging findings on the bases of our work to date. Our research so far
shows certain - usually discipline-specific - themes dominating the literature on the development and
use of higher education research skills and that there are comparatively few publications looking at the
use of those research skills at work, which suggests a potentially promising area for further research.

Full paper

In this paper we review the academic literature on ways of thinking about research skills developed in

higher education and used by graduates at work. We explicitly focus on research skills - how graduates
find, evaluate and utilise new information as well as produce new knowledge. We chose research skills
as our focus because they intersect between ‘graduate skills’ and disciplinary knowledge developed at
university and employers’ demand for graduates.

Research skills are a higher order thinking skill necessary to find and evaluate information and produce
new knowledge, and as such, required in the knowledge economy and society (Willison, 2010). In
addition, research skills can be transformative for students at university, not only by developing
students’ understanding of disciplinary knowledge, but also their university experiences and personal
projects more generally (Ashwin et al. 2017; Ashwin et al. 2016; Ashwin et al., 2023; Clark & Horddsy
2019; Horddsy 2021).

Research questions:

1. How do students develop research skills in HE?
2. How do graduates use the research skills developed during HE at work?



We use the Preferred Reporting ltems for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) protocol
(Page et al., 2021) to inform our systematic literature review strategy. First, we jointly decide on a
search string to capture literature through reviewing the aims and objectives of this research paper, our
research questions, and by trying several combinations to see which ones gave us a reasonable number
of results. We consult with a subject librarian to check the suitability of our search terms, search
structure, target databases and platforms. Our final search string is: “Research skills” AND (“Work*” OR
“Job” OR “Employment” OR “Employability” OR “Graduate outcomes” OR “graduateness”)

AND (“Universit*” OR “Graduate” OR “Higher Education”). We target Web of Science, ProQuest,
Scopus and EBSCOHost platforms. The search date is the 6th of February 2024.

We include papers focused on university students and graduates from undergraduate and postgraduate
degrees; conceptual and empirical papers; all disciplines; published in English between 2012 and 2023,
and that contain references to research skills. We exclude papers broadly discussing skills, or on
research-adjacent skills such as ‘problem solving’, unless they also focus on research skills (as above).

Overall, we find 3239 items in four databases (Web of Science, ProQuest, Scopus, EBSCOhost). We
import these into Covidence software to help manage our collaborative work. Covidence automatically
removes 999 duplicates, leaving 2100 items for screening. We screen items in two stages: (1) the title
and abstract screening, and (2) full text screening. ltems that we deem included following title and
abstract screening proceeded to full text screening. We also have regular meetings to discuss items on
which we disagree, dismissing items that do not meet our inclusion criteria. We are currently half-way
through title and abstract screening, and present emerging findings of our work to date. We will update
this paper as we complete our review this summer in time for the 2024 SRHE conference.

We set up quality criteria to assess the quality of evidence for the full-text part of the screening,
adopting the quality assessment framework developed by Pascal et al. (2018) comprising of the four
dimensions of relevance; conceptual/theoretical framing; methodological rigour; and reliability, validity
and trustworthiness of the findings.

Our emerging findings suggest that the literature on students’ and graduates research skills falls into
several camps. First, there are distinct clusters in specific disciplines and professional groups, e.g.
research skills in library information science, medicine, sciences, engineering, and education. Second,
often groups of learners are highlighted, e.g. foreign/international students or under-represented
students from minority ethnic groups. Third, substantive work focuses on the experience of HE teaching
professionals in delivering research skills training - this can sometimes come across as anecdotal. Fourth,
there is a distinct cluster of research focusing on the American Research Experience for Undergraduates
(REU) program funded by the National Science Foundation following Boyer Commissions’ report (1998).

Our research so far shows certain - usually discipline-specific - themes dominating the literature on the
development and use of higher education research skills and that there are comparatively few
publications looking at the use of those research skills at work. Some of the literature is difficult to
evaluate because the interaction of the university discipline and its aligned profession obscures where
and how the research skills are developed (e.g. student teachers) - more may become apparent as we
complete the screening process. Overall, it seems there is a gap in looking at how graduates use their
research skills at work is potentially a promising area for further research.
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