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Medical students prefer print textbooks for studying
but value the e-books’ search function

and availability
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Abstract

Since a few years our library has mostly acquired journals only in electronic format, whereas medical textbooks
are often provided in print and as e-books. In order to meet the students’ current needs and to reasonably allocate
financial means and efforts, we performed a survey about format preferences amongst medical students at the
University of Zurich, Switzerland. 94 medical students returned our questionnaire in December 2018 (4.6%
response rate). The survey showed that print books were used more often, especially for longer reading, but e-books
were also commonly used. Perceived advantages of print books were the possibilities to mark text passages and
better eye comfort. E-books were valued for their search function and availability.
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Introduction

From a library’s perspective, e-books consume more
and more of the yearly budget, while print books use
physical space, can only be used by one person at a
time, and can get damaged or lost. But which format
of textbooks do medical students prefer, who have to
study large volumes of knowledge? The question of
format preference has been investigated before — and
will be asked again in the coming years, when students
enter the universities who have not only grown up with
computers but have also used them during their school
years for learning. Basically, it can be answered by
either comparing usage data of print and e-books
(which will not be addressed in this article), or by
means of a survey.

When readers (students or university staff) in previous
studies were asked if they preferred print or e-book,
the majority voted for print (on average 68% print vs
32% e-book in seven surveys; [1-7]). But when more
choices for answers were provided than “print” or “e-
book”, the answers varied widely. On average, 41%
preferred print, 38% e-books and 26% had no
preference or their preference depended on the
situation [8-17]. Most of these surveys were done in
the USA (seven surveys) and Asia (five surveys), and

their results may thus not be easily transferable to
Europe.

Several surveys addressed perceived advantages and
disadvantages of both formats. Two of these surveys
especially addressed medical students [18, 19]. The
German survey found that the most important
features of e-books were: access from everywhere and
anytime, being available for free, and the search
function. However, a majority of students did not like
reading from screens and missed the feel (haptics) of
the print book [18]. Medical students in Ireland
valued the lower costs of e-books, efficient studying,
no weight issues and easy access. The majority still
preferred print for the possibility to highlight and
annotate and not having to look at a screen [19]. Now,
in order to learn about our students’ current needs and
to reasonably allocate financial means and efforts, we
performed a survey amongst medical students at the
University of Zurich, Switzerland.

Method

Participants
This survey was aimed at all medical students of the
University of Zurich, Switzerland (2031 bachelor and
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master students were enrolled at that time). Occasional
answers by other library users were obtained but not
analysed here.

Technical information

An anonymous questionnaire in German partially
based on a survey in Germany [18] was designed. It
comprised 15 closed and three open questions. No
pretest with the target audience was performed, but
feedback on understandability and scales was obtained
from three co-workers.

The survey was open from 10th to 23rd December
2018 (during the learning period before the
examinations in January). Questionnaires on paper
were handed out at the library’s information desk and
were available in an area designated for medical
students. An invitation and link to the online
questionnaire (on SurveyMonkey) was distributed via
the newsletter of the medical students’ union of the
University of Zurich. No follow-up invitation was sent.

Statistics

The scales of the closed questions were mostly ordinal
(one question related to personal information was
categorical, but only the category of medical student
was analysed here). For testing differences between
groups, the Mann-Whitney-U test was used and p <
0.05 considered statistically significant. Correlations
were calculated according to Spearman. For statistical
analyses, IBM SPSS version 24 was used. Answers to
open questions were grouped and quantified (while

disadvantages of one format were counted as
advantages of the other format). Single answers
(translated to English) were used to illustrate a theme.

Results

111 questionnaires were returned, and 94 responders
identified themselves as medical students. Their
answers are presented in the following analysis. The
response rate was 4.6%.

90% of the respondent medical students used lecture
notes at least once a week or almost daily for studying,
69% used print books and 48% e-books (Table 1).
Thus, print books were used significantly more often

Answers Print books Lecture E-books
notes

gﬁlr;ost) 32 (34.4%) |71 (76.3%) |18 (19.1%)

At least

s 32 (34.4%) |13 (14.0%) |27 (28.7%)

At least mon- 18 (19.4% 4 (4.3% 24 (25.5%

thly (19.4%) (4.3%) (25.5%)

Lessoften |11 (11.8%) |5 (5.4%) 25 (26.6%)

Table 1. Answers to the question: “Which media do
you use how often for studying?” (n = 93).

than e-books (p = 0.001). Students who physically
visited the library more commonly, also used print
books more often (p = 0.005).

Print and e-books were used in a different way for
studying (Table 2): facts were looked up similarly in

Answers Print books E-books

I read single I read single

chapters I read the chapters I read the

Took up facts or whole book Took up facts or whole book

paragraphs paragraphs
(Almost) daily |22 (23.4%) |25 (26.6%) |3 (3.3%) 26 (28.0%) |9 (9.6%) 1 (1.1%)
At least weekly |34 (36.2%) 37 (39.4%) 2 (2.2%) 27 (29.0%) 24 (25.5%) 0 (0.0%)
At least 0 (0.0%
mogf}fly 26 (27.7%) 23 (24.5%) 4 (4.4%) 19 (20.4%) 31 (33.0%) (0.0%)
Less often 12 (12.8%) |9 (9.6%) 81(90.0%)  |21(22.6%) |30 (31.9%) |91 (98.9)

Table 2. Answers to the question: “How do you use print / e-books for studying?” (n = 94).
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print and e-books (p = 0.722). Books were almost never
completely read, and if so, it happened in printed form
(p = 0.009). Single chapters were also more often read
in print books (p <0.001).

Since we cannot provide print books for all medical
student — we have maximally 15 items per edition — we
asked the students if they would buy their own books.
46% or 3% said they would always or often buy print
or e-books, respectively (Table 3).

For the above questions, correlations between all

Physical Onli
Answers visit to the | Website " 1ln e
library catalogue
Almost
gaﬂr;"s ) |43 462%) |2(22%)  |6(65%)
inial‘;t 31(33.3%) |10 (10.8%) |16 (17.2%)
At least
mofﬁfly 9 (9.7%) 47 (50.5%) |42 (45.2%)
Lessoften |10 (10.8%) |34 (36.6%) |29 (31.2%)

answers were calculated (results not shown).
Answers Print books E-books

(Almost) always |13 (13.8%) 0 (0.0%)

Often 30 (31.9%) 3 (3.2%)

Rarely 35 (37.2%) 11 (11.7%)

(Almost) never

16 (17.0%)

80 (85.1%)

Table 3. Answers to the question: “Do you buy the
required books?” (n = 94).

Significant correlations were found between looking up
facts, reading chapters or whole books in print and
buying print books. Similarly, significant correlations
came up between looking up facts or reading chapters
in e-books and buying them. Thus, students had a
preference for one or the other format.

This survey was conducted during the period when
students prepared for examinations. Thus, 80% of
medical students visited the library at least once a
week, but only 13% used the website and 24% the
online catalogue at least weekly (Table 4).

In two open questions, students were asked in which
situations they preferred one or the other format and
what advantages or disadvantages they experienced.
Print books were rather used at home, at the library,
and for reading or studying longer contents. Some
students always preferred print: “When I have a print
book at my disposal, I always take print. My feeling is
that I can study better with print.” But there are
situations where students use e-books: “When I need
only small part of the book, or when no print copy is

Table 4. Answers to the question: “How often do
you use the main library?” (n = 93).

left.” E-books were preferred en route, when no print
copy was available, to looks up facts or read single
chapters, or when print books were very large and
heavy.

Taken together, the most commonly mentioned
advantages of print books were: marking text passages
(mentioned 27 times), less strenuous for the eyes (24),
general comfort (22). Advantages of the e-books were:
search function (45), weight (44), and (time- and
location-independent) availability (37).

Discussion

Both formats, print and e-book, were commonly used
according to the medical students who answered this
survey. The response rate was rather low, however,
results were in line with other surveys [6, 18], and
usage data gave a similar picture (not presented here),
although it is difficult to compare usage of print and
e-books. Students preferred print for studying and
reading longer texts, but liked e-books en route and
for looking up facts. In contrast to other surveys, our
students knew that we provide e-books and knew how
to access them. This is in line with our daily
experience, where other users but not medical
students often ask how to find and access e-books.
Students mentioned that they liked to highlight text
passages and write into books and therefore preferred
print (although these features are also implemented in
many e-books). Therefore, and because we cannot
provide enough copies for all students, many students
bought their own books. Interestingly, several of our
students felt that they could remember better what
they had read in print books. Studies on learning
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effects are scarce, but one study found that those
medical students had a tendency to score better in a
test on basic pharmacology who had additionally
studied with an e-book [20].

For medical libraries the results of the present survey
mean that we should offer both formats whenever
possible, and that print textbooks are still very
important for medical students.

Received on 21 October 2019.
Accepted on 25 November 2019.

REFERENCES

1. Ismail R, Zainab AN. The pattern of e-book use
amongst undergraduates in Malaysia: A case of to
know is to use. Malays J Libr Inf Sci. 2005;10(2):1-23.

2. Gregory CL. “But I want a real book” - An
investigation of undergraduates’ usage and attitudes
toward electronic books. Ref User Serv Q.
2008;47(3):266-73.

3. Zhang Y, Beckman R. E-book usage among
chemists, biochemists and biologists: Findings of a
survey and interviews. Issues Sci Technol
Librariansh [Internet]. Spring 2011 [cited 2019 Feb
23]. Available from:
http://dx.doi.org/10.5062/F49G5]R3

4. Rod-Welch L], Weeg BE, Caswell JV, Kessler TL.
Relative preferences for paper and for electronic
books: Implications for reference services, library
instruction, and collection management. Internet
Ref Serv Q. 2013;18(3-4):281-303. doi:
10.1080/10875301.2013.840713

5. Melcher A. ATG special report — Academic library
survey on ebooks and ebook readers. Against the
Grain. 2015;27(1):60-4. doi: 10.7771/2380-
176X.7004

6. Rafiq S, Warraich NF. Utilization of e-books among
undergraduate medical students at Lahore. Pak J
Inf Manag Libr. 2016;17:191-200.

7. Julisar. Text-book versus e-book: Media for learning
process in generation Z. International Conference
on Information Management and Technology.
2017;2017:139-43.

8. Levine-Clark M. Electronic book usage: A survey
at the University of Denver. Portal. 2006;6(3):285-
99.

9. Abdullah N, Gibb F. Students’ attitudes towards e-
books in a Scottish higher education institute: Part 2.
Analysis of e-book usage. Libr Rev. 2008;57(9):676-89.
doi: 10.1108/00242530810911798

10.Abdullah N, Gibb F. How students use e-books —
Reading or referring? Malays ] Libr Inf Sci.
2008;13(2):1-14.

11.Croft R, Davis C. E-books revisited: Surveying student
e-book usage in a distributed lear-ning academic
library 6 years later. ] Libr Adm. 2010;50(5-6):543-69.
doi: 10.1080/01930826.2010.488600

12.Cheong CF, Tuan NC. What users want and what
users do in e-books: Findings of a study on use of
e-books from NTU Library. Singapore Journal of
Library & Information Management. 2011;40:1-32.

13.Cassidy ED, Martinez M, Shen L. Not in love, or
not in the know? Graduate student and faculty use
(and non-use) of e-books. ] Acad Librariansh.
2012;38(6):326-32.

14.Smyth S, Carlin AP. Use and perception of ebooks in
the University of Ulster: A case study. New Review
of Academic Librarianship. 2012;18(2):176-205.

15.Carroll AJ, Corlett-Rivera K, Hackman T, Zou JW.
E-book perceptions and use in STEM and non-
STEM disciplines: A comparative follow-up study.
Portal. 2016;16(1):131-62.

16.McKiel A. ATG special report — ProQuest's 2016
global student and researcher ebook survey. Against
the Grain. 2016;28(5):73-6. doi: 10.7771/2380-
176X.7519

17.Rao KN, Kumar S, Tripathi M. Users’ perceptions
of e-books at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New
Delhi: A case study. DESIDOC Journal of Library
& Information Technology. 2018;38(4):231-7. doi:
10.14429/d;lit.38.4.12993

18.0Obst O, Salewsky V. Wie lernen Studierende heute?
E-Book-Umfrage der Zweigbibliothek Medizin der
Universitdt Miinster. GMS Medizin - Bibliothek —
Information. 2013;13(3):1-16. German.

19.Singla J, Last J, Stokes D. A comparative qualitative
analysis of student preference for print versus e-
books. Ir ] Med Sci. 2015;184(Suppl 12):562.

20.Matthes J, Herzig S, Miiller E, Stosch C.
Acceptance, use and effects of PDF e-books in a
course on basic pharmacology. Med Teach.
2012;34(2):177.
doi: 10.3109/0142159X.2012.644839

This paper is published under a CC BY license

Journal of EAHIL 2020; Vol. 16 (1): 12-15

15



