
1

2017 Digital Study Trends Survey
Results Prepared for McGraw-Hill Education by Hanover Research 

October 2017



Table of Contents

2

Introduction and Methodology ……………….. P 3
Key Findings ……………….. P 4
Student Satisfaction and Device Use ……………….. P 6
Student Study Behavior ……………….. P 9
Digital Learning Technology ……………….. P 12
Student Media and Communication 
Behavior

……………….. P 22

Respondent Background ……………….. P 28
Media Contact ……………….. P 31



Introduction and Methodology

§ In October 2017, Hanover Research (Hanover) conducted a Digital Study Trends 
Survey on behalf of McGraw-Hill Education (McGraw-Hill). The goal of this survey was 
to build on similar research performed in the past related to college students’ digital 
learning technology behaviors and preferences. Additional considerations of this 
survey included student communication styles and apps/media consumption 
platforms.

§ Hanover administered the survey to college students through a panel company. 
In order to qualify for the survey, students had to be currently enrolled at a 
U.S. university. The final sample size after data cleaning consisted of 1,005 
completed responses.

§ The following presentation contains response breakdowns from all questions 
and longitudinal comparisons where appropriate. Where notable, results are 
segmented based on age, gender, attendance type, and degree program. 
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Key Findings (1/2)
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§ Online students are the most receptive to digital learning technology (DLT), being more likely to prefer 
and choose classes that utilize it. Fifty-four percent of online students indicate that DLT influences the 
classes they decide to take. Nearly three-quarters of online students prefer classes that use DLT, 
significantly more than both hybrid and on-campus students.

§ Laptops are the most essential electronic devices used in student academic life. Laptops are the most 
used devices in classrooms, as well as for homework and exam preparation. They are central to student 
study behavior, due to their portability, versatility, and efficiency. Finally, close to 90 percent of 
respondents consider laptops very or extremely important for studying, substantially outperforming all 
other devices.

§ Smartphones are not perceived as important studying tools. Despite high use in classroom contexts, 
smartphones do not see much use for homework or exam preparation. Additionally, smartphones are only 
perceived as highly important learning tools by a third of students.

§ In general, students believe that DLT has helped improve their grades. A majority of students (60 
percent) indicate that DLT has at least slightly improved their grades. Similarly, the majority of students 
find DLT very or extremely helpful in their academic life, particularly for doing class research (68 percent) 
and completing assignments (66 percent). Seventy-one percent of students consider DLT easy to use. 



Key Findings (2/2)
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§ Student satisfaction with the college experience remains high and consistent with previous 
survey waves. As with past years, over 80 percent of students indicate satisfaction with their college 
experience.

§ Students have clear communication preferences for interacting with professors and peers. 
Students are overwhelmingly likely to use email to contact professors, while they communicate with 
peers through a more varied array of social media, email, and texting. Online students are 
significantly less likely than other students to use any communication avenues to interact with peers 
or professors, indicating that online students are less likely to interact with peers and teachers in 
general. 

§ Although DLT succeeds in most areas, it struggles to facilitate increased engagement between 
students. A minority of respondents indicate that DLT has increased their engagement with fellow 
students or their college communities. DLT is also seen as substantially less successful at facilitating 
classroom participation when compared to its helpfulness in other aspects of academic life. Lower 
than average results in these areas suggest that DLT is not strongly associated with student to 
student interaction.

§ Media consumption through social media platforms varies significantly by age and gender.
Snapchat and Instagram are highly popular among younger respondents (19 and under), while 
Facebook sees the most use with respondents ages 24 and older. 

§ YouTube and Netflix are the most popular media consumption platforms. Unlike social media 
platforms, video streaming sites have consistent popularity across all age groups. Netflix is used by 
70 percent of respondents, while YouTube is used by 87 percent of respondents.
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STUDENT SATISFACTION AND DEVICE USE



Overall College Experience

7Please rate your overall college experience.

§ As in previous survey waves, over four-fifths of respondents are satisfied with their college
experience. Students attending on-campus are significantly more satisfied with their college
experience than online students.
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Device Usage and Importance

8“Which of the following devices do you own?” AND “Which of the following do you use while attending class sessions or lectures, 
for homework, for test/exam preparation?” AND “When it comes to studying overall, how important are each of the following?”

§ Laptops are used most often for classes, homework, and exam preparation, and are the most important device for
studying, far exceeding other devices. Although smartphones are the most often owned device, they are
considered much less important for studying than computers or print materials.
Device/Tool Devices Owned Used in Class Used for Homework Used for Exam Prep

Print materials - 53% 59% 69%
Smartphone 93% 55% 38% 35%

Laptop 88% 63% 82% 70%
Tablet 56% 21% 20% 20%

Desktop computer 38% 10% 23% 19%
Dedicated e-reader 16% 2% 3% 3%

Smartwatch 16% 5% 2% 1%
Internet of Things device 13% 1% 3% 2%

Other 1% 0% 0% 0%
None of the above 0% 2% 0% 2%
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STUDENT STUDY BEHAVIOR



Student Study Habits

10n=1,004; “In total, how many hours per week do you usually spend on homework and studying?” AND “Where do you 
tend to study most often?”

§ Respondents typically study at home for five to 14 hours-per-week. Those in Masters and PHD 
programs study significantly more than students in 2-year associate and 4-year bachelor degree 
programs. 

Hours of study a week 2014 (n=1,815) 2015 (n=2,107) 2016 (n=2,780) 2017 (n=1,005) 

Fewer than 5 hours 11% C 13% C 9% 14% C

5 to 9 hours 29% 35% AC 30% 37% AC

10 to 14 hours 27% 28% 30% A 28%

15 to 20 hours 20% BD 15% 19% BD 12%

More than 20 hours 13% BD 8% 12% BD 9%
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Study Routine

11Please describe your usual study routine.
Note: the above figures were created by coding a random subset of responses.

§ Student study routines vary, but often include reviewing notes, studying at home, and reading the
course textbook (physical or digital). Students express different preferences towards studying in
quiet areas or with music/other media playing in the background.

Sample Open Responses
“I sit in my living room or at the kitchen table and study from 

notes on my computer and my textbooks.”

“Looking over my notes from class and reading textbooks.” 

“Reread the material, then my initial notes. Small break. Make 
a list of all new equations, vocabulary, events, etc. Make 2 

sets flashcards…”

“Read with headphones playing classical music at a low 
volume. Use google scholar to find relevant literature.”

“I look over notes I took in class while looking up how to solve 
equations I don't quite understand on my laptop all while 

listening to YouTube on my smartphone or tablet.”

“Read textbook, make flash cards, listen to music and draw 
out homework.”

“I get home and study for an hour, take a break, and then 
study again.” 

“First, I get my books, pencils, and highlighters out from my book 
bag to a desk. My laptop is opened and turned on. I usually 

make sure that it's quiet and that I have a light source. Finally, I 
get to work.”
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DIGITAL LEARNING TECHNOLOGY
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13n=	1,005;	“How	would	you	rate	the	amount	of	digital	learning	technology	used	in	your	academic	experience?”	AND	“Overall,	what	effect	has
using	digital	learning	technology	had	on	your	grades?”

§ The majority of students (55 percent) indicate that the amount of digital learning technology used
in their academic experience is just right. In addition, sixty percent of students believe DLT has
improved their grades.
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Digital Learning Technology Benefits

142016 (n= 3,311), 2017 (n= 1,005); Which of the following has resulted from your use of digital learning technology? (Please 
select all that apply.) ?” Note: response option phrasing varies between 2016 and 2017 data; thus, statistical significant 
calculations are not made. Please interpret the above results with caution.

§ Similar to the 2016 survey results, students are most likely to indicate that DLT has improved their
class preparation and studying efficiency. In addition to these benefits, students commonly indicate
that DLT improves communication with professors.
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Most Useful Technology

15What technology has been most helpful to you when studying and why?
Note: the above figures were created by coding a random subset of responses.

§ Over a third of respondents indicate that a computer or laptop is most helpful to their studies.
Accessibility, portability, and ease of searching for information drive these responses.

Sample	Open	Responses
“If	I	have	a	question	or	problem	I	don't	understand	I	can	use	

technology	to	either	find	the	answer	or	to	ask	a	professor	for	help.“

“Laptop.	Helps	me	communicate	and	write	notes.”

“My	laptop	has	helped	me	a	lot.	I	use	it	when	I'm	stuck	studying	for	
an	exam	or	when	I	need	a	brain	break.”

“My	laptop	because	I	can	email	my	professors	and/or	my	peers	
while	I'm	studying	if	I	happen	to	have	a	question.”

“It’s	so	much	faster	to	find	answers	to	things	you	don't	know	on	the	
computer	online	then	looking	through	and	reading	a	book.	“

“Mobile	apps	and	cloud	technology	have	been	most	useful	because	
it	facilitates	collaborative	work	and	access	to	my	course	
readings/writing	from	anywhere	using	any	device.”

“Textbook	on	my	iPad.	Less	heavy.”

“Technology	has	been	most	helpful	in	gaining	the	resources	needed	to	
study	the	material.	Whether	it	be	provided	by	the	professor	or	from	

outside	parties,	I	can	acquire	more	information	in	less	time.”19%
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Digital Learning Technology Statement Agreement

16n=1,005;	What	is	your	level	of	agreement	or	disagreement	with	the	following	statements?	“Digital	Learning	Technology	is…”

§ Although the majority of respondents agree with all statements about DLT, they are most likely to
agree that DLT is easy to use.
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Helpfulness of Digital Learning Technology 

17n=1,005; How helpful is digital learning technology in the following aspects of your academic life?

§ Overall, the majority of students find DLT highly helpful in regards to their academic life, especially
for class research and completing assignments. However, classroom participation is a possible
area of improvement for DLT.
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n=1,005, “Which of the following best represents your experience? Digital learning technology helps me best 
understand/learn…” AND n=950; “How helpful would you say that digital learning technology has been in terms of aiding 
your ability to retain new concepts?”

§ Students are most likely to believe that DLT helps them understand concepts that they do not yet know.
Furthermore, approximately two-thirds of students indicate that DLT is very or extremely helpful for
retaining new concepts. Less than a tenth of students do not find DLT helpful in retaining new concepts.
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56% 

12% 

Digital Learning Technology Helps me Understand/Learn… 

The concepts that I already know The concepts that I do not know yet Neither



Digital Learning Technology Influence 

19
n=1,005; “Do you prefer classes that use digital learning technology?” AND “Please rate your level of agreement or 
disagreement with the following statement: The use of digital learning technology influences the classes I choose to take.” 
AND n=537; “What do you like best about using digital learning technology?” 

§ The majority of students prefer classes that use DLT, and 40 percent agree that DLT influences the classes 
they decide to take. Mobility and flexibility surface as the most popular DLT features. 
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DLT Influence by Attendance Type (Online, Campus, Hybrid)

20“Please	rate your	level	of	agreement	or	disagreement	with	the	following	statement:	The	use	of	digital	learning	technology	influences	
the	classes	I	choose	to	take.”	AND	“Do	you	prefer	classes	that	use	digital	learning	technology?”

§ Online and hybrid students are significantly more likely than physical campus students to indicate that DLT
influences the classes they decide to take. Additionally, nearly three-quarters of online students
demonstrate preference for classes that use DLT, significantly more than both on-campus and hybrid
students.



Impact of Digital Learning Technology on Engagement 

21n=1,005;	How	has	the	use	of	digital	learning	technology	impacted	your	engagement	with	the	following?

§ DLT mas a moderate impact on students’ engagement with their course materials, course
participation, and instructors. However, DLT is much more impactful for engaging with course
content, its primary focus.
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STUDENT MEDIA AND 
COMMUNICATION BEHAVIOR



App Usage

23n=1,005,	“What	are	your	favorite	apps?”	AND	“What	are	your	favorite	apps	to	use	for	studying”
Note:	Google	Apps	includes	Gmail,	Chrome,	Docs,	and	other	Google	branded	apps.

§ A third of respondents consider a Google app (Gmail, Docs, Chrome, etc.) among their favorite
apps for studying. Despite this, students do not typically consider studying apps when thinking of
their favorite app overall.
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Channels of Media Consumption

24n=969; Which of the following do you use to consume media (videos, music, etc.)? Please select all that apply.

§ YouTube and Netflix are the most common channels for media consumption, with social media
sites (Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat) also used frequently. Student’s favorite apps closely
mirror the most commonly used channels of media consumption, suggesting apps are more often
associated with entertainment than learning.

Female respondents are 
significantly more likely 

to use Netflix, Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Facebook 
than male respondents.



Channels of Media Consumption by Age

25Which	of	the	following	do	you	use	to	consume	media	(videos,	music,	etc.)?	Please	select	all	that	apply.

§ Clear usage differences surface when considering channels of media consumption by age. Younger
respondents are more likely to use newer social media platforms (Instagram and Snapchat) while older
respondents gravitate towards Facebook.



Communication Behavior 

26n=1,005; Which of the following do you use to communicate with your professors and peers? Please select all that apply.

§ Communication between students and professors is overwhelmingly handled through email, a
formal communication tool. Meanwhile, communication between peers for non-academic purposes
is more evenly dispersed over multiple forms of informal communication (social media and texting).
Communication between peers for academic purposes is handled through both informal and
formal communication channels (texting and email).

Communication Tool Communicate with Professors Communicate with Peers 
(Academic Purposes)

Communicate with Peers 
(Non-Academic Purposes)

Facebook 9% 32% 57%

Texting 24% 61% 65%

Email 81% 59% 37%

Skype 12% 17% 29%

Slack 6% 8% 15%

WhatsApp 7% 14% 24%

LinkedIn 14% 14% 17%

Twitter 5% 11% 36%

Snapchat 5% 17% 50%

None of the above 9% 11% 11%



Communication Behavior by Attendance Type (Online, Campus, Hybrid)

27Which	of	the	following	do	you	use	to	communicate	with	your	professors	and	peers?	Please	select	all	that	apply.

§ Online students are significantly less likely than physical campus and hybrid students to indicate that they use
popular communication methods (email, texting, and social media) to interact with peers and professors. This
suggests that online students communicate less with their peers and professors than other types of students.
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RESPONDENT BACKGROUND



Demographics

29
“What is your age?” AND “What is your ethnicity?” AND “How do you identify your gender?” AND “In which state do you currently
attend college?” AND “Are you a full-time or part-time student?” AND “What is your collegiate status?” AND “Which of the following 
best describes the type of degree program that you are currently enrolled in?” AND “How do you take the majority of your courses?”

Age
19 and younger 28%

20-21 19%
22-23 13%
24+ 40%

Ethnicity 
Asian or Pacific Islander 9%

Black or African-American 20%
Caucasian 54%
Hispanic 16%

Native American or Alaska Native 4%
Other or Multi-Racial 5%
Prefer not to answer 2%

Gender
Male 45%

Female 54%
Other 1%

Region
South 38%
West 25%

Midwest 19%
Northeast 18%

Student Status
Full-time 72%
Part-Time 28%

Collegiate Status
1st Year/Freshman 23%

2nd Year/Sophomore 24%
3rd Year/Junior 17%
4th Year/Senior 13%

5th Year/2nd Year Senior 4%
In a masters or doctorate program 18%

Degree Program
2-year Associate’s degree program 34%
4-year Bachelor’s degree program 44%

Master’s degree program 11%
PhD program 7%

Other 4%
Attendance Type 

On-campus 69%
Online 16%
Hybrid 16%
Other 0%



Major 

30n=1,005;	Which	category	best	classifies	your	current	major?
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