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BTEC First Construction and the Built Environment
Resources and research

Resources and research 
Understanding resources

Resources are items that help you do something. The most obvious resource is money! To obtain your BTEC First qualification, however, your resources are rather different.

[image: image6.jpg]


Different kinds of resources

Physical resources 

Physical resources are things like textbooks, computers, leaflets and any specialist equipment. Remember:

· Popular textbooks, laptops for home use and specialist equipment may need to be booked. Leaving it until the last minute is risky.  

· You can ask for help if you don’t know how to use resources properly.

· You should check what stationery and equipment you need at the start of your course and make sure you have it. 

· You need to look after your resources carefully. This saves money and time spent replacing lost items.
People as resources
There are many people who can help you through your course:

· family members who help and support you
· your teacher

· friends in your group who collect handouts for you and phone you to keep you up to date when you’re absent
· librarians and computer technicians at your centre or your local library
· expert practitioners.

Top tip
Life is a lot easier if you have all the resources you need and you take care of them. Lending important notes can hold you up (so photocopy them instead). Lending your course book may mean you can’t complete work you have to do. Lending one of your assignments could get you in serious trouble! 
Expert practitioners

Expert practitioners have worked hard to be successful in their chosen area. They know the skills and knowledge needed to do the job properly. They can be invaluable when you’re researching information. You can also learn a lot by watching them at work, especially if you can ask them questions about what they do, what they find hard and any difficulties they’ve had.

Try to observe more than one expert practitioner because:
· this gives you a better picture about what they do
· no single job will cover all aspects of work that might apply to your studies
· you may find some experts more approachable and easy to understand than others. For example, if someone is impatient because they’re busy it may be difficult to ask him or her questions, or if someone works very quickly you may find it hard to follow what they’re doing. 

If you have problems, just note what you’ve learned and compare it with your other observations. And there’s always the chance that you’re observing someone who’s not very good at their job! You’ll only know this for certain if you’ve seen what people should be doing. 

Try this

You may not have to make a special visit to observe an expert practitioner at work. Often television programmes and online video clips give great insights into the way a job can or should be done. See if you can find clips of someone you admire in your own vocational area by searching for them on internet video sites or by typing their name into a search engine. 

Using resources

Resources are essential sources of information. There are many different types of resources available for you to use when completing your written assignment work. Remember that you should always acknowledge the source and put the information into your own words, rather than cutting and pasting it into a document.

There are several resources available for construction students to use:
· Libraries – a library is normally catalogued using a reference index to enable users to find what they are looking for. Using the library in your school or college or a local authority library, find out what the classification is for construction books on brickwork and joinery.

· The internet – this resource is vast. Try typing in the word ‘construction’ into a search engine to find out how many hits you get. You will probably get over 500,000,000, demonstrating that you need to be selective in your approach when using the internet for research. Bear in mind that not all information is from acknowledged sources and some could be false.

· Technical indexes – technical indexes and directories detailing industry standards are produced by several organisations within the construction sector. For example, RIBA produces a ‘Product Selector’ which allows you to search for construction product and service information for building design projects. The Barbour Index is also a useful source of information for those in the industry.

· CD-ROMs – many trade suppliers produce information on CD-ROM, for example Hepworth Drainage products.

· Suppliers’ information – construction material suppliers often produce a variety of printed information which may be useful for your research.

Activity: Finding manufacturers
1 In a small team, identify a supplier that produces electronic literature on CD-ROM and obtain a copy. Make sure that each team chooses a different supplier so a library of CD-ROMs can be built up for all to use.

2 Using the internet and a search engine find a manufacturer for the following common construction materials.
	Material
	Manufacturer

	Facing brick
	

	Concrete
	

	Mineral wool insulation
	

	Plasterboard
	


3 Try to produce a formal letter requesting information on a specific construction item.

Finding the information you need
The information explosion

There are lots of different ways to find out information − books, newspapers, magazines, TV, radio, CDs, DVDs, the internet. You can also exchange information with other people by texting, sending an email or phoning someone. 

All this makes it much easier to obtain information. If you know what you’re doing, you can probably find most of what you need sitting at a computer. But there are some dangers:
· finding exactly what you want online takes skill, so you need to know what you’re doing
· it’s easy to get too much information and become overwhelmed
· it’s unlikely that everything you need will be available online
· the information you read may be out of date 

· the information may be neither reliable nor true.
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Finding and using information effectively

Before you start

There are four things that will help you look in the right place and target your search properly. 

	Ask yourself…
	Because…
	Example

	Exactly what do I need to find out?
	It will save you time and effort.
	If you need information about accidents, you need to know what type of accident and over what time period.

	Why do I need this information and who is going to read it?  
	This puts the task into context. You need to identify the best type of information to obtain and how to get it. 
	If you’re making a poster or leaflet for children, you’ll need simple information that can be presented in a graphical format. 

If, however, you’re giving a workplace presentation on accidents, you’ll need tables and graphs to illustrate your talk.

	Where can I find it?
	You need to consider whether your source is trustworthy and up to date. The internet is great, but you must check that the sites you use are reliable.
	To find out about accidents in the workplace you could talk to the health and safety at work officer. To find examples of accidents in your local area you could look through back copies of your local newspaper in the local library or newspaper offices. 

	What is my deadline?
	You know how long you have to find the information and use it.
	


Try this
Schedule your research time by calculating backwards from the deadline date. Split the time you have 50/50 between searching for information and using it. This stops you searching for too long and getting lots of interesting material, but then not having the time to use it properly!

Your three main sources of information are libraries or learning resource centres, the internet, and other people, for example asking questions through interviews and questionnaires.

Researching in libraries
You can use the learning resource centre in your school or college, or a local public library. Public libraries usually have a large reference section with many resources available for loan, including CD-ROMs, encyclopaedias, government statistics, magazines, journals and newspapers, and databases such as Infotrac, which contains articles from newspapers and magazines over the last five years.

The librarian will show you how to find the resources you need and how to look up a specific book (or author) to check if it is available or is out on loan.

Some books and resources can only be used in the library itself, while others can be taken out on short-term or long-term loan. You need to plan how to access and use the resources that are popular or restricted. 

Using your library

· If your school or college has an intranet you might be able to check which books and CD-ROMs are available without actually visiting the library. 

· All libraries have photocopying facilities, so take enough change with you to copy articles that you can’t remove. Write down the source of any article you photocopy, i.e. the name and the date of the publication.

· Learn how to keep a reference file (or bibliography) in which you store the details of all your sources and references. A bibliography must include CDs, DVDs and other information formats, not just books and magazines.

· If your search is complicated, go at a quiet time when the librarian can help you.

· Don’t get carried away if you find several books that contain the information you need. Too many can be confusing.

· Use the index to find information quickly by searching for key words. Scan the index using several likely alternatives. 

· Only use books that you find easy to understand. A book is only helpful if you can retell the information in your own words.
Researching online

A good search engine will help you find useful websites. They look for sites based on the information you enter in the search box. Some search engines will even give you the chance to refine your choice after entering your key words or question.

Try this
Search engines don’t just find websites. For instance, Google gives you the option to search for images, news, maps and more. If you click on ‘more’, you’ll find other options, too. You’ll usually find the most relevant information if you use the UK version of a search engine. Only search the whole web if you deliberately want to include European and American information.
Finding information on a website
Wikipedia is a popular free encyclopaedia. It has been criticised because entries may be inaccurate as members of the public can edit the site. However, Wikipedia is trying to prevent this by organising professional editing. 

If you’re not sure whether something you read is correct, or if there is anything strange about it, check it against information on another site. Make sure you ask your teacher’s opinion, too.
With large websites, it can be difficult to find what you need. Always read the whole screen − there may be several menus in different parts of the screen. 

To help you search, many large websites have:

· their own search facility or a site map that lists site content with links to the different pages

· links to similar sites where you might find more information. Clicking a link should open a new window, so you’ll still be connected to the original site.

Top tip

There may be useful information at the foot and either side of a web page. 
Other useful sites include:

· Directory sites – these show websites in specific categories so you can focus your search at the start.
· Forums – these are sites, or areas of a website, where people post comments on an issue. They can be useful if you want to find out opinions on a topic. You can usually read them without registering.

· News sites – these include the BBC website as well as the sites for all the daily newspapers. Check the website of your local newspaper, too.

Top tip
Bookmark sites you use regularly by adding the URL to your browser. How to do this will depend on which browser you use (e.g. Internet Explorer, Firefox or Chrome).

Printing information

· Only print information that you’re sure will be useful. It’s easy to print too much and find yourself drowning in paper.

·  Make quick notes on your print-outs so that you remember why you wanted it. It will jog your memory when you’re sorting through them later.

· If there’s a printer-friendly option, use it. It will give you a print-out without unnecessary graphics or adverts.

· Check the bottom line of your print-outs. It should show the URL for that page of the website, and the date. You need those if you have to list your sources or if you want to quote from the page.

Researching by asking other people

You’re likely to do this for two reasons: 

· You need help from someone who knows a lot about a topic. 

· You need to find out several people’s opinions on something. 

Information from an expert
Explain politely why you are carrying out the investigation. Ask questions slowly and clearly about what they do and how they do it. If they don’t mind, you could take written notes so you remember what they tell you. Put the name and title of the person, and the date, at the top. This is especially important if you might be seeing more than one person, to avoid getting your notes muddled up.

Ask whether you may contact them again, in case there’s anything you need to check. Write down their phone number or email address. Above all, remember to say ‘thank you’!

Case study: Asking for help
Linda is a Year 10 student who has taken the optional specialist joinery unit on the BTEC First in Construction and the Built Environment. She is struggling to draw a basic mortice and tenon joint in a theory lesson before constructing it for real in a practical lesson. Linda often finds it difficult to ask for help as she is fiercely independent and wants to get it right first time. 

However, she swallows her pride and asks her tutor, who is an experienced bench joiner, for some help with the joint. The tutor asks the whole group to come together and have a ‘tool-box talk’ over the correct construction of this joint. Having a class discussion means that Linda is not put on the spot or embarrassed in front of her peers. The talk goes well and it turns out Linda wasn’t the only one who was not sure what to do!

Linda uses the knowledge she has gained in the next practical session, successfully marking out the mortice and tenon joint and asking her tutor when she needs help as she proceeds through the task. The tutor is delighted with her progress. Linda now uses this method of clarifying instructions and checking back during a task in other subjects, leading to a noticeable improvement in her academic standards.

Often, you can find things out by asking someone who has more experience, qualifications and knowledge than you. Sometimes this is often the best way of obtaining information quickly, easily and efficiently. The construction industry uses lots of technical words that you will need to learn and understand. Ask the meaning of anything you don’t understand, or look up the words in a reference book.

The opinions of several people

The easiest way to do this is with a questionnaire. You can either give people the questionnaire to complete themselves or interview them and complete it yourself. Professional interviewers often telephone people to ask questions, but at this stage it’s not a good idea unless you know the people you’re phoning and they’re happy for you to do this.
Devising a questionnaire

1 Make sure it has a title and clear instructions.

2 Rather than ask for opinions, give people options, e.g. yes/no, maybe/always, never/sometimes. This will make it easier to analyse the results. 

3 Or you can ask interviewees to give a score, say out of 5, making it clear what each number represents, e.g. 5 = excellent, 3 = very good.

4 Keep your questionnaire short so that your interviewees don’t lose interest. Between 10 and 15 questions is probably about right, as long as that’s enough to find out all you need. 
5 Remember to add ‘thank you’ at the end.
6 Decide upon the representative sample of people you will approach. These are the people whose views are the most relevant to the topic you’re investigating.

7 Decide how many responses you need to get a valid answer. This means that the answer is representative of the wider population. For example, if you want views on food in your canteen, it’s pointless only asking five people. You might pick the only five people who detest (or love) the food it serves.

Top tip

Design your questionnaire so that you get quantifiable answers. This means you can easily add them up to get your final result.

Try this
Always test your draft questionnaire on several people, to highlight any confusing questions or instructions.

File management and keeping a logbook
You will need to obtain a lever arch file to organise your units. You will need:
· a lever arch file

· file dividers to identify each unit

· a section for assignments you are working on

· an admin section for course related material

· a page to place the time table on and assessment schedule.
This will save you time and energy as it will allow you to easily access the information you require for each lesson. 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
You are going to have to obtain some PPE for the practical units and manage its use. For craft related practical skills you are going to need safety footwear with steel toe caps to prevent injury to your toes and you will need to acquire a pair of overalls to keep your day clothes clean. You may also need safety spectacles for certain operations. 

You should keep your PPE:
· clean

· washed

· in good working order

· replaced if defective.
Observation records

During practical workshops and the production of assessed pieces of work you will need to produce detailed records of your progress for quality records of your assessment. The best way of doing this is to get a colleague to photograph your work through its production. You will then need to:

· save the digital photographs onto a disc

· print a copy

· get it signed and dated by a tutor

· file it within your folder of evidence

· ensure that the correct evidence is collected.
Activity: Researching brick bonds
Your tutor has asked you to produce some research on a brick bond for Unit 7: Exploring Brickwork and Blockwork Principles and Techniques.

You have been given the following types of bond in words. Find the drawing that shows them and draw it in the right hand column giving the source where you got the information.
	Stretcher bond
	

	Flemish bond
	

	Old English bond
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