
 JUMPSTARTING RESEARCH WITH AI: SUTD 
LIBRARY'S CUSTOM GPT 

Mr. Joel Teo, Library
In Conversation with Dr. Nachamma Sockalingam, OSP

This newsletter is produced with ChatGPT and other AI tools as super-collaborators. The 
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In a world where information is abundant, but time 

is limited, finding a strong starting point for research can 

be daunting. Whether you're diving into a new thesis 

topic, exploring ideas for a grant, or supporting a class 
project, the initial search often feels overwhelming.

That’s where the Academic Research Jumpstart Scanner 
steps in. Developed by Joel Teo from the SUTD Library, 
this custom GPT delivers a sharp, topic-focused overview 
and a curated list of academic articles, all in minutes. But 
this is more than just a shortcut; it’s a call to explore how 
Generative AI can be used meaningfully in academia.

In this issue, Joel shares how the tool was built, the 
challenges of AI hallucinations and broken links, and how 
the newest AI models helped solve them. His insights 
invite us to go beyond convenience toward ethical, 
effective, and critically engaged use of AI in research.

If you’re wondering how to get started with GenAI in your 
accelerating academic exploration, or how to build your 
own Custom GPT tools, this newsletter is for you. 
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Joel, could you introduce yourself and share a bit about what you do at SUTD?

Sure! I lead Research Services at the SUTD Library, where I support students and faculty 

in navigating the research process, from crafting effective search strategies to locating key 

information for strategic projects. I also head Pillar Relations and Collection Development, 

ensuring that we have the right resources to support teaching and learning across the 

university. Lately, I’ve been exploring how AI can enhance or even reimagine the services 

we provide, and I’m always open to collaborations in that space.

You mentioned exploring how AI could enhance library services. Can you tell us more 

about the custom GPT you built and what inspired it?

Absolutely. After attending a custom GPT workshop at SUTD by LKYCIC Centre, I started 

thinking seriously about how we could use AI to streamline one of the biggest pain points 

in academic research, which is getting started with academic research.

At the Library, we often help students and faculty develop search strategies or locate 

papers, but those early steps can still be time-consuming. That’s what led to the Academic 

Research Jumpstart Scanner.

It’s a custom GPT designed to give users a quick yet meaningful starting point. You enter 

your research topic, and within minutes, the tool provides a concise topic overview, 

highlights opportunities, gaps, and challenges, and recommends a curated list of academic 

articles for further reading. It’s perfect for thesis prep, course projects, grant writing, or 

even entrepreneurial research.

That is interesting. How can we access the custom GPT?

You can access through this QR link.
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Academic Research Jumpstart Scanner

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-TIhDtlMsq-academic-research-jumpstart-

scanner
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That sounds incredibly useful. Who’s it for and how do you see people using it?

It’s open to anyone in the SUTD community - students, faculty, researchers, or staff. 

Whether you're exploring a new idea or need to orient yourself before diving into deeper 

research, the scanner acts like a springboard. It helps you map the landscape quickly. Of 

course, it’s not meant to replace rigorous research or a detailed literature review but it 

definitely accelerates the process and helps you focus your effort. It can be used for

• Academic Research

• Research Topic Exploration

• Course Projects

• Thesis and Dissertation Research

• Grant applications

• Entrepreneurship activities

What were some challenges you faced when building it?

Oh yes—plenty! Let me walk you through the main ones:

1. Hallucinations

This is probably the most common issue when working with large language models, and 

we experienced it early on. When we started developing the GPT in August 2024, we 

noticed it sometimes generated information that sounded convincing but wasn’t actually 

true. We tested a range of prompts to reduce this, and while it helped a little, it didn’t 

completely solve the problem. Things got a lot better once the OpenAI o3 model came out. 

There was a noticeable jump in accuracy. Still, we always remind users: do your due 

diligence and verify what the AI tells you.

2. Link Issues

Another big one. We wanted the tool to provide direct links to sources, so users could 

easily check the references. But initially, links were missing, broken, or just not clickable. 

We added prompt instructions to remind the GPT to include valid and working links, and to 

double-check them. Again, it was hit-or-miss—until the o3 model came in. After that, the 

tool became much more reliable in generating proper, verifiable links.

3. Due Diligence

This one’s more of a principle than a technical issue. No matter how smart these models 

get, there’s always a risk of error. So, we made it a point to keep reminding ourselves—

and our users—that AI output needs to be treated with care. It can guide and accelerate 

your work, but you still need to apply critical thinking and fact-checking throughout.
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We know that tools like Perplexity can also be useful. Why did the team decide on using 
Custom GPT?

That’s a great question and one we actually discussed quite a bit. We’re well aware that there 

are many excellent platforms out there like Perplexity, Gemini, Claude, and others, each with 

their own strengths. We encourage students and faculty to explore multiple tools and find 

what works best for their specific needs.

For our project, we chose to work with Custom GPT mainly because it was readily available 

through our institution’s existing access to ChatGPT’s tools. This made it easier to experiment 

and build quickly without additional setup or licensing hurdles. It also allowed us to iterate fast 

and test the tool with real users in our community. While we recognize that it’s not the only 

option out there, it was the most practical choice for us to prototype and demonstrate what a 

focused, academic-oriented GPT could do.

Give us an example of usage. What can your custom GPT do? How does it add value?

The Academic Research Jumpstart Scanner provides:

• An overview of the main aspects of the research topic, including opportunities, gaps, and

challenges

• A curated list of relevant academic articles to support further reading

While AI-generated content requires verification by users, the tool delivers a fast and 

accessible starting point for understanding a research area. Tasks that previously could have 

taken hours — or even days — can now be completed in minutes. This enables researchers 

to quickly orient themselves to a topic and identify areas for deeper inquiry and even 

identifying potential opportunities, significantly improving research efficiency and 

effectiveness. 

Here is an example of an enquiry and the information provided

User Prompt
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Custom GPT Response

Executive Briefing

Last 5-Years Literature
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Custom GPT Response

Research Gaps and Challenges

Emerging Opportunities
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Custom GPT Response

Trends

Latest 30 relevant academic papers
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Can you walk us through what a typical user experience looks like with the Jumpstart 

Scanner? What kind of output can they expect—and how should they use it responsibly?

When someone enters a research topic into the Jumpstart Scanner, the GPT takes just a 

few minutes to generate a concise snapshot of that topic. This includes an overview, 

potential opportunities, knowledge gaps, and key challenges related to the area. What’s 

really helpful is that it also provides the sources for this information, so users can verify 

the details and dive deeper if they choose to. It also gives you a curated list of academic 

publications that are directly relevant to your topic. This saves users a lot of time—they 

get a sense of direction almost instantly, rather than spending hours digging through 

search results.

That said, it’s important to remember that this tool is meant to jumpstart your research—

it’s not a replacement for a proper literature review or a deep dive into the field. Once you 

have that initial clarity, we still recommend using structured research strategies and 

working with our library team to build a more comprehensive view.

Finally, where do you see this heading next? What’s your vision for AI-powered tools in 

academic research at SUTD?

I see tools like the Jumpstart Scanner becoming a stepping stone, not just for students, 

but for anyone trying to explore a new topic quickly and meaningfully. My hope is that we 

can expand this into more specialized GPTs tailored to different disciplines or research 

needs. But more importantly, I want to continue the conversation on how we use AI 

thoughtfully—balancing speed with depth, and convenience with critical thinking.

We’re also keen to hear from the community—what works, what could be better, and 

where AI can support learning or research more effectively. So, if you have ideas, 

feedback, or want to build something together, come talk to us. 

This is just the beginning. 

.
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