nformation Use for Learning
Urposes

isuise Limbery

EACKGROUND AND AIM OF PAPER

A research study has been conducted with the aim of studying the interaction
tetween information use and learning outcome, when high school students work
at an assignment implying independent use of information. The resuhts of the
stady will be presented in a dissertation.

The aim of this paper is to present a few preliminary resalts from the research
project and to discuss some aspects of information use related to the contextual
aspects of group interaction and students’ understanding of assignment goals.

RESEARCH PROBLEM - THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Information seeking behaviour and user studies are well known themes in LIS.
Studies on information needs and uses have a fong history. According to Wilson
{1994} the carly studies were fibrary or system orienfed, 1. . they mainly
focussed on the use of libraries or information services. In the early 1980°s there
was a shift of perspective and a number of researchers — Relkin, Dervin, Wilson
— inifiated person-centered user studies (Wilson 1994, 30). This shift also
entailed more frequent use of gualitative instead of guantitative research
methods.

Studies of information seeking behaviour have given rise to models of
information seeking processes {e.2., Wilson 1981; Higlund & Pergsen 1980 a
and 1980 b: Hoglund 1985; Kuhlthau 1983, 1991; Wilson 1994; Ingwersen
1990). Kuhlthau's studies explored information seeking among high school and
coliege students, thatis inan educational context. A survey of rends in school
library media research pointed out a need for studies investigating “the teach-
ing/learning process” and “studies of users’ perspectives and preferences for
vartons information resources” {(Grover & Towler 1992, 9).

Different views exist on whal COMpOREnts constitute an information seeking
process. According to Ingwersen, the process is concluded when the use of
information starts {1990, 26). Kuhlihau, on the other hand, views the use of
information as an issue of growing concern in LIS (1993, 1), Wilson (1981)
presented a model of the information-seeking process including contextual
factors affecting the information needs which in turn influence search hehav-
iour. He refated this modei to that of Fliis who is concerned strictly with the
search process {Wilson 1994, 373,
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These models have one trait in common, they are general. The objet
describe information seeking as a general process, sometimes including conte
tual and situational factors that may influence the specific process. In
comprehensive survey of user studies Wilson draws the conclusion that “th
is a need for an integrative model of information need, information-seek
behaviour and information use. That integrative model is already almost com
plete” (Wilson 1994, 42). :

Educational settings create a specific context for information seeking beh
iour. Information needs are imposed upon students by their teachers wi
learning assignments. Kuohlthau showed that teachers’ requirements on st
dents’ as to time schedule, the use of certain specific sources and various wa
of examination or presentation influenced students’ relevance judgements.an
their shaping of topics (Kuhlthau 1989; 1993). Further investigations are nee
to better understand the interaction between information seeking and learnin;
Research {indings about information seeking processes might contribute t
better understanding of variation in outcomes of learning. In education:
contexts learning theory might contribute to a better understanding of inforny;
tion seeking and use.

While LIS models of information seeking claim to be general, learni
theorists have abandoned such conceptions of learning during the last tw_é_
years or so (e.g., Entwistle 1976: Marton 1981; Marton et al. 1977, 1984). The
researchers and others claim that learning cannot be considered or studied a
general process separated from the content of what is being learnt. “Process an
content are two different aspects constituting a logical unity; there can be-'_n_
process witheut a content and there can be no content exceptin terms of a menta

activity” (Marton 1981, 184). . _

This difference between the two fields as to a general process or a subjec
specific process can be recognized in practice in high school and colley
librarianship. When students seek information for tearning assignments librar
ians’ main interest is focussed on the process of information seeking. Librarian:
rarely know what students actually learn subject-wise as a result of the informa
tion they gather. On the other hand, teachers focus their main interest on what
students learn in the subject or discipline but often underestimate the complex
ity of the information search process that their students have to go through
These different perspectives may cause problems for students engaged in
information seeking and learning processes.

LIS conceptions of information secking understood in general terms an
learning theory claiming that there is no learning process per se, that learning
process and content form a unity, might shed light on our understanding of both
processes. A research proposal was presented to study the interaction between
mformation use and learning outcome, when high school students work at an
assignment implying independent use of information (Limberg & Seldén 1993}

INFORMATION USE FOR LEARNING PURPOSES

Questions to be explored are: What do students fearn conzegt—wise frem. the
zssignment? What information sources did they use? How did they retrieve
information? What help or advice did they get during the work process? What
difficulties did they encounter? How is it possible to link aspects of learning and
aspects of information use in the work of these students? Answers t0 thcge
auestions would lead to a better understanding of how stud‘ems appr‘oach 1.15;3
type of learning assignment, how they understand the. ass;gnme?n mc]udi?g
g—;(}'ai, subject content, procedures like information retrzevai., requirements for
presentation, and the learning outcome. These types of questions ic?é me toward
using qualitative method, which is consistent with earlier resgarch inLIS .‘Thf:re
is a parallel development between person-centered user studies and qualitative
research (Fidel 1993, 233; Wilson 1994).

METHODOLOGY
Since the aim of the research study is to understand how students experience the
assignment it seems appropriate to choose their perspective of the matter
ihm:xﬂh interviews. The decision also was made to observe the students from the
begir;;;ing to the end.of the assignment, that is to study the whole information
seeking and learning process. o

So in designing the research study the task was to find a qualitative g’;eth()d
allowing for a perspective of the persons being studied and for observing the
whole process. . , ,

In designing a process study, inspiration was found in Kuhlthau’s smd‘ies
£1983, 1989, 1991, 1993}, She studied high school and college smdems-durmg
information seeking for learning assignments and prescn?ed a model -dimcieci
into six phases. The model describes the information seeking process from the
students' perspective including affective, cognitive énd‘ actwnjor‘ien&:d as-
pects. Kuhlthau's work is an excellent example of qua'iiiatzve,vhﬂi?smc resaarc’h
according to Fidel (1993, 224}. The context of information seeking in Kuhlihau's
studies is learning purposes in educational settings, which resemb]gs the study
I had in mind, and this helped me shape my method for investigation. .

Phenomenography is a methodology for the purpose of studying tearning
outcome. This methodology was developed during the last two decades through
empirical research of learning at Gbteborg Univgrsity H(Marton 1981, %98(_};
S&lj6 1981; Dahlgren 1984; Larsson 1986). The object of phenamgnography is
to describe people’s conceptions about phenomena in ‘the wo_r.ld. This means that
it is not phenomena in the world as such that are the objects of interest b'ut 1fts§ead.
people’s conceptions, understanding, thinking about phenamen‘a. This d]tﬁtln?-
tion between two types of questions like “What are the reasons for starvation in
the world?” and “What do people think about the reasons for starvation in the
world?" is fundamental to phenomenography. Phencmencgraphers ask the
second type of question and call this a second-order perspective {Marton 1981).
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Relating to information search processes this would implicate an ambitiod
to describe such processes as they actually exist but as people conceptu
them or think about them. -

Om, of the importiant results of phenomenographic research is thai-diff. :
ences in outcomes of learning are closely linked to differences in s{udeﬁ
an@erstanding of their tasks and of their approaches to learning. The way-s::
wmch students cxperience their assignment and the learning situation — that
their approaches — formed the most fundamental differences in learning (Mart
1992, 293, Phenomenography appeared to me to be an appropriate method fo
my research study. :

The predominating method for finding out about people’s conceptions:
phenomena is interviewing. Interviews may vary from very open to mér'
struct.urccij They are transcribed in extenso and analysis is being conducted wit
the aim of understanding underlying patterns and ideas. Phgnomenographi
&[}&.EV%% focuses on the manifest content of the interviews aiming at findin
imphications, meaning and coherence in investigated persons’ reasoning ahou
p%a-eﬂom.ena. The analysis seeks to find qualitative differences between peopié.-
conceptions of phenomena. The result of analysis is a description of a limitet
number of categories of conceptions. :

DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION OF EMPIRICAL STUDY
Description of case
E\:iy' empirie_ai study investigated a group of 25 high school seniors doing an
11§‘Stgﬂr¥‘mm insocial studies implying independent use of information. The t:}pib :
of the assignment was “What will be the positive or negative consequences o
& possibie Swedish EU membership?’. The study tock place in the academic
vear of 1993/94, i.e. before the Swedish referendum on EU membership,
The students worked cooperatively in five groups, each group choosing:a
Subiopic. Examination of the assignment was both oral and w;iiten. Each group
i}ad g; submit a report of about 20 pages. The students worked at the assignment
forlfour months, starting in early December and concluding in mié—Ap;il.
The assignment was introduced by the teacher during a couple of lessons
d.:zveta‘:ci te a short presentation of the EU, historical background and organisa-
izonfi‘ha introductory lessons also gave the framework including tém:: plan
requitements as (o content, assessment and organisation of work. After %hej.
u%{mducz,ion, subtopics were tformed through brainstorming and the class di- -
vided into five smaller groups, each working in-depth at one subtopic. Each |
group was reguired to formulate four or five research questions. Once these: -
research guestions were approved by the teacher, the students launched into
comprehensive information seeking.
An integral and important part of the assignment was a study trip for the
whole class (o Stockholm to get information through interviews with a lot of
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experts in various fields, The students had to find such experts or specialists,
representing government, politics, industry, science, authorities etc. and they
devoted alotof time and energy trying to contact the right persons and book time
for interviews. The teacher also emphasized that the students had to prepare
these interviews so as to become experts themselves in order 10 achieve good
results in Stockhoim.

Three weeks after Stockholm, written reports were to be submitted, one from
each group. The oral examination included first a short presentation from each
group, then a debate where students as individuals were required to argue over
possible advantages or drawbacks of Swedish EU membership.

Investigative methods

In order to follow the whole work process the students were interviewed three
¢imes: 1) at the beginning of their work, 2} in a phase of intense information
seeking, 3} after presentation and conclusion of the assignment. In order to hit
these three phases of the work process the 25 high school students were to be
interviewed as simultaneously as possible, which made it necessary to find
assistant interviewers. Three library school students participated as assistants.
It was essential that all interviewers well understood the object of the study.
They made pilot interviews, listened to these together and discussed how to
arrive at a common understanding and procedure for questioning.

Interviews were semi-structured and contained questions on goal of the
assignment, subject content about the EU, information seeking tools, informa-
tion sources, use of different materials, interventions by teacher and librarian,
cooperative interaction, experiences from Stockholm, writing procedures, feel-
ings in various situations, etc. After one series of interviews was completed alfl
interviews were listened to and the questions for the next series were formulated
on the basis of what was said on the previous occasion. The core questions were
the same for all interviewees, but follow-up questions varied according to what
stadents answered.

"The teacher was interviewed before and after the assignment and the high
school librarian was interviewed three times: 1) before the start of the assign-
ment, 2} during the phase of intense information seeking, 3} after conclusion of
the assignment.

Besides interviews the empirical study also used observational sessions in
the classroom and in the library. Observation in the classroom took place
primarily at the beginning of the assignment during introduction and at presen-
(ation and conclusion. Observation in the library took place during the phase of
intense information seeking.

Moreover the empirical material includes siudents’ written reports, stu-
dents’ journals with short notes about their work and the teacher’s comments On
these notes, and the teacher’s detailed written assessment to cvery final report.
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A large part of the student interviews have been transcribed and analyse
Tﬁe analysis has been conducted step by step, focussing on different aspecis
dimensions in each step. In the analysis a double focus of information use on f
one hand and learning content on the other hand has been maintained. At_{ﬁi'
moment rather an exhaustive analysis of information seeking and use has becn
concluded as well as analysis of group interaction among the students, Analjs
of learning 18 in the process.

GROUP INTERACTION :
The cooperalive character of the assignment plays a vital part in students’
§xperi.ences of their work, In the interviews the students often referred to grou.
interaction, division of responsibility between group members, importance &
working with ‘the right’ partners, pleasure or frustration over group interacti
ete.

The overall topic of assignment was ‘What will be the positive or negative
consequences of a possible Swedish EU membership?’. Through brain-storm:
ing the whole class of 25 students and the teacher decided on five subtapics (o
be studied: consequences for 1) industrial competition, 2) labour-market, 3}
defense and national security, 4) environment and 5} education and researéh:.
The students divided evenly with five students in each group. o

Analysis of group interaction has used four aspects, which grew out of |
comparing differences between individual interview answers: 1) Subject inter-
estor ‘right pariner’ 7 How was the group set up? 2} Organisation of céoperativ'ﬁ
Work, division of responsibility between group members. 3} Intensity of work.
How often, when and where did the group meet? Progress of work in time. 4
Students’ views of cooperative learning — implicaticns, importance. Students :
were interviewed individually, and every individual interview has been consid-
ered but the result of this analysis is tied to the frame of the group.

My effort in the analysis is concentrated on understanding the students’.

experiences of group interaction, not my observation of their actual behaviour,:
thus a second-order perspective is applied.
‘ Fach group has its own pattern as to the four aspects used. Three groups,
“Industry”, “Defense”, “Education”, were set up out of a wish to work ;ith the
zjigtharmers. To the group “Environment” the fopic was definitely the uniting
force, although three of the five students would have accepled another topic. The
group “Labour-market” was not constituted either out of subject interest or &
wish to work with the right partner. Conditions in the situation brought these
students together, S

Three groups, “Industry”, “Defense” and “Environment” organised their
work in close cooperation as to sharing information, discussing, planning,
assuming responsibility both for individual efforts and for the whole group.
They met very frequently and spent a lot of time together outside class. The
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group “Education” met less frequently and divided tasks between them more,
.t did not lose touch with their joint project. The group *I.abour-market”
divided responsibility for most tasks including the editing of the final report, and
sever met outside class.

In two groups, “Defense” and “Education”, all students preferred coopera-
sive study to individual assignments. In the group “Industry” there were persons
swho definitely preferred individual study. although this time the students were
extremely pleased with the composition of their group. In the group “Environ-
ment” a number of persons were very worried at the beginning, but relieved and
pleased at the end, since group interaction had been more successiul than they
had anticipated. The group «Lahour-marketl” had mixed views on individual
versus cooperative study. They were frustrated over group interaction.

We will later compare these group patterns with variations regarding some
aspects of information use.

USE OF INFORMATION
Analysis of information seeking and use started with comparisons between
concrete differences regarding what libraries students used, what types of
sources, periodical articles, books, propaganda material, non-print material
etc., what search paths or bibliographical tools did they use?

This first step of analysis showed that the students were all rather skilled
information scekers. They were used to independent study, particularly insocial
studies. and they frequently tatked about previous experiences of search paths,
types of material, recommendations from the teacher concerning the framing of
research questions, etc. They were experienced users of periodicals’ databases
available in their high school library. It was natural for these students to think
that if they were unable to find what they needed in the high school library media
centre, they would go on searching in public libraries or in academic libraries.
They all sent for propaganda material from organisations campaigning for Yes
or No 1o Swedish EU membership as well as from the Swedish government
secretariat for EU information.

Although students were interviewed individually differences regarding
these concrete search patterns are tied not primarily to individual students but
to the groups. Students belonging to the same group have largely used the same
librarics, the same source material and the same search lools.

The group “Labour-market” restricted library use to the high school media
centre. They mainly used periodical articles, organisational material and gov-
ermment booklets as types of sources. Three groups used their high school
library and other libraries in the vicinity. Types of sources used were articles,
hooks, informational materials from organisations and government institulions.
The group “Environment” hardly used their school library media centre at all,
but were frequent users of several public libraries. This group also used a wide

A
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variety cf.soarces from other Swedish and Danish institutions Th‘if:.
Joumai.ar{m}es less frequently than other students and preferred b.ooks-}
:1:;13 {?f the {l)ther groups did. All students in all groups used interview m‘fa:ii’l
o :;1::;;:;;&;:1&1 experts in Stockholm were an integral and requirgd

Smnce group pattern prevailed over individual variation the next questi
a_naly.swj was “What directs or influences group patterns?” Is it grou it
tion, is it students’ previous knowledge of the subtopic, is it their amii-ti n b
top %rades. information-seeking skills, or anything EES{;? 'G.'ﬂ' .
Further analysis of interviews showed interesting differences between th
smdents‘ azg.tf? what they considered as particularly u;eful material and why
cher significant differences appeared with regard to how students tfeite
ﬁlﬁased sources. Successive comparisons between students’ conce Ltiorr:s ;
m_mrrr_mt;cm use resulted in a number of categories of students’ unéelrjsmné::m
of various phenomena such as relevance, information overload, biased ouii)
and cognitive authoriry. e
This paper will present examples from the analysis of differences concerﬁ-
how students dealt with biased sources and relate these differences to dif‘fé :
ences as to students’ understanding of assignment goals and coo erét e
interaction. It is imporiant to keep in mind that the phenomenographic sna} sis
uses a second-order perspective. This means that the results are grounde{yi
what students say about using and handling various sources N.o observationwa
undertaken to check students’ actual behaviour. - ) o

r . HANDLING OF BIASED SOURCES
Fhe‘mplc of Swedish EU-membership is a controversial matier, and was
particularly since the empirical study was conducted aéout 8iX n{nmhs be;or
t‘he Swedish referendum. The assignment task as presented 5\’ the tcaéher wa&
for the students to learn enough about the topic to be able to critically discuss.
()mFiy and in writing, possible consequences of Swedish membershi yAmon .
variety of sources all the students used biased material for this task Szme oftfi
material was sent for particularly because it was biased, 1t Qas‘ material:
produced or delivered from Yes- or No-campaign organisati{;ns Oti{er.murces.
x.ve;e ;eve_aieé b} the §t15der&ts as being hiased. They were retricvc.d via de:tabase '
;gozfsmg in libraries and were published in vanous journals, newspapers ot
Three categories of experiencing biased sources emerged:

A “Confusion”

Crpdente £ e P EE

,,flzdems‘found i extremely difficult to handle biased material. They were
‘.\;’cm:ly mftuu;a,e(; by what they were reading and swiftly changed opinions on
the matter according 10 the standpoint taken by a particular text. Students

analyze underlying values. T
of possible advantages of drawbacks of a Swedish EU-membership, because the

available materia
category.
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focussed their atiention on looking for facts in all sources and they complained
sbout a lack of facts in strongly biased texts. This caused feelings of uncertainty
and vagueness. These students never scrutinized debate arguments or tried to

hey found it difficult to constructa coherent picture

1 was full of contradictions. Four or five students belong to this

Agneta 2' says: 1 find it difficult to read all articles... there is such & lot, They all look
at everyihing... All articies are written from somebody’s point of view. 1tis difficult
to find coherence. [ mean... you read some articles and they are all in favour, those
who wrote them all want to jointhe EEC, and then, well, it seems obvious, it sounds
all right when they write that they wanl to join the EEC, Then you read something
clse. where they all say no and talk about all the drawbacks and then it is hard to know

whaf to believe.
9

I: Either way may sound convincing?
Agneta: Yes, they only write about what they think is positive. They leave the rest
out. }t might be... perhaps | gught 1o write it down... all pros and cons in order (o put

it together. That is whai I should do at the moment... 10 find coherence.... | think. }

is somewhat messy.

I: 1t s, is it?

Agneta: Yes, Fread and then i think... but this sounds OK, of course we should join
the EEC. Then [ go on to the next article, and... ok god, we do not want this do we,
I do net wani fo join the EEC any more, like that. No, ene has to put it together

somehow.

In the third interview Agnetais still confused by bias. Her difficulties remain
unchanged. She never succeeded in putting things together:

Agneta 3. Well, we wanted clear evidence about what wili happen ¢n this issue of
equity and about the labour market and about the trade unions... On unemployment
we found pretty good information on what will happer, but the rest... it was so foggy
you might say, even the books we got af the Ministry of iabour... even those books
were vague, we never found any clear evidence on what will happen, if we join or
i# we do not join. Probably they do not know for sure themseives---- there is ao
concrete evidence,.. or any facts... and it is difficuit to use this, when one gets... there
is like.... everything is 50 vague... o0 does not.... the result is all foggy.

As amatter of factit was very difficuitto read... articles, because they were so biased.
1 then iried o look for... yes] iooked for... keywords... some words from every article
and then... yes wenl OB checking. Sometimes... On cettain issues.... they said the
same thing, but stiit it was biased, phrased in different ways, so We tried te look for
more facts, to find out how it really was or some chart... that is informative, there you

find... facts.

Some articles were useful, even though they were very piased we managed to getone
or two sentences out of every article.
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B. “Bias is accepted”
Stucieflls in this category actively searched for both Yes- and No-camp
material. Gradually they gave up the ambition to maintain a balance E)etwe.e'z'x
and No. A number of these students found unanimous opinions among ex

and texts about the consequences of Swedish EU membership and the stuge'
accepted this as a truth, They found no valid arguments against membershi
Material produced by No-organisations was less reliable or credible and ¢
well designed than that of Yes-organisations. Ten or eleven students bci.m.i

this category. :

Nadja 3 says: On ocur topic [ came to the conclusion that it is absolutely clear
cannot be negative, --- Those of us who studied industry were to get only pogiti
answers, we kind of knew that before we went up to Stockholm. And I cannot §a°

we d!d not fook for people whe were negative toward the EUL. T do not knov‘s# }\;
ccriasr.;!y kad that ambition from the beginning that we should ey to find [::eople"ij';E bt
both sides, but we gave that up, it was hopeless. Even the stronges: environment T
‘d(}es not believe that the EU is bad for economic growth. Eve:yboéy agrees thati
is positive. --- Qur teacher criticized us for being... that our report is too oné-sideé
But it is impossible to find... ' ‘

We were positive already before going to Stockhoim, Merely... also when you read
nol propaganda material but mere factual information on the EU, in thig field Iyou
need not be very knowledgable in economics to grasp that the EU is a good thing cj.ﬁ
the whole. Even a science student understands that. ; 2

Inthe end... mayhe we should have tried bett
A h 3 erto... nottobe. . nottob i
so easiiy... after all. W evervihme

Likewise, other students in this category did not find any strong No-
ztrguxr}en{s even in material proeduced by organisations campaigning against
Swedish membership. They found evidence that EU member;hip was not.
controversial in the domain of education and research, which was their subtopic-ﬂ :

These students came to accept bias during the assignment work, From thé:
start they do not seem to have been aware of the difficulties that biased material *
v.:'(mkd cause, although they were aware of the {act that they treated a controver- -
sial matter which would require sources from different parties, '

C “Critical analysis of arguments”

.I‘h‘ls ca{ggory includes students who encountered lack of either Yes- or No-
m.formaaon among the experts of their subtopic field, but they did not accept
Lhrs‘ one-sidedness. They carefully scrutinized and compared arguments in
various texts. They tried to reveal how arguments were consirﬂ?:tecé. T}leir
critical reading pushed them further to check various sources in order to
compare how Yes and No propaganda material used the same sources to
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document contradictory arguments. These students drew the conclusions that
there is no unbiased, objective information on the issue. There are nine or ten

students in this category.

Maja 2: We had to send for some material since it was not available in any library,
it is from those who say yes or no, they have their own... pamphlets and things. So
we know something about what they think, because they slant it their way. They may
treat the same questions, but they changed one word, ... yes, an ordipary person
would not netice, ‘yea, that sounds all right” like... very heavily biased in different
directions. | quite enjoy reading how they... like.., give totally different answers to
the same question, in principle.

I: So you compared like that?

Maja: Yes. {Gives rather a long example about the treatment of auclear wastes.) So
they stanted their material heavily, they narrowed the questions as much as possibie
so as to fit their right answers. Yes, That is why it scems like a good idea to compare

like this.

...yes I find it most interesting to see how they... the Yes-party and the No-party, how
they slanted everything, I find thata little... T quite enjoy seeing how they really twist
things in order to arrive at the i ght answer. That’s what [ think. Therefore 1 quite like
reading these... these texts that are not at ail neutral but those that are really “yes”

and those that are really “no”.

Filip 2 says: [ doubt whether there is any objective information at all, except legal
texts and that kind. But L have noticed that when the different.... Yes- and No-parties
tried... or no not Yes- and No-parties but.... yes that’s what il is... but parties and
authors who have different opinions, when they try to describe things objectively....
their personal opinion shines through. It’s not difficult 1o follew.

Since many articies refer to the same text... only a short quotation... itis possible to
check this, but 1 do not think that people tell lies fike that, but they may have used
only something that suits their aim. It is a good thing to retrieve ali that and to have
read it maybe, although itis not... in order to know exactly what it is that they quote.

Madeleine 3 says; It is extremely difficult to find something that presents the truth.
Everything is biased, everything you get hold of. When... | probably mentioned this
hefore... while reading, one would notice, and this really shows very clearly - who
stands behind this... --- 1t has been hard. It has been impossible to retrieve anything...
all the time 1 had to... as it were,,, refiect on what this realiy is... do 1 really approve

of this or is it twisted in any way?

INTERRELATION: APPROACHES ~ CONCEPTIONS OF BIAS
According to phenomenographers differences in learning outcome are related to
students’ understanding of the task (i.a. Marton, Entwistle & Hounsell 1984
Marton 1992). Would it be possible todiscern variations in siudents’ approaches

as they appear in the interview material and relate these (o information use?
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.These brief examples show that differences in students’ intentions affe
their use of biased sources. Category A did not succeed in retrievint
meaning from partial information, because their approach was to oo
factual evidence in stead of ways of argumentation or undertying values
was category B successful in using biased sources. Their original intentions o
trying to kit a balance between Yes- and No-sources were abandoned. Cai’ég. ..
C h‘ad 'the intention to reveal bias and they managed to conduct critical dna
\.fve:ghmg pros and cons and underpinning their statements with substa
facts. '

Other aspects of analysis of information use among these students:
reif:vanc?jtzdgements, conceptions of information overtoad and con{:ept-ib s o
ti?e cognitive authority of information sources have resulted in similar cite
ries. which in turn seem to form a more holistic pattern of conceptions
information seeking and use. These categories may be related to stud
understgﬂding of assignment goals as expressed through their approaches. T
pattern is strengthened by students’ approaches to cooperative learning. i

. GROUP APPROACHES R
Smce‘group pattern often prevailed over individual students’ understanding
experiencing of information use we have three categories of experience of b
overlapping with the five group patterns®. :

Caregories of Bins A. Confusion B. Bias accepied C. Critical analy

Group ; -marke i
7 Labour-market Environment;

Defense

Industry;
Education & resedrch

A closer look at students’ approaches to cooperative learning within th.
groups suggests interesting variation. All students in the group “Industry
stressed the importance of “the right partner”. These students wanted to achie .
top grades, this was their overall ambition. In Stockholm they were mos
successful managing to interview two government ministers as well as top.
r{:p}'esemazive.s tor Swedish banking and industry. They were so confident abou
their success that they never really had any intention to be critical. Since the
were good friends they trusted each other alot and they appreciated the harmon
within the group. Their goal was success in Stockholm, not critical analysis.

T?e group “BEducation and research” started by adopting a critical approac
bga did not succeed very well. Their subtopic was particularly difficult, since it
did not at all invite any criticism on EU membership. It was not considered’
controversial by any source. These students’ understanding of assignment goal '
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was influenced by their topic interest. Education was a popular topic among all
the students and they were unable to predict the difficulties linked to the lack of
controversial matter. In this case the subject matter of the topic caused the main
difficulty.

In the group “Labour-market”, the students never agreed on any common
surposeful action to be taken, These students did not engage in any real
cooperative learning. They were forced by circumstances in the context to work
:ogether and divided work tasks between them.

Groups “Defence” and “Environment” both understood assignment goals as
conducting critical analysis of subject content. This meant using their subtopics
io discuss and analyse possible consequences of Swedish EU membership. Both
these groups had a strong awareness of the cooperative aspects of learning.
Many of the students in these groups underlined the value of their own differing
opinions about the EU. They learned from cach other and this enhanced the
guality of their analysis.

There are also differences between these two groups. Whereas in the group
“Defence” all students preferred cooperative learning to individual study,
approaches varied among the students in the group “Environment”. One person
definitely preferred individual study. One or two were rather sceptical and one
girl strongly emphasized the importance and implications of cooperative learn-
ing. Al the beginning, these students were worried that their group might
collapse. At the conclusion of the assignment they were relieved and confident
because their group work had been most successful. The group members saw
this as the result of good will and intentions from everybody.

CONCLUSIONS
The students were required to perform a complex task with many dimensions:
«  the subject topic was large, it was a complicated task to integrate knowledge
about subtopic, the EU and consistent reasoning on a contreversial issue;
« it involved independent information retrieval, including interviewing au-
thoritative experts;
« the topic entailed a situation of information overtoad;
« cooperative learning was a requirement.

The brief examples of analyses and results preseated here show variation
hetween the students’ understanding of the phenomenon of bias, These differ-
ences can be described through a limited nember of categories of conceptions
of bias. The differences between these categories are closely linked to students’
different approaches toward biased information.

Group patterns strongly reinforce individual vartation. There is clear over-
tapping between group patterns and categories of conceptions of bias. Success
or failure in the use of information was not related o factors that some of the
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students judged as particularly important for high achievement. Neitheg he
right partner nor the right topic led 10 a qualified treatment of bias. Consens:
within the group on the topical issue had a negative influence on the ug
biased sources. On the other hand, awareness of the importance of a critica
approach and respect for differences in personal opinions between the studéy
on the controversial subject issue were factors contributing to more qualificd
use of biased sources. e
Another important influence on information use, only hinted at here, is-ﬁae
students’ understanding of subject content. Students in the group “Education”
particularty encountered difficulties in information retrieval that they related th
their subtopic. The students of the group “Environment” worked at a subtop
which united them through a common subject knowledge and interest.
LIS models of information seeking and use often refer to individuals;
people in general. The present research findings indicate that coeperativ
learning situations strongly influence individuals’ information seeking beha:
tour. It still remains to discuss these results more thoroughly using relevar
theory of LIS as well as learning theory with a special focus on cooperativ
learning. The findings also raise issues for practicing teachers and librarias
relating to purposeful interventions in students’ learning processes. Thisint
concerns the professional roles and the interaction between librarians #
teachers. '

NOTES
I Numbers after names mark first, second or third interview.
2 There are one or twa exceptions to this overall piclure. Due to lack of space they wi
have to be left out of the discussion here. For the exhaustive analysis it is interesting:
to follow up this individual variation,
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