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Abstract
For many years, information literacy frameworks have encouraged students to evaluate the quality of the material within the sources they access. Much less thought has been given to helping learners at the end of a school assignment to identify the benefits to their project that emerged when they drew upon their selected information. This report presents a two-year study in which two different Sixth Form groups were introduced to two models devised for this purpose. Each was based on well established ideas developed by experts in information behaviour. Many of the students, all of whom were candidates pursuing the Extended Project Qualification, made imaginative use of the models, which proved invaluable in enabling them to satisfy the course’s assessment objective relating to the exploitation of resources. The second framework, derived from research by Dervin and Reinhard, was received particularly enthusiastically, probably because the elements are more easily arranged in a chronological sequence, so enabling the learner to reconstruct the “story” of their research experience. It is, however, difficult to reach unequivocal conclusions about student preferences as each of the two groups was introduced to only one of the two models and the candidates did not have to choose between them.
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1. Introduction: the problem
Models of information literacy (IL) have long highlighted the importance of students taking a critical attitude to sources and their contents, especially when tackling school assignments. In an early seminal framework, Marland (1981), pondering on the materials that the youngster might use, suggested a series of criteria that should be considered when examining, selecting and rejecting specific items. Marland was by no means a lone voice on the matter. Around the same time, Paterson (1981) highlighted various abilities that were integral to the skill of “evaluating information” (p. 9). Trigg (1981) gave this area particular attention. Although he narrowed down the key issues to those concerned with the “relevance” and “veracity” of the material at hand (p. 304), he presented an array of other critical skills required by the individual. These ranged from the student considering their purpose in reading to their use of the acquired information in an organised, written form.

More recently, with the development and popularity of the Internet and social media, especially, the importance of students taking a questioning perspective on the information they access has increased dramatically. This has led to the emergence of many checklists that urge readers to test material against a set of factors. However, both in the 1980s and in the modern electronic age, much less attention has been given to helping learners think critically, at the end of an assignment, about how the information they chose to use has been of help. This report is devoted to a two-year project that explored a possible response to the problem. Two Sixth Form groups were offered two different frameworks devised by the author and derived from well established models of information behaviour. The report compares the tools and explores the ways in which they were adopted by the learners.

2. The project
2.1 Context: the school, the students and their course
The students involved were sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds attending a high-performing secondary school in northern England. The organisation frequently secures an “Outstanding” rating in Ofsted inspections. All the youngsters were pursuing the Extended Project Qualification or EPQ—a level three course that requires candidates to undertake a major independent learning study on a subject of their own choice. It culminates in the delivery of an oral presentation and a 5,000-word essay or report. The students also maintain a research diary (or “production log” as it is known) throughout the duration of the work. 20% of the overall marks are awarded for meeting assessment objective two—the use of resources. In particular, the course specification demands that candidates “critically select, organise and use information, and select and use a range of resources”. The collected data/literature must be applied in a relevant way, with the student demonstrating an “understanding of any links, connections and complexities of the topic” (AQA, 2019, p. 8).

In order to help EPQ candidates demonstrate to the assessor that they had taken a questioning attitude to the information they had accessed, it had long been customary in the school for teachers to invite them to produce a “source analysis document” in which they evaluated each of the items they had consulted against the quality criteria put forward in their favoured checklist. Over time, however, it had become apparent that “critical use of information”, as it is understood in the course specification, may not only relate to the appraisal of material; it can also refer to the ways in which it is incorporated into the final product. The two tools featured in this report were devised to encourage the students to address this dimension directly.





2.2 Year one (2022)
In his Theory of Information Intents, Todd (2005) suggests five scenarios that can be “both drivers and effects of information utilization” (p. 199). They were adopted in the latter context as the basis of a framework that the EPQ candidates might use at the end of their independent learning projects to determine how each source had been of value to them in their research. Todd’s original intents are those labelled (b) to (f) in Table 1. They assume that the individual had some “picture” of the subject in their mind before the source was consulted and this was in some way amended or developed as a result of interaction with it. The picture may come from either prior knowledge in advance of the assignment or recent reading, earlier in the study. Clearly, this creates problems in a situation when the person is looking back at the first item they chose to use at a time when the subject of their project was entirely new to them. Unless they returned to the source subsequently, after gaining knowledge from elsewhere, there is no picture that offers a basis for comparison. Consequently, it was necessary to add a further intent—designated in Table 1 as (a)—that ultimately served as a first consideration. As they were completing the first draft of their essay/report, the students were presented with Table 1 in a paper handout which also offered accompanying explanation. Specifically, they were told how a critical perspective on information of the kind expected by the examination board can involve assessing—once the essay/report has been written—how the sources from which material has been drawn contributed to the final work. The prompts stated in Table 1 offer one approach.

Table 1: First set of prompts to help EPQ candidates ascertain the value of the information used

	
Information Intents
	Derivative criteria for source analysis
Has using the item…

	a) Get an establishing picture
	assisted me in developing an initial familiarity with my subject?

	b) Get a complete picture
	added to what I knew before?

	c) Get a changed picture
	altered my ideas or what I thought I already knew?

	d) Get a clearer picture
	enabled me to link my existing ideas more effectively?

	e) Get a verified picture
	corroborated information I have from elsewhere?

	f) Get a position in a picture
	helped me to form my own perspective on the subject?



As the EPQ is meant to be an independent learning project, the students were offered the framework simply as a potentially useful tool. There was no insistence that they must adopt it, nor was any guidance given on how it might be applied. Most students chose to incorporate a “use” statement into their source analysis document. Usually this meant adding another column to a table they were already preparing. A few preferred to present a separate analysis in a fresh document. In the past, a very small minority of candidates had included a final column in their source analysis table in which they answered the question, “Did I use this item?” The response had almost always been just the single word, “yes” or “no”, with the briefest of elaborations. No reference was made to any existing framework.
	
Several candidates now drew inspiration from the Todd-inspired table in ways which could never have been forecast and developed new creations that were unprompted. Of these, the most popular was a purpose-built grid introduced in the student’s EPQ oral presentation near the end of the project. Although the look of the grid varied from one individual to another, all were essentially similar and, in each case, it was used to begin a discussion of the candidate’s source material. A generic version is shown in Table 2. Most of the youngsters who constructed something of this kind featured only the six information uses suggested in the first table but one, here known as “Ruth”, added another—“For examples to support an argument”. The girl in question believed it important to record this particular scenario, as she felt, none of the other uses adequately embraced the situation she had in mind.

Table 2: Generalised version of the structure devised by several EPQ students to show their use of sources

	
	
	Uses of information derived from Todd’s intents 

	
	
	For familiarisation
	For adding more to own knowledge
	For idea adjustments
	For linking ideas
	For corroborating existing information
	For perspective development
	Own use identified by student

	Named sources
	Citation of Source A 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Citation of Source B 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Citation of Source C 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Citation of Source D 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Citation of Source E
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Citation of Source F 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Ticks were added in the appropriate boxes to show the student’s use of each item in a particular context.

There were two cases where students applied the original table in ways that were unique. In the first instance, one boy—again in the oral presentation—highlighted six different sources and discussed them at length. Since each was being mentioned because it had been particularly helpful in meeting a different intent, the candidate believed his approach was critical in demonstrating the diverse ways in which he had used information in his project. When the youngster referred to the sources he chose to discuss as a “sample” of the literature he had seen, it became apparent that parallels could be drawn between his explanation and the “maximum variation” form of purposeful sampling prevalent in qualitative research and described by Patton (1990, p. 172). Here cases are selected on the basis that, in sum, they exhibit great diversity. Whilst the boy excelled in presenting what Patton terms “high-quality, detailed descriptions of each case” (p. 172), he was much less concerned with identifying features that several of the sources shared or ways in which each item may have been of value in meeting secondary intents.

The second unique student used the table as a stimulus for the creation of a model to represent her personal research process. Again, this was revealed in the oral presentation. She differed from everyone else, however, in building her whole presentation around the six intents, sequencing them in the order that she felt reflected what she had done and treating their entirety as a framework to guide her account of the project. Ultimately, she offered a diagrammatic model and a complementing narrative description. The former is shown in Figure 1. The structure was produced by an outstanding student; nothing comparable was submitted. It shows a mastery of abstract thought that was unparalleled among the Sixth Formers studying for the EPQ at the time. Each of the six elements was, though, taken from the table. No further aspects were added. The candidate pondered on the possibility of incorporating dates to show when each of the stages took place but eventually decided against it, partly because she could not be exactly sure when they had happened. It would be useful to know whether, with hindsight, she would have preferred to have undertaken her work in a different way from that conveyed in the model or whether this could be a blueprint for the design of her research in the future. The latter would have been consistent with a key characteristic of problem-based learning as quoted by Kelley (2008)—in their formative years, students acquire through problem-solving situations skills that will stand them in good stead in their careers to come.

















Figure 1: Model of the research process presented by an EPQ student and based on Todd’s Theory of Information Intents

`a) Developing early subject familiarity
b) Learning more about the subject
d) Linking ideas I had already formed
e) Corroborating my existing information
f) Acquiring my own perspectives
c) Amending what I thought I knew


















2.3 Year two (2023)
The approach taken with the first group of students may be criticised on the grounds that only one model was submitted to them. The choice facing the candidates was essentially a dichotomous one—they could either reject the framework or adopt it. At least, though, in terms of the latter, they were left free to implement it in any way they wished. In order to provide future candidates with a different option and allow later students scope to select from two, the second year introduced a new framework to a new set of EPQ students. It was hoped that eventually, in years to come, EPQ candidates could select from several models in a similar way to how, under the current arrangements, they could adopt one from the various checklists for evaluating information. In this second year, though, the candidates were merely briefed on the new framework. This was again done via a handout, the content of which otherwise mirrored closely that disseminated in year one. It was circulated during the preparation of the first draft of the essay/report so the timing of its introduction was unchanged.

The second model emerged from research by Dervin and Reinhard (2007), who sampled staff and students involved in Higher Education in Ohio. Participants were asked how they had used information to resolve a problematic situation arising in their lives. The authors offered five categories of “helps” to represent different ways in which the participants benefited from the sources they exploited: “got pictures”, “got or kept moving”, “got support”, “got control” and “got there” (p. 60). It became apparent that the authors’ ideas could be reinterpreted in order to provide prompts that might enable the EPQ candidates to determine how far individual sources had assisted them with their work. Dervin and Reinhard’s category names were largely retained but the authors’ definitions were reinterpreted. The new questions are shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Second set of prompts to help EPQ candidates ascertain the value of the information used

	Category names
	Derivative criteria for source analysis
Did the item…

	a) Got pictures
	establish in my mind fundamental ideas or facts at the outset of the work?

	b) Got moving
	lead me to improving my understanding in a crucial way or alert me to other major sources/lines of inquiry?

	c) Got support
	back up facts I had seen elsewhere or ideas I had already developed?

	d) Got control
	prove instrumental to my progress in some other way?

	e) Got there
	provide material that I knew would be pivotal to me when forming a conclusion?



To ensure that, in sum, the prompts suggested embraced most of the ways sources might be of value and that nothing significant had been omitted, the author consulted a separate list of “uses” in an earlier paper (Dervin, 1983), with a view to adding any that might be suitable. There was found to be none. Nevertheless, students were invited to add their own criteria and, if they felt it necessary, interpret the category names in the table in a manner not reflected in the accompanying questions but which made sense to them. It may be said that if learners are truly to engage with this kind of activity, there is merit in indicating only obvious categories of value and giving students scope to identify their own further areas. If this is not done, learners may merely work their way through a predetermined checklist mechanically, especially if the list is lengthy.

The new framework was well received. One student, henceforth referred to as “Deborah”, chose to attach icons to the names. Although Dervin and Reinhard offer their own pictures, these were not shown to the students, and Deborah arrived at hers without any prompting. She represented “got pictures” with a starting pistol, “got moving” with an arrow and whizz lines, “got support” with a helping hand, “got control” with a computer mouse and, finally, “got there” with a chequered flag. A similar pictorial aspect could be added by a teacher introducing the prompts to a class. This is true, too, of course, of the set of categories based on Todd’s intents—the picture analogies lend themselves to representation in visual imagery. Any reader interested in taking this approach may be inspired by the way in which the sixteen Habits of Mind are shown “icon-style” by Costa (2015).

The learners used the second set of prompts in different ways. Some highlighted a small number of key sources and discussed how each was helpful in relation to one or more of the prompts. Another approach lay in using the criteria as headings within a table and arranging sources underneath them to show what each had contributed to the work. The most original approach was taken by Deborah. She adopted a diagrammatic format. The progress of her project was demonstrated in a left to right sequence that included all five icons, beginning with the starting pistol and ending with the chequered flag. Citations of the sources were stated at various points to show where particular sources had been most useful. Deborah and others exploited the fact that the prompts followed a broadly chronological sequence; this meant they could easily be incorporated into a narrative that covered the work from start to finish.

When conducting their reviews, most students began with the prompts stated in the table. An exceptional student, here named “Jo”, took a different approach. She started by rereading her final report and used different coloured highlighter pens to distinguish the material associated with the five prompts. Since her text was liberally laced with references, it became obvious to her which sources had been helpful in each of the five ways. In an earlier session, the students had been told that much of the writing of the 5,000-word document involved synthesis, i.e. combining information from different places to form a new creation. Jo referred to her breaking down of her essay in the way described as “deconstruction”. In terms of the ideas within the cognitive domain of Bloom’s Taxonomy, the process may be regarded as one of analysis (Bloom et al, 1956), with Jo separating her work into chunks on the basis of the contribution made by the information within it.

3. Comparison of the two frameworks
Many of the models which encourage students to evaluate information exhibit more similarities than differences, and shared strands in the issues they highlight can easily be detected. The author has written previously, “The currency of the work, the purpose behind its publication, the standing of the writer, the overall authority of the source and the relevance of the item to the user’s need/situation are commonly cited as criteria for thought” (Shenton, 2024, p. 57). In the new project, too, the prompts relating to Todd’s work on one hand and that of Dervin and Reinhard on the other are broadly comparable. If the former is termed “model one” and the latter “model two” and each of the prompts is given an alphabetic identifier in the way shown in the two tables, it may be said that there is a close alignment between:
· 1 (a) and 2 (a)—each model begins by considering the student’s state of knowledge near the start of the project;
· 1 (c) and 2 (b)—here each model is concerned with changes or developments in the individual’s knowledge or thinking;
· 1 (e) and 2 (c)—at this point the importance of verification is recognised;
· 1 (f) and 2 (e)—in the final area of commonality, both models emphasise the acquisition of a personal viewpoint on the subject.

In each model, the early prompts may be seen as complementary. The opening question in both tables allows scope for a situation in which, at least initially, the subject is entirely new to the learner; the third question in the Todd model and the second in the Dervin/Reinhard framework move on from this by exploring what students did with their early knowledge. It may be said that the tables actually go far beyond merely addressing processes associated with information use; the development that results from them on the part of the learner is fundamental to the acquisition of IL. If the seven categories identified by Bruce (1997) are taken as a basis, two are immediately apparent in the tables—those of “knowledge construction”, with its emphasis on building up a personal knowledge base, and “knowledge extension”, which highlights the importance of “personal perspectives” (pp. 14–15).

Still, there are significant differences between the two models. From the viewpoint of a teacher taking a group of EPQ candidates, the fourth prompt in the Todd framework is especially notable as it concerned with the crucial matter of linking knowledge, which is directly addressed in assessment objective two in the EPQ specification. Nevertheless, the second model offers its own appeal. The fourth question promotes diversity in the student’s thinking and a greater degree of ownership in the reviewing task, as it affords an opportunity for the individual to state their own ideas, rather than simply respond to issues that are put to them. In the first model, there is no such provision. Nevertheless, a verbal suggestion to this effect was made by the teacher when the Todd model was introduced, and Ruth, in particular, acted on it. The second model was more popular among the students. This may be due to the fact that, despite the seemingly attractive “picture” imagery of the first, the candidates found the second less abstract because the prompts lend themselves to a treatment which leads to a neat, linear sequence, beginning with their initial thinking and ending with writing the conclusion of their document. Essentially, it helps the student to conceive of their project as a story. If, as Reason and Hawkins maintain, storytelling can encourage explanation, analysis and understanding (Alterio, 1999), there is another benefit here—storytelling enables youngsters to construct sense from their experiences and not just communicate their use of information.

4. Limitations of the project
The study reported here was very limited in scale. The only students involved were Sixth Formers taking one particular course—the EPQ—in one school. Moreover, just one teacher administered the learning programme received by the participants. It is debatable as to whether the models would have been embraced so eagerly by students taking other courses. The EPQ is especially process-oriented and candidates’ use of information forms one of the four assessment objectives. The remainder of the marks are awarded for managing the project, developing and realising it, and reviewing what has been done (AQA, 2019). Students tackling courses where they cannot see a direct link between the frameworks outlined here and a particular assessment objective may well take a more apathetic attitude to them.

In addition to issues associated with student motivation, questions may be asked of the suitability, outside EPQ contexts, of the work that was done with the participants on their use of information. The instruction was prepared specifically to meet the needs of EPQ candidates and intended as part of a programme of taught skills that is an integral element of the course. In sum, this must amount to around thirty hours of classroom time (AQA, 2019). Although Brine (2012) recommends that the “initial planning stages of an EPQ”—and presumably the teaching that accompanies them—“would be a useful starting point for all post 16 students” (p. 11), as the EPQ course is fundamentally different from that leading to most Sixth Form qualifications, simply transferring this programme—or components of it—to other learning situations may be unwise. In short, the educator may find themselves training their young people in skills that they do not necessarily need for their studies, especially if these are more practically-based or of a less academic nature. 

Each of the two different Sixth Form groups was shown only one model. This was a conscious decision. It was felt that the second framework should be introduced in exactly the same way as the first had been. Any attempt in the second year to address them both would effectively dilute coverage of the second, when in the first year consideration was given exclusively to the Todd-inspired model.

The fact that the students were not given the opportunity to choose which of the two models they preferred meant that any comparisons outlined in this report came about in the mind of the author. Reworking the language of Patton (1990) is helpful here. It may be said that the comparisons made are “analyst-constructed” (p. 398), rather than “indigenous” (p. 393). This situation is very different from that in another project conducted at the same school around the same time. In that instance, EPQ candidates selected for their own use one of several information evaluation checklists available to them and explained why they had opted for it (Shenton, 2023). Still, in this new project, the format of the two tables was identical and the perspective in each was the same—references to “me” and “I” related to the student. It may be assumed, then, that in a future study any preference the learner might have for one model in particular when offered both would be due to the nature of the issues it raised or how this was done, rather than in the way the model was presented.

The possibility cannot be discounted that by the second year of the study the teacher’s delivery of the material may have improved—although the model was different, the teacher now had a year’s experience behind him in working with students on how they could assess the contribution each of their sources had made to their essay/report. Any progress in this regard on the teacher’s part was entirely subconscious; he used the same method throughout, briefing the class principally via a handout, supported by a PowerPoint slide, oral coverage and a question and answer exchange.

No claim is made that the contents of either model add up to all the possibilities of information use within an assignment. Indeed, Ruth, in noting how she had drawn on a certain source to provide her with examples to help illustrate her case, spotted another use of her own volition. If a teacher is looking to be more comprehensive, they may be tempted to add two of the scenarios discussed by Lupton (2008)—information may be needed when “seeking evidence” or “developing an argument” (p. 21). It should be remembered, though, that the participants in the study reported here were Sixth Formers; they were not adult scholars and any attempt to make students identify all the ways they have used information for a project is unnecessary at this stage in their academic lives.

The cognitive demands of thinking at the level necessary to exploit either model to the full should not be underestimated. The starting point means that the candidate must move from the general, i.e. prompts meant for everyone and intended to cover a range of situations, to the particular, i.e. the specifics of their own circumstances. By no means all students find such perspective switching straightforward. In pondering on additional uses of information in her EPQ and going beyond the ideas she had been invited to consider in the six prompts, Ruth adopted a process somewhat reminiscent of the constant comparative method of data analysis that has long been applied by qualitative researchers. Maykut and Morehouse (1994) note how here fresh categories are generated when new data does not fit those that have already been defined. It is unlikely that all Sixth Formers will be able to apply the degree of abstract thought required to distinguish between ideas that may be closely related.


5. Conclusions
In contrast to those that have been designed to help users evaluate the quality of information sources, there are few frameworks which invite readers to ascertain how their selected items have proved of value. Initial indications would suggest that the two models presented here based, respectively, on Todd’s Theory of Information Intents and the “helps” put forward by Dervin and Reinhard in their research offer considerable potential in this regard. In effect, the tools that were pioneered shift the key question from “How useful will this information be?” to “How useful has my information been?” In the EPQ, the highest marks for assessment objective two are awarded to candidates who demonstrate “critical analysis and application of the resources” (AQA, 2019, p. 10). Use of either of the two frameworks featured in this report can form important evidence that the student has satisfied this objective.

Perhaps the most surprising discovery is the diverse and imaginative ways in which the students exploited for their own reflective purposes the two models which, after all, were presented to them in somewhat “dry” and mundane tables. It is true that some candidates simply integrated their ideas on the sources from which they had drawn into an existing analysis they were carrying out as to the trustworthiness of the items but others used the model to inspire a completely new and separate table or diagram. The most effective students saw the framework simply as a starting point to stimulate their own ideas and ultimately developed their thoughts in such a way as to produce an outcome that was uniquely theirs.

It may be hoped that, in the time to come, more frameworks are prepared to help students think, at the end of an assignment, about how they have benefited from exploiting particular information sources during their work. Learners may then adopt one that seems to them especially intuitive or worthwhile, or possibly generate for themselves a hybrid which incorporates elements from more than one. In the latter case, there is, though, a danger that the unity of thought that underpins the construction of the original frameworks will be lost. Readers familiar with the work of Ross Todd and Brenda Dervin—two luminaries in the field of information behaviour—may feel, also, that the credibility of the two models presented here owes much to the authority of their ideas; altering or adding criteria from elsewhere—however well-intentioned or soundly based—inevitably dilutes their basis. Still, even the very limited work that has been done so far in this area and reported here has shown that some particularly intelligent students are able to take inspiration from a single structure and transform it into an informative device that owes as much to their own imagination as the thinking of the originator.
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