Information Needs and Information
Seeking Behaviors of Elementary
and Middle School Social Studies
and Cultural Heritage Teachers in
Taiwan

Shan-Ju Lin Chang

Professor

Department of Library and Information Science,
National Taiwan University

Taipei, Taiwan , ROC

Employing both qualitative and quantitative approaches, this study seeks to
systematically analyze the information needs, seeking, and use behaviors of
elementary and middle school social studies and cultural heritage teachers in Taiwan,
and to relate the findings to digital library system design. In-depth interviews and
questionnaire surveys were used for data collection. Data was analyzed qualitatively
and statistically in order to answer a number of questions regarding: the information
needs for teaching social studies courses, information seeking and collecting
behaviors, difficulties encountered while searching for information for teaching,
factors influencing information needs and seeking behaviors, and teacher
expectations of educational websites covering related subjects. Our results suggest
practical applications and implications for education policy makers and library system

designers.

Research Background and Purposes

Social Studies in Taiwan, covering the history, graphy and culture of local
communities, has only recently become an estaldish@riculum in the primary and
secondary schools of the nation. The intended aumn places an emphasis on cultural
heritage, covering the history, geography and calltlegacies of Taiwan and its local
communities. However, due to historical and pditi@asons (), teachers in Taiwan often do
not have previous knowledge or learning experiennethe subject matter. Though the
Taiwan Ministry of Education (TMOE) provides textdoand curriculum standards for other



courses, it only provides course development gindelfor the social studies and cultural
heritage classroom. However, the TMOE does notigeowr suggest standard textbooks or
teaching materials. As a result, developing cajreeeating materials, designing classroom
activities, and teaching the social studies culuituare a particular challenge for teachers.

The government of Taiwan invests large amountsariey and educational resources
in setting up and maintaining digital libraries andseums on the World Wide Web in order
to support both K through 12 education and lifegldearning for the general public.
Presumably, teachers whose duties include teachaigan-related courses, such as the
aforementioned social studies and cultural heritay@aiwan, are one of the major user
groups of these digital resources.

Given these circumstances, those who create andtaimaithese digital resources
would benefit to the answers to a number of infdromarelated questions such as: how do
teachers of social studies and cultural heritaffé! fimeir teaching role? What information do
they need to accomplish their tasks? How do theyckefor and find the information they
need? And, how can digital libraries and websit@staining social, historical, and cultural
content help them achieve their teaching goals?outrresearch, we systematically study the
information need, seeking, and use behaviors ahetary and middle school teachers
teaching cultural heritage and social studies iiw&a and explore possible applications of
our findings to the design of digital library syste

Literature Review

This study is related to two topics in the literatuThe first deals with questions about
a curriculum in cultural heritage. The other expkinformation needs, seeking and use,
especially as it relates to web design principles

Most studies in the literature that examine thechigay of social studies and the
cultural heritage of Taiwan discuss the definitimin scope of, and content associated with
teaching local heritage. Although teaching localithge is agreed to be important, there
seems to be no consensus on how to define the misnae“the local”, or “local heritage”.
For example, some researchers contend that a sénseality is mostly drawn from a
subjective identification of specific spaces angl pfhenomena, activities, and values that are
found within those spaces. However others conteat the idea of “the local” comes not
from the natural environment alone, but also frbmn telationships between the people found
in a space, and the relationships between thosee saeople and the space itself.
Furthermore, because the identity of Taiwan has laeeontroversial issue, complicated by
political, historical, and cultural issues, the lgoand missions of these studies are usually
consistent in current political, social, and edigratl contexts.



Teaching materials for a curriculum in the socialdges and cultural heritage of
Taiwan create other issues that are discussed s&xdn in this literature. Huang (1995)
identifies the following problems with, or weaknest teaching materials provided by
domestic publishers on the subject: 1. Most mdsedaal with general information rather
than specific topics; 2. More are about traditiooakures than based on specific research
results; 3. Some are good for the general publicrimi good for primary or secondary
students; 4. Most contain only written materialthwniittle non-textual materials; 5. More
materials deal with studies of culture and heritag¢he county level, fewer look at other
levels of Taiwanese society; 6. Most materialskaged on administrative divisions of land,
few examine culture and heritage in terms of natdraisions of the land; 7. Most are
complied from adults’ points of view, few materidgiske into account the psychological
aspects of children or adolescence; 8. Most deseribe content by texts or with pictures,
few present the content by comics that can becaitteato children or adolescence.

Class activities for courses in the social andutalt studies of Taiwan are often
encouraged by schools, but such activities haveygiobeen successfully developed or used
because of the lack of teachers’ expertise, anéatttehat it is time consuming to collect and
compile the appropriate materials because of tla¢tescof relevant data and information.
Nevertheless, teachers are encouraged by natidneaton policies to adopt technology into
their teaching practices. However, little is knowhout what teachers look for in these
situations, or how teachers go about finding thechiérg materials they need, especially
materials drawn from the Internet, for the purpokeourse preparation and self training in
the subject.

Research literature on information needs suggésts the concept of information
need is embedded in the user, the user’s informatiavironment, and information use
(Devadason & Lingam, 1997). Wilson (1997), in anteesive multidisciplinary literature
review, contends that information seeking is cottabky bound, and is mediated by personal
factors, environmental factors and source chanatits. Nicholas (1995) proposes that the
analysis of information needs should include thgjeszts one is interested in, the function of
information, the nature of information type, théelfectual level required to understand the
materials, the viewpoint adopted by the author whavides the information, the quantity,
guality, and dates of information, the speed ofveey of information (i.e., how it can be
provided), and the place where information is pomdl) as well as its processing and
packaging (i.e., the level of value-added mateaald the media format of the information).

Although information needs and seeking literatueaagally examines the sources and
channels used by a specific group (Case, 2002),eSasearchers go further proposing a
model for understanding the process of informaseeking. Leckie, Pettigrew & Sylvain



(1996) proposed a model of information seeking leemdor professionals, such as teachers,
that suggests that work roles and tasks drive #eds for information in the workplace.
Information needs then lead the person to seekndetmation. Their information seeking
processes are then influenced by two major factbesperson’s awareness of information,
and the characteristics of the sources of inforomati

From these sorts of studies, it can be concludaditis important to understand what
schools teachers may encounter in their informagiovironment and task situations in order
to develop teaching resources for them, especmalyerials and information intended for
distribution as Web-based Internet resources agdadilibraries (Borgman, 2003). This
research investigates teachers in their commurfifyractice, examining what and how they
do to find information and develop materials, tesaurces they need, the difficulties they
encounter while seeking information, and the infation channels they use to teach courses
related to the cultural heritage of Taiwan.

Research Questions

The research questions asked in this study includhet information/materials do
teachers need for teaching the cultural heritagéao/an? How do they seek and collect the
information they need? What difficulties do theyceunnter while seeking such information?
What factors influence their needs for informatiamd their seeking behaviors? What are
their expectations for a useful educational welhsit¢he subject?

Research Methods

This study employs multiple methods, both quak&tand quantitative. In-depth
interview and questionnaire surveys of culturalithge teachers in elementary and middle
schools were conducted for data collection. Methmdgsontent analysis and descriptive
statistical analysis were then applied to the dataqualitative and quantitative analysis
respectively.

The interview explored the questions of four aspeactteaching studies of Taiwan
communities and cultural heritage, including whaeacher needed to do in preparation for
the course before teaching and how she accomplibiestisks, what sources or channels she
turned to, and what teaching aids or materialstéaeher used during teaching. Specific
guestions regarding the experience of Internet wss also explored, including the
difficulties or barriers the teacher encounterelde Tesults of interview analysis formed the
basis for designing survey questionnaire to be gotedl at the later stage. 30 teachers from
both elementary and middle schools were intervietheough the snow balling method. The
length of interview was 90 minutes in average.



A survey questionnaire was administrated through werkshops held by the Office
of Promotion of Digital Libraries/Museums Projefitsm Taiwan National Science Council.
139 of survey questionnaire respondents were ¢etleend analyzed for descriptive purpose
using standard statistical analysis software.

Subjects Background

Among the thirty subjects interviewed, thirteenctesxrs were from twelve middle
schools and seventeen teachers were from elemesthopls. Teaching experience ranged
from two years to thirty-eight years, with an awygaf fifteen years. 14 of the interviewees
had experience in writing or compiling teaching enetls for local education courses.

Of the questionnaire respondents, 32% were midthed teachers and 59% taught
at elementary schools. 9% were not teachers busttfé members. The gender ratio was
83% female to 17% male. About 54% of the respotsd&iad more than ten years of
teaching experience. Respondents fell into thievahg age groups: 20 to 29 years old
(34%), 30-39 years old (44%), and 40-49 years PR¥{). In terms of subjects taught, 57%
of respondents from elementary school were subgpeicific teachers, and 43% were
homeroom teachers. The majority of respondent®b6f7from middle schools were
responsible for teaching Mandarin Chinese, and 1486h in history, geography, music,
computers, or citizenship, and another 14% teauobraubjects.

Research Results

The major findings of this study are presentecerms of the following aspects: 1. the
characteristics and impacts of situated educatienglronments; 2. the characteristics of the
research participants’ needs for information; & tharacteristics of research participants’
information seeking and sources used; 4. the factofluencing information seeking
behaviors; and 5. research participants’ expectatod related educational web resources.

The characteristics and impacts of current educational environments

Our study found that the educational policies ef lttcal government requires schools
to provide Taiwan communities and cultural heritagarses without giving clear guidelines
in terms of what is to be taught. 68% of the questaire respondents indicated the reason
they teach such courses was mainly to meet thguined teaching hours. Under these
circumstances, there are specific issues assoadigtiedhese teachers:

A. Feeling inadequate in competence: in most casesses were not taught by
teachers specialized in such material, and didhaet enough time for course



preparation. Teaching such courses involves mucte rtime than teaching of
regular courses.

B. Feeling uncertainty about the goals/contentslte®f the course: mostly because
such courses comprise a new curriculum.

C. Having a get-by rather than get-ahead attiteatd such courses: in middle
schools, under the pressure on students to getairiigh school, such cultural
heritage courses were not taken seriously by stadenteachers because the
subject is not listed among those to be testetifgr school admission.

Furthermore, in many schools, those who teache®leburses are required to create
their own teaching materials without knowing whiginslards to be followed, and might not
have any support from the school. Only 28% of #spondents indicated that they had been
involved in creating and editing teaching materaisthe subject. Thus, for the majority of
Taiwan cultural heritage teachers, the needs faliig usable learning materials and useful
teaching information become individual endeavor.

The Characteristics of the Teachers’ Needs for Information

According to our interviewees, the types of infotima needed depended on how
each school defined the concept and content of atidunc on Taiwan or local cultural
heritages. For example, the information sought noft&n was related to the following six
major topics:

A. holiday festivals,

w

regional history and geography,

campus and community environments,

o 0

local dialects,

m

ancient architectures and temples in Taiwan, and,

F. traditional handcrafts.

Needs for relevant information were more intengettiose at the institutional level
responsible for compiling teaching materials faclsaourses about Taiwan.

The Characteristics of Subjects’ Information Seeking and Sources Used

The teaching materials sought after by the locatation teachers



In addition to the textbooks, the most used sounE@sformation for teaching courses
about Taiwan are, in order of perceived importamggre as follows: relevant books (75%),
Internet resources (51%), teacher handbooks arditepguides (49%), field studies (34%),
and pamphlets of activities and exhibitions (32f&)rthermore, the survey showed that the
most useful teaching aids were: videotapes (83%tqs (72%), field visits (53%), and
artifacts of animals and plants (38%).

Given the limited time frame for teaching such sast needs for such materials are
influenced by the following five major factors:

A. regional features,

W

convenience,

resources availability,

o 0

composition of the student body, and

m

length of teaching time.

For some teachers, editorial roles in publishinguant teaching materials were also a
source of major challenge. Those who were resplan&ib compiling teaching materials on
local cultural heritages collected information niaithrough on-going information gathering
in everyday life and field research, accountingG0%6 of the respondents. The second most
used source of information for publication was ook the subjects, accounting for 47%,
and then government publications?40whereas Internet resources accounted 84 33

The study also identified the information channaked to find those teaching
materials. Most teachers first turned to interpeasachannels, including senior teachers,
colleagues, students, parents of students, andl lpcestigious people. Secondly,
organizational or institutional channels were tdrrte, such as government agencies or
private bodies. Third channel used to acquire tegchmaterials was through field
investigation. Internet also became one of therm&dion channels that school teachers used
to seek information needed.

Difficulties of Internet Use

The Internet has become one of the important alanto search for teaching
materials. Majority of the teachers used Intermetreh engines in order to find information
on specific topics for teaching that were locatedsabject-based websites. Teachers in this
study also reported that many difficulties wereamtered when searching on the Internet.
These difficulties include:



A. lack of appropriate contents

B. problems with hardware or transmission
C. instability of websites, such as incompletenessisappeared websites
D. inadequacy of personal skills and capabilities &&kengood use of Internet

E. time pressures, such as lack of time or takingroech time to search on the web

Expectations of Internet resources for Local Education

When asked what about the characteristics of aal iebsite containing teaching
resources for a curriculum on the studies of Taiwammunities and cultural heritage,
interviewees expressed their expectations in tessontents, organization, and usability.
With respect to contents, a useful website mustcbmplete and detailed, with clear
classification schemes. Websites should not cossigtly of texts but also pictures, audio,
activities worksheets, and test sets for studesésssnent. In terms of organization, the
following items should be integrated into a usefidbsite for resources sharing: materials
such as teaching guides or outlines, complied tegcimaterials from colleagues of other
schools, and current existing Internet resourcefamvan.

According to the questionnaire survey on what tpeex in terms of contents on an
ideal website, 79% of respondents said that a Lsedipsite must provide supplemental
materials based on course textbooks. 58% considituegnt worksheets important to have.
42% expected to see similar teaching materialdhefaurriculum from individual schools.
37% would like to learn about news on other weksitiethe relevant subjects. 34% expected
to see photos and pictures.

According to the questionnaire survey on what tpeex in terms of the functions of a
useful website for such curriculum, 67% would likesee DIY audio-visual aids, software
downloads, and the ability to print resources. 6e¥nsider it important to have a teaching
materials design system. 58% expected to havelseapabilities, and 58% would like to
have interactive functions such as “question arsivan”

With respect to information display, most respondari this study (67%) desire that
website content be displayed mainly by subjectyog&ographic region (42%), or by a table
of contents in textbooks (17%). Another 17% of tlespondents also expect to see
information organized in chronological order.



Implication and Conclusion

This study suggests that the information litera€ysa@hool teachers is an important
issue that needs to be addressed at an educgtaiel level. School teachers are hampered
in seeking out information on topics in the soaaldies and cultural heritage of Taiwan by
issues of time, their lack of expertise on the satyjand the information literacy skills that
would allow them to search the Internet effectivalfius it would be useful for government
agencies to assist teachers with different knovédalirkgrounds and search skills to acquire
information literacy skills.

For a website to be useful to teachers educatumpsts about the history, geography
and cultures of Taiwan, website designers needake into account the community of
practice, as well as the educational environmentssituations in which such teachers find
themselves. These findings suggest that a useflisitee or digital library for such a
community of teachers should provide contents edlé course textbooks that are currently
in use, and in multiple formats, especially inchglpictures or images. Websites could also
facilitate teaching if content was organized byjeaband by geographical region, and if
student worksheets or a showcase of how to apmywabsite content in teaching was
provided. To fully utilize information technologg, useful website or digital library should
also provide interactive mechanisms and toolswiluatld enable the user themselves to create
teaching materials.

The findings of this study also suggest a modiiocatof the model proposed by
Leckie et al. (1996) in which the information emriment, such as organizational policies,
and individual characteristics, such as the levedducation and domain knowledge, should
be taken into account to fully understand the imfation seeking processes of professionals.
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