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Big Six Skills Process Model versus 

Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process Model
	Criteria
	Big6 Skills Process Model
	Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process

	Author(s)
	Mike Eisenberg and Bob Berkowitz
	Carol Khulthau

	Year Developed
	1990
	1985

	Purpose of Model
	General purpose research
	General purpose research

	Background of Author(s)
	Berkowitz was a media specialist; Eisenberg was an Educator
	Kuhlthau was a teacher-librarian

	Developmentally Appropriate?
	Can be modified for all age groups (Super3, Big6, Little12)
	High school and college level but could be adapted for younger students

	Recursive?
	Recursive and reflexive in nature
	Not as recursive

	Meta-cognitive?
	Not as clearly evident; students are encouraged to question at each stage but never externalize their thoughts about the research
	Cognitive schema are socially and interpersonally formed because the student relates feelings and thoughts about the research

	Evaluation of finished product?
	Evaluation included as final step
	Evaluation of finished product is not included

	Student’s feelings, thoughts considered?
	Thoughts, feelings and actions are not considered
	Large emphasis on the importance of thoughts, feelings & actions being acknowledged

	Process follow-through
	Follows through with Synthesis and Evaluation
	Only describes search process itself; ends when ready to write


	Criteria
	Big6 Skills Process Model
	Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process

	Prior Knowledge Connection
	No connection to prior knowledge – jumps right into Task Definition
	Relating prior experience is first step

	Strategies/Ideas
	No Strategies are discussed in model but lesson plans and ideas are on website www.big6.com
	Includes helpful strategies (included in model) to follow for each task

	Who chooses topic?
	Teacher
	Big emphasis on the student “owning” the topic so student chooses topic

	Collaboration necessary?
	Helpful but not required to collaborate with MS; tools and strategies are on website www.big6.com
	Very productive to have more than 1 teacher to direct the process; increases successful implementation.  5 levels of intervention are given as roles of ms:  organizer, lecturer, instructor, tutor, counselor



I chose to compare and contrast Mike Eisenberg and Bob Berkowitz’ Big Six Skills Instruction to Carol Khulthau’s Information Search Process Model.  

I was interested in the Big 6 Process model due to its popularity among media specialists and the fact that it can be reduced to the Super3 for elementary age students.  I was intrigued by Kuhlthau’s model because it has been around since 1985, was developed using high school students and considers thoughts, feelings and actions.  

I believe the Big 6 model is so popular because of its simplicity, perhaps.  There are only six stages and each stage has two sub-categories.  There are no strategies given to accomplish these stages, however.  I really feel like Kuhlthau had the right idea with the acknowledgement of feelings about the research assignment.  Without this phase, many students are confused and have no outlet.  Relating the assignment to prior experience is not discussed either.  I think a lot of students will change their focus and have to start over after wasting time in the “location and access” stage.

The Big6 Skills is the most widely-known and widely-used approach to teaching information and technology skills in the world.  There is a website (www.big6.com) that gives all kinds of information about the process and promotes the model.  There are sample lesson plans on this website, too.  There is a special set of Big6 web pages for use by students in elementary grades.  Maybe this promotion and availability of lesson plans has made this model so popular.

At the elementary school level, the Big6 is converted to the Super3 which is divided into 3 steps:  plan, do and review.  Emmy Lieser explains how she uses this model with a group of second graders as they study native American homes. She shares her lesson plan in Library Media Connection. (Lieser, 2005)


Bob Berkowitz (one of the authors of Big6 and also a media specialist) used his model to improve the test scores for a fledgling social studies class in New York.  At the time, the teacher’s (Scott Hopsicker) students had performed poorly on New York’s American History Regents Exam.  For the past two years, around 50 percent had passed.  After working with Berkowitz, an impressive 92 percent of his class was successful on the test.   Berkowitz worked with Hopsicker in moving the students from being dependent learners to being independent learners.  The goal was to incorporate higher-order thinking skills, because the exams require analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  The exams also require being able to move from literal to interpretive to applied levels of thinking.  Mr. Hopsicker had been teaching a lot of content and neglecting the problem-solving processes needed to engage that content.  (Margolis, 2002)

Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process was one of the first “process” models that attempted to teach strategies for critical thinking.  It is “user-centered”.  In the stages of “task initiation” to “starting writing”, feelings range from uncertainty to confidence, from anxiety to optimism, from confusion to clarity, and from apprehension to satisfaction or disappointment.  The actions remain the same for all stages as students seek relevant information.  (Kuhlthau, Ch 3, p 31)

It is thought that this acknowledgement of a student’s feelings, the cognitive processes involved (critical thinking, decision making, problem-solving) are essentially the same as those identified by scholars as necessary for the development of information literacy. (Bates, 1979, Ch 3, p. 30)  
My principal announced today that one of our school’s goals for next year is to work more diligently towards literacy!  If we make the student feel comfortable with themselves regarding information retrieval, they will be more likely to enjoy research and feel confident in investigating topics in their personal lives.  Therefore, we create an atmosphere of lifelong learners who can find solutions to problems in their own lives.
Technology is the Big Bang that has propelled literacy into an expanding universe.  The challenge to “everyday people” to keep up with this expansion can only be met through development of a framework for Information & Communications Technology (ICT) Literacy, such as that proposed with research based interventions.  Information “thinking skills” are the true essential skills for the 21st Century. (Serim, 2002).

Serim also notes that Kuhlthau’s research contributions led to a much greater understanding of the importance of teaching information skills.  “Kuhlthau’s research into the information seeking behavior of students contributed to her central philosophy of information literacy—that information literacy is not a set of individual tasks or skills, but rather a way of thinking that allows individuals to be the flexible thinkers and lifelong learning who will have success in the information age.” (Serim, 2002)
Deborah Swain investigated Carol Kuhlthau’s Search Process Model in a college environment.  She found evidence that the students followed the stages Kuhlthau established in her study but she also found that students did not necessarily complete the stages in order and some students combined stages.  Swain discovered that how students begin the search for a topic is critical to their success in completing the research assignment.  This process can also impact a student’s view of information resources on campus.  Swain’s analysis of student journals and interviews supports the cognitive evolution from ambiguity to specificity described in Kuhlthau’s model. (Swain, 1996)
I teach computer software to high school students.  I sometimes teach a class of PowerPoint and we discuss and complete a lot of research assignments and then make PowerPoint presentations from the research.  I look forward to trying some of these models with my students.

I like and admire the Kuhlthau’s process model due to the recognition of feelings.  Perhaps this model could be improved by carrying it beyond the stage where the writing begins.  I was not impressed by the Big6 Skills model.  Maybe this model could be improved by adding the appreciation and feelings stage.
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