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ABSTRACT 

 

Web-based learning is rapidly expanding as a method of delivery in higher 

education.  Nationally and internationally, more and more graduate degree programs are 

using this delivery method as a viable alternative to traditional campus based face-to face 

education.  Educators need to examine the extent to which information needs of students 

are being met in web-based contexts.  Because the majority of students enrolled in web-

based courses do not live near enough to their host institution to take advantage of 

traditional information resources, they may not have the same opportunities to meet their 

information needs.  Therefore, careful assessment and examination of student information 

needs is very critical to provide appropriate student services and to ensure student 

success.   

In addition, more research is required to explore the information needs of specific 

populations, such as multilingual students studying in web-based contexts.  This 

instrumental case study was concerned with culture and information needs of 

multilingual graduate students in web-based learning contexts.  Specifically, it aimed at 

answering the following research questions:  1) How and in what ways do multilingual 

graduate students in web-based degree programs perceive that their culture affects the 

way they meet their information needs in web-based learning contexts?   2) What do 

multilingual graduate students in web-based degree graduate programs perceive as their 

information needs? 3) What are the main characteristics and primary uses of information 

to satisfy multilingual graduate students’ needs? 

The study used the Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking by Johnson 

(1997) as a theoretical foundation.  The target population for this study was multilingual 

students who had partaken in a graduate level web-based learning degree program and/or 

course.  This research employed semi-structured interviews as the primary data gathering 

technique. 

 The findings of the study indicate that there were two types of factors influencing 

multilingual graduate students in web-based course contexts:  a) factors relating to 

students’ demographics and direct experience with the context and b) factors relating to 
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the context in which web-based courses are delivered, such as course related factors, 

technical factors, time related factors, and course resource-related factors.  

 Major findings of the study include that certain cultural elements directly affect 

the ways multilingual graduate students meet their information needs in web-based 

courses as they pursue their graduate degrees:  Language; geographic location; level of 

education; communication and interaction skills and styles; length of stay in host country; 

and cultural proximity to culture of host country.  Some cultural elements do not affect 

the students directly; they have indirect effects on the students, such as social class, 

nation of origin, and age.  Finally, race or ethnicity, and gender were reported to have 

played no direct role in fulfilling their information needs in web-based courses.  

Other findings of the study include that students perceive that there are three types 

of information needs: a) information needs of the students relating to the University, b) 

information needs of the students relating to the program, and c) information needs of the 

students relating to courses.  

The participants were asked to characterize the types of information they used and 

describe all information sources that they utilized to satisfy their needs in web-based 

courses.  Online library resources and course websites were two most often used 

information sources.  Additionally, physical libraries, including the University libraries, 

local university, public, or community college libraries were used by the participants to 

meet their information needs.  Textbooks and printed materials were among the other 

most often used information sources by the study participants.  Finally, each participant 

was asked to identify and provide examples of information use activities where they met 

their information needs in their web-based courses.  Students had to fulfill their 

information needs in three types of activities both synchronously and asynchronously:  1) 

class discussions individually or collectively; 2) individual assignments; and 3) group 

projects and assignments.  

In conclusion, an overview of this instrumental case study, limitations of the study 

and implications for the theoretical framework and information practices are presented.  

Recommendations for future research are made. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

 

Context of the Problem 

Advances in information and communication technologies have led increased 

wealth, affluence, and consumption in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  These 

technologies have contributed to societal change, which has in turn led to increased need 

for new and different educational settings.  Reevaluation of the ways that education has 

traditionally been delivered is required by educators, administrators, and other 

stakeholders so that more people can be reached. 

Online education (See Definition of terms, Appendix A) is a fast growing method 

of delivery at a distance in higher education.  Although up-to-date and accurate numbers 

in this growth may not be readily available, to illustrate, a study by the U.S. Department 

of Education indicated that “nearly 2.9 million students enrolled in college-level distance 

education courses in 2000-01, more than double the enrollment of 1997-98” (CNN, 2003, 

para. 3).  People of all ages and characteristics take course(s) online for many different 

reasons.  They may need the convenience that online education offers.  The typical online 

learning student is not easy to define or classify.  Online learners at colleges and 

universities are usually aged 18 and older, and constitute a much more diverse group than 

the traditional 18-24 year old found on many residential campuses.  Online learners often 

work part or full time, and must balance multiple roles in their own lives.  Many are 

married and have children.  They are often well integrated into their local communities, 

and are more likely to have developed obligations they wish to continue to fulfill.  

A contemporary means of delivering education to locations that are 

geographically distant from the campus is web-based learning (See Definition of terms, 

Appendix A).  This form of online learning has become a viable alternative to traditional 

campus-based face-to-face education.  Web-based learning occurs when an instructor or 
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teacher and student(s) are separated from one another by physical distance and the World 

Wide Web (WWW) is used to bridge the instructional gap.  Instruction can be delivered 

either synchronously (See Definition of terms, Appendix A) or asynchronously (See 

Definition of terms, Appendix A) or through some combination of both modes.   

Due to advances in information and communication technologies and particularly 

the WWW, higher education is better able to reach out to what were previously 

unreachable individuals and groups.  A number of higher education institutions in many 

different countries are now offering computer-enabled degree programs using web-based 

learning technology.  These learning contexts also push programs and schools of 

universities and colleges to redefine their curricula to include activities, resources, and 

participation beyond campus borders and routine hours.  As a result, thanks to the 

Internet, universities and colleges can now reach students all over the globe. 

The number of students whose native language is other than English in American 

institutions of higher education has approximately doubled each decade.  The United 

States allows the largest number of students from other countries or nations to attend 

colleges or universities of any country in the world (Liu, 1993).  To illustrate, according 

to Digest of Education Statistics (1997), the number of international students in the 1995-

1996 academic year grew to 453,787, from 343,780 in 1985-1986.  By 1999-2000, there 

were 514,713 international students studying in the U.S. according to very recent 

government statistics (Digest of education statistics 2001, 2002).   

While traditionally the U.S. has been generous allowing people from other 

countries and nations to acquire a quality education, due to the September 11th, 2001 

terrorist attacks in the United States, the U.S. Congress enacted legislation including 

Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to 

Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism (U.S. Patriot) Act of 2001 (P.L. 107-56).  Specifically 

this legislation has created “serious limitations on the ability of international students” 

studying in the U.S. to take part in online learning opportunities, including web-based 

courses (Jaeger & Burnett, 2003).  The full impact of this legislation remains to be seen. 



 3 

Research has been conducted to increase understanding of the effects of 

information and communication environments on particular groups of students (Abate, 

1998; Fulcher and Lock, 1999; Flowers, 2000; Bayless, 2001; Eustic and McMillan, 

2001; Robinson, 2001), including studies that have looked at ethnicity and nation of 

origin as factors.  Understanding how multilingual students are affected by these 

environments is important for practical as well as cultural reasons.  

Although being a member of a particular cultural or ethic group does not 

necessarily mean that one always exhibits behavior typical of the group, being a member 

of a cultural group does affect one's values, beliefs, life experiences and thus, one's way 

of dealing with life.  People from different cultures have to "deal with not only language 

differences but also religious, societal, familial, and educational differences in a country" 

(Wayman, 1984).  Their information needs, therefore, may vary from the cultural norm.  

Furthermore, web-based delivery media require educators and information professionals 

to reexamine their understanding of students’ information needs, since the number of 

students who live away from their host institution is increasing and thus each year more 

may not have the same opportunities as those on campus to fulfill their information 

needs.   

Statement of the Problem 

The application of web-based technologies in higher education has enabled 

institutions to explore new delivery possibilities, to extend delivery horizons, and to 

increase enrollment.  Synchronous and asynchronous learning options within web-based 

learning degree programs offer students schedules that may be more convenient, 

affordable, and flexible than those generally available in traditional classroom-based 

degree programs.  The rapid pace and skyrocketing popularity of these advances has 

caught some universities unprepared, however.  Unprepared to take full advantage of 

these new delivery opportunities, some have gone ahead without necessarily fully 

considering the support systems that off-campus education requires.  In addition, web-

based technology has made it possible for universities and colleges to reach new 

populations, which may require types of support they are not accustomed to providing.  
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There are still many unanswered questions regarding the information needs of particular 

groups of students in this learning context.  There is little research that colleges and 

universities can turn to support good decisions about how to best provide support for 

students who may not have access to many of the resources available to traditional 

students.  Such questions as:   

o Can web-based learning programs provide quality instruction that includes not 

only appropriate course content but also meets students’ academic and non-

academic information needs?  

o How do students in web-based learning contexts perceive that their culture 

impacts their information needs?  

o Do graduate students whose native language is English and graduate students 

whose native language is other than English have similar information needs in 

web-based classes?  

remain unanswered due to the lack of research in this area.  Furthermore, since web-

based learning spans the globe, with students from different parts of the world registered 

together in a single course, higher education academic support services, including 

information services and systems, need research to inform their considerations of how to 

position themselves.  

The research literature on web-based learning is rich in the areas of learning and 

instructional course design.  However, research on the needs of students in web-based 

learning contexts is very limited.  Furthermore, more research is needed to explore the 

needs of specific populations with varying cultural backgrounds, such as multilingual 

graduate students (See Definition of terms, Appendix A).  This group includes students 

who were born and raised outside the U.S. and are pursuing degree programs here in the 

U.S., students who are U.S. citizens and native English speakers, but reside abroad, 

students who were born, raised and are pursuing their degree programs while remaining 

outside the U.S., and bilingual or multilingual students residing in the U.S..  This study 

aimed to address this gap in the body of knowledge through investigating multilingual 

graduate students’ information needs in web-based learning contexts.  This study 
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explored the relationship between the students’ perceived culture and information needs 

in web-based learning contexts. 

Purposes and Objectives of the Study  

The purpose of this study was to explore information needs of multilingual 

graduate students taking web-based graduate level courses and to understand whether 

students’ perceptions of culture and their information needs are related.  This exploration 

included investigation of students’ perceptions of the influence their culture has on their 

information needs in web-based learning contexts, and how other factors affect the way 

that they meet their information needs in web-based learning contexts. 

Research Questions  

The number of courses and degree programs offered online by higher education 

institutions has increased rapidly.  Almost 90 percent of public higher education 

institutions and approximately 40 percent of private higher education institutions are 

offering online programs (CNN, 2003).  Research on understanding graduate students’ 

information needs in this context, however, has not kept pace with this growth.  

Furthermore, although research on instructional development and interaction in web-

based learning is beginning to appear, issues related to culture & language in these new 

learning environments have yet to be explored.  Therefore, my primary research question 

was: How and in what ways do multilingual graduate students enrolled in degree 

programs perceive that their culture affects the way they meet their information needs in 

web-based learning contexts?  

Additionally, although web delivery of courses and degree programs has made 

education more accessible and convenient than ever before, it was not clear how graduate 

students taking these courses meet their information needs in the absence of the resources 

available to traditional students.  My second research question was: What do multilingual 

graduate students enrolled in degree programs perceive as their information needs in 

web-based learning contexts?  

Finally, it was not known what the characteristics of information used by 

multilingual graduate students taking courses to meet their needs are.  Thus this study 
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attempted to explore the following research question: What are the main characteristics 

of the information used by multilingual graduate students enrolled in degree programs to 

fulfill their information needs in web-based learning contexts? 

Answers to these primary research questions were sought through exploration of 

the following sub-questions:  

o What types of information do multilingual graduate students enrolled in web-

based degree programs need? 

o How do multilingual graduate students enrolled in web-based programs 

categorize their needs?   

o How and in what ways do multilingual graduate students enrolled in web-based 

degree programs perceive that their culture affects the way they meet their 

information needs?   

o How do multilingual graduate students utilize information in web-based learning 

contexts to satisfy their needs when they have what they need? 

o What are the main characteristics of information utilized by multilingual graduate 

students in web-based learning contexts to satisfy their needs when they have 

what they need? 

o What are the factors that multilingual graduate students in web-based learning 

contexts encounter in fulfilling their information needs?  

Context within the Field 

This research incorporated facets from several aspects of Information Studies (IS) 

education, information behavior research, use of information sources and services, and 

the implications of the implementations of web-based learning tools in IS schools.  It 

should be of interest to institutions of higher education offering online graduate degree 

programs broadly, and particularly to those offering information services for their 

students. 

Significance and Scientific Importance of the Study 

 As the review of the pertinent literature in Chapter 2 demonstrates, knowing how 

students in web-based learning fulfill their information needs is of interest to various 
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stakeholders of web-based learning programs in higher education for the following 

reasons: 

First, in the case of Information Science and Studies schools and departments, the 

trend in the direction of increasing use of the Internet by higher education institutions to 

deliver educational programs is likely to continue and grow.  Therefore, researchers in 

several disciplines should be concerned about this research problem in order for higher 

education institutions and programs offering web-based courses as part of their curricula 

to understand the needs of their student populations well and to provide better services to 

them in return. 

 Secondly, this study expected to have both theoretical and practical implications: 

From the theoretical viewpoint, it was intended to contribute to the understanding of the 

information needs of a group of web-based learners.  Furthermore, it aimed to shed some 

light on which elements and factors influence the needs of the students.  On the practical 

side, this study should be of interest and valuable to various stakeholders, including, but 

not limited to, instructors and faculty members, administrators of student support 

services, educational policymakers, instructional designers, librarians, and information 

professionals.   

 Thirdly, it was unclear how bilingual and multilingual graduate students in web-

based learning programs fulfill their information needs.  It was almost unknown whether-

-and if so how-- these students use academic library resources and information services 

available through their universities and colleges and any other information sources 

available to them.   

Additionally, research about whether some reported barriers related to language, 

cultural differences, and technology skills for on-campus bilingual and multilingual 

students are still problems for the similar group of students in web-based learning 

contexts is not in existence.  As a result of this research, detailed information about 

information needs of bilingual and multilingual graduate students in web-based learning 

contexts enables information professionals to design and provide appropriate services for 

their users. 
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As the efforts to increase student enrollments continue in United States colleges 

and universities, students from other nations or countries are attractive candidates 

because they "often pay full tuition; they tend to be among the brightest their countries 

have to offer; and their late success in their home countries enhances the image of the 

university" (Ball and Mahoney, 1987, p. 160).  Therefore, although the presence of non-

native English speaking students in United States colleges and universities has continued 

to increase for years, their use of information services and libraries has not been 

adequately investigated, especially since the introduction of the Internet.  Very few 

studies have examined graduate students in digital contexts.  Much of available literature 

reflects research that was carried out before the widespread adoptation of the Internet in 

American higher education institutions.  In addition, most of these studies investigated 

immigrants’ and foreign or international students' use of libraries in general, as opposed 

to their information needs in specific contexts.  As a result, knowledge of how bilingual 

and multilingual graduate students in web-based learning programs meet their 

information needs and use academically oriented information sources in their online 

classes, I believe, would enable information professionals and the institutions offering 

web-based degree programs to plan better use of limited resources. 

Assumptions 

The research questions stated earlier in this chapter by this researcher made some 

underlying assumptions that may impact the significance of this study, including the 

following: 

o Recent advances in information and communications technologies alter the 

pattern of delivery of academic services in higher education and significantly 

modify the demographics of the graduate student body served by educational 

institutions; 

o Higher education institutions continue to increase their use of available 

information and communication technologies to deliver instruction to 

multilingual graduate students; 
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o Web-based learning programs continue to attract students for whom convenience 

and flexibility are important; 

o Students who can express themselves in at least two different languages with 

equal fluency are exposed to at least two different cultures; and 

o All study participants are cooperative and able to understand and answer the 

questions asked during the data collection phase of this study by themselves.  

Scope of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore relationship between culture and 

information needs of graduate students enrolled in web-based learning programs.  

Participants in this study must have previously taken or currently be enrolled in, a 

graduate course offered fully online.  Therefore, the experiences of students who have 

taken web-supplemented courses that include face-to-face meetings were not considered 

in this study.  Furthermore, all participants in this study must be able to express 

themselves in two or more languages with equal fluency.  Therefore, the experiences of 

monolingual students were not included in this study.  Finally, this study did not attempt 

to compare or differentiate the experiences of multilingual and monolingual students. 

The Structure of the Document 

The literature related to information needs of graduate student participants in 

web-based education is reviewed in Chapter 2.  The theoretical framework for this study 

is presented in Chapter 3.  Chapter 4 identifies the type and focus of this case study, and 

then details the methods and procedures used.  Following data collection, results from the 

study are reported in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, with analysis of the data presented, and 

summarized at the end of each chapter.  Finally, Chapter 9 presents an overview of this 

study, limitations of the study, implications for the theoretical framework and 

information practices and makes recommendations for further research suggested by the 

study findings. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE PERTINENT LITERATURE 

 

This chapter will briefly first examine the history of web-based education in the 

context of online learning and distance education.  Next, the literature on web-based 

education will be reviewed and with particular attention to the research on the 

information needs of graduate students in web-based learning contexts.  

Historical Development of Web-Based Education  

Web-based education as defined in this study (See Definition of terms, Appendix 

A) has two salient characteristics: First, the instructor or teacher and the student(s) are 

physically separated; and second, the World Wide Web is employed as a communications 

medium to bridge this physical separation. As such, web-based education is a type of 

distance education. It is sometimes also described as “online education”, “Internet 

education”, or “computer-based education”, but “web-based education” is by far the most 

common and specific term used to describe learning that takes place under the conditions 

described above through the use of web technology. 

Learning at a distance is not an entirely new phenomenon.  Before the widespread 

use of electronic communications, educators used print technology and the postal service 

to deliver a type of distance education originally known as ‘correspondence education’.   

What we know today as distance education has its origin in teaching and learning 

by correspondence.  As media other than the written word became common and played a 

progressively greater role, many regarded the term 'correspondence education' as too 

narrow.  Hence, the term, ‘distance education’ was adopted in the English-speaking 

world in the early 1970's (Holmberg, 1995, p. 3).  

There are numerous definitions of ‘distance education’.  In very broad and simple 

terms, distance education involves delivery of a course through a medium that bridges 

physical distance between the instructor and the student(s).  There is a risk that a 
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narrower definition may not be useful in all situations because distance education may be 

different in different contexts; Holmberg (1995) describes distance education as:  

“…a concept that covers the learning-teaching activities in the cognitive and/or 

psychomotor and affective domains of an individual learner and a supporting 

organization.  It is characterized by non-contiguous communication and can be carried 

out anywhere and at any time, which makes it attractive to adults with professional and 

social commitments” (p.181). 

Other terms are also found in the literature to describe similar or closely-related 

concepts.  “Flexible learning” which is also not easy to define is shaped and adapted 

according to the students' needs, rather than to the needs of the teachers or the institution 

offering the course.  “Distributed learning” includes learning that incorporates technology 

in its delivery to both on-campus and distance learners.  Irrespective of which term is 

used to describe these educational concepts, all can be said to share a focus on personal 

learning or individual learning, through reduction of barriers in space, time and location. 

Distance education is broadly defined as any educational or learning process or 

system in which the teacher/instructor is separated geographically and/or in time from his 

or her students; or in which students are separated from other students or educational 

resources. Barker (2000, p. 18) defines it as “the delivery of instruction from one site to 

another, or to multiple sites, using audio or video technologies that allow the teacher and 

students at different sites to interact with each other.”  In other words, distance education 

is often thought of as prepackaged text, audio, and/or video courses taken by an isolated 

learner with little or no interaction with a faculty member or other students.   

‘Distance learning’ and ‘distance education’ are used interchangeably throughout 

the education literature, but an important distinction has to be made between the concepts 

these terms represent. Distance learning is the desired outcome of educational activities 

and pursuits through distance education programs, and the activity the student engages in 

while participating in such programs. There are many factors that have influenced the 

definition and re-definition of distance education over time. These include type of 

organization, medium of the delivery, mission of the program and most importantly, 

rapidly changing delivery technologies (Barker, 2000). The broadest definition of 
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distance education includes non-credit courses, workshops, seminars, and career credits 

such as continuing education credits.  By the same token, it employs a wide range of 

infrastructures to support delivery: mail, email, audiocassette, video, television (cable and 

interactive), radio, as well as the WWW.  Finally, the activities included in distance 

education have also been called distributed learning because the educational activities are 

being distributed from one place to multiple learning sites; independent learning since the 

learner or student is separate and independent; or life-long learning since learning process 

can happen throughout the life span from kindergarten to old age.  

Distance education dates back more than 100 years in Europe, Africa, and Asia.  

In 1840, the English inventor of shorthand, Sir Issac Pitman came up with a brilliant idea: 

correspondence courses by mail (Matthews, 1999).  A few decades later, regular, and in 

some cases, extensive, distance education programs become available in the United 

Kingdom, Germany, the United States and Japan.  

In the late 1800s in the U.S., correspondence courses were offered for the first 

time at Harvard University and Pennsylvania State University (Bayless, 2001; Barron, 

1996).  By the 1900s, the first department of correspondence teaching was established at 

the University of Chicago. Columbia University offered distance education options in the 

1920s and other schools offered courses by radio in the 30s and courses via television in 

the 60s.  Universities that are exclusively distance education began appearing in the U.S. 

in the early 1970s.  Among the pioneers in the States were Union Institute and the New 

York State "Regents External Degree Program," now called Regents College, an 

accredited school. The state of California produced California Western University, now 

called California Coast University.  

Over time, distance education has become increasingly global as traditional 

educational institutions join with businesses, foreign governments, and international 

organizations to offer courses and other learning experiences at a distance. Developing 

countries now have new opportunities to access knowledge and enhance their human 

capital.  Some higher education institutions offer distance education only, while others 

provide both distance and traditional education. Those that offer only distance education 
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are sometimes referred to as "open universities," and most are modeled after the United 

Kingdom's Open University.  

The use of communications media to extend the reach of distance education has a 

long history (Insert Cite here). During the final decade of the twentieth century, the 

international infrastructure of the Internet provided delivery options that promised to 

extend both the reach and the scope of distance education to unparalleled levels. By the 

second half of last decade, the emergence of the World Wide Web provided the promise 

of interactive, multimedia support for educational delivery at a fraction of the cost of 

previous technologies. 

These developments brought challenges as well as possibilities. By the beginning 

of the twenty first century, the World Wide Web (WWW) had already made serious in-

roads into mainstream education in colleges and universities.  Educators’ lives, as well as 

the lives of on-campus and off-campus students were altered in this context of rapid 

technological change and shifting market conditions.  In the view of many critics, the 

entire higher education system is seriously challenged by rising expectations of 

educational opportunities without concurrent increases in resources and budgets (Visser, 

2001; Clark, 2003).  

According to Bates (1996), information technologies integral to the Internet have 

enabled higher education to expand access to education and training, raise the quality of 

education, lower the cost of higher education and increase the cost-effectiveness of 

education. Particularly, Internet-related technologies have also allowed higher education 

institutions to expand the number of courses and programs, generate higher levels of 

tuition-based revenues, develop specialized programs of study not otherwise possible, 

and use the process of technological innovation as a vehicle for institutional renewal 

(Daniel, 1996). 

While many traditional universities remain slow to adopt technology for distance 

delivery, now consortia and private corporations have stepped in to fill gap. These new 

competitors do not necessarily share the altruistic viewpoint that has often characterized 

their more traditional colleagues. Textbook publishers, communications conglomerates, 
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and IT corporations both individually and in strategic alliances have created alternatives 

to the traditional university that have proven very attractive to large number of students. 

In response, many traditional universities have become dual mode institutions, 

developing and delivering online courses and programs to distance learners as well as 

offering face-to-face courses in traditional classroom settings. 

Context for Current Study  

Web-based Education Research  

Web-based learning has been pushing programs, schools, and colleges in higher 

education to redefine their curricula to include activities, resources, and participation 

beyond campus borders and routine hours.  An increasing number of universities and 

colleges in different countries have started offering various levels of degree programs 

through web-based learning.  Furthermore, this delivery medium requires all educators 

and information professionals to reexamine the understanding of students needs as the 

number of students who live away from their host institution increases. These students 

may not have the same opportunities as those on campus in fulfilling their needs.  

A review of the literature on web-based education indicates that many educators 

have wondered if distance students learn as much as students receiving traditional face-

to-face instruction.  Prior to wide spread use of web-based technologies to deliver 

education at a distance, research comparing distance instruction to traditional face-to-face 

instruction indicated that teaching and learning at a distance was often as effective as 

teaching and learning on-campus. The most important factors affecting effectiveness 

were the appropriateness of the delivery technology to the instructional tasks, student-to-

student instruction, and timely teacher-to-student feedback (Moore and Thompson, 1990; 

Verduin and Clark, 1991; Stokes, 1998; Visser, 2001; Clark, 2003).   

In contrast, the delivery technology itself (e.g., interactive video vs. videotape vs. 

"live" instructor) was found to have little effect on student achievement as long as it was 

appropriate to the content being offered and all participants had access. This line of 

research also suggested that achievement on various tests administered by course 

instructors tended to be higher for distance learners as opposed to traditional students 
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(Souder, 1993).  In addition, interestingly, the organization and reflection needed to 

effectively teach at a distance often improved an instructor's traditional teaching 

(Whittington, 1987) despite the fact that conventional instruction was perceived to be 

better organized and more clearly presented than distance instruction (Egan, Sebastian, 

and Welch, 1991).   

Also, prior to widespread use of web-based technology, studies indicated no 

significant difference in either student achievement or satisfaction (Martin and Rainey, 

1993). Distance education opens up opportunities for students who cannot travel to a 

campus to take classes.  Moreover, research on the effect of distance education has been 

focused on individual student outcomes (Ahern and Repman, 1994), but not on the 

effectiveness of the distance education model.  Johnstone and Krauth (1996) demonstrate 

the efficacy of technology in providing distance instruction, but do not examine 

surrounding issues, such as students' isolation and effective advising from instructors.   

Information Needs Research 

 Web-based students’ information needs have yet to receive sufficient research 

attention.  There is a significant body of research on traditional students’ information 

needs and the role of resources, facilities, and staff in meeting those needs. This research 

cannot be applied directly to understanding web-based students’ information needs for 

two reasons: first, most of the research is focused tightly on particular types of resources, 

and practices that are not readily transferable in the absence of facilities such as academic 

libraries; and second, the demographic of the student populations are different. 

Nonetheless, some library-focused studies do have implications for the design of this 

study and are included in this review. Specifically, studies that examine the information 

needs and use of students whose first language is not English and who is non-U.S. citizen 

students may have important implications for understanding the information needs and 

uses of multilingual students enrolled in web-based education programs. 

Culture and Information Needs Research 

The literature on students whose native language is other than English and non-

U.S. citizen students pursuing degree programs at U.S. universities points out that these 
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students encounter greater difficulty in effectively using academic libraries.  One of the 

difficulties they face is using information technology in United States academic libraries.  

Among the reasons that this poses an obstacle are unfamiliarity with the technology used 

in the libraries in the U.S., unwillingness to ask for help, and being accustomed to using 

card catalogs rather than online catalogs in their home countries.  Therefore, research 

concerning information needs of these student populations has explored and explained 

their use of bibliographic instruction, information seeking behaviors, and use of online 

library catalogs as part of their face-to-face presence on campuses of colleges and 

universities that they attend in the United States (Lewis, 1969; Sarkodie-Mensah, 1988; 

Bilal, 1989; Lafon, 1992; Liu, 1993; Allen, 1993; Bigdeli, 1995; and Dimartino, Ferns, 

and Swacker, 1995).   

 Research concerning information needs of English-speaking students has focused 

on exploring information needs, and information seeking and information retrieval 

behaviors of international students in graduate and undergraduate degree programs in the 

U.S..  As Borgman (1996) states, information seeking requires conceptual knowledge of 

the information retrieval process, semantic knowledge of how to implement a query in a 

given system, and technical skills in executing the query.  Online catalogs are tools that 

are used to search for answers to their queries stemming from their information needs. In 

particular, students enrolled in web-based courses, who are perhaps not required to be 

present at the physical campuses of universities for their education, often times use online 

catalogs --frequently through the World Wide Web -- to meet their information needs. 

Because of increasing popularity and use of web-based course delivery methods 

in graduate and undergraduate degree programs, research needs to be conducted in order 

for higher education institutions and programs offering web-based courses as part of their 

curricula to understand the needs of their student populations so they may provide better 

services. No previous research has been published dealing into multilingual students’ 

information needs in these learning environments.   

The reason for this study was that it was totally unclear how students whose 

native language is other than English and students who are multilingual see information 
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to fulfill their information needs in web-based education programs.  We did not know 

how these students go about locating the information they need and the records for in 

online catalogs or using online search engine.  In addition, it was almost unknown how 

these students use the academic information resources available through their universities 

and colleges. More importantly, research regarding the effects of hypothesized barriers 

related to language and cultural differences in web-based degree programs is lacking.  

Such research would provide information professionals and service designers with 

detailed information that will assist them in designing and providing appropriate services 

for this user population. 

Trends from Prior Research 

Research concerning information needs of graduate students in web-based learning 

contexts  

The literature about learning instructional course design for web-based learning is 

rich.  However, research about academic and non-academic support services for students, 

including library and information services, is very limited. Five studies have been 

identified that are related to needs of distance learners in higher education.   

Cavanagh and Lingham (1994) studied library and information services for off-

campus graduate students and overseas-based off-campus students in Australia.  The 

results indicated that providing access to research collections, interlibrary loan facilities, 

and comprehensive literature searches of on-line and CD-ROM databases appeared to be 

the greatest challenge in meeting the needs of the distance-learning graduate students at 

Deakin University.  However, researchers assert that it is likely that many of these 

students had access to alternative information sources.  The overseas students, who 

generally lived abroad temporarily for work-related reasons, relied on a library delivery 

service for materials necessary to help them complete their unit work requirements.  

However, the slowness and unreliability of the overseas mail systems resulted in 

continuing problems for both the students and library. 

Abate (1998) is one of very few researchers specifically interested in information 

needs of online learners at the doctoral research level. She surveyed students and faculty 
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in the School of Computer and Information Sciences, the Center for Psychological 

Studies, and the School of Social and Systemic Studies, the Fischler Center for the 

Advancement of Education, and the School of Business and Entrepreneurship at Nova 

Southeastern University.  She evaluated the information needs of a selected segment of 

the distance learning graduate student population served by the Einstein Library at Nova 

Southeastern University, in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and proposed a new model of 

library service based on the implementation of their current and emerging technologies. 

Based upon her Quality Function Deployment Methodology analysis, a model for library 

services at Nova Southeastern University was proposed, integrating electronic and print 

resources into a unified system of information delivery.   

Fulcher and Lock (1999) surveyed distance learners to learn their expectations of 

a specific information service for distance learners at the University of Surrey in the UK. 

The researchers examined the role of library support for distance learning courses with 

particular reference to the MS in English Language Teaching Management and the MA 

in Linguistics.  These programs are particularly challenging for support services because 

most of the students reside overseas and have almost no contact with staff.  Following a 

survey of what students expected of distance learning provision, the university's George 

Edwards Library introduced a comprehensive Distance Learner's Information Service. 

This service included an internet-based information gateway, a postal loan service for 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland, a document delivery service, a telephone and e-mail 

help-line, remote literature-searching facilities, and a mediation service to negotiate 

access arrangements for alternative academic libraries. 

 Flowers (2000) in her multi-method case study research employing email 

interviews, in-depth interviews, focus groups, questionnaires, secondary data analyses, 

and descriptive and disaggregate quantitative statistical data studied “the demands posed 

by web technologies and the subsequent online services, learning opportunities, 

flexibility, and challenges for adult learners and educators as adult programs prepare to 

go online” (p. xiii).  The main research question explored the questions stakeholders 

should ask about web-based programs.  The researcher measured on-campus and stop-out 
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adult students' technical readiness, skills, and equitable access to technology needed for 

Internet-based courses. In addition, she asked adult educators, The Fund for the 

Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE), instructional designers, vendors of 

web courses, and evaluators (web experts) to generate questions needed for quality 

design and development.  The Utilization-Focused Evaluation approach developed by 

Michael Patton (1997) was used to design an internal needs assessment for web-based 

education and a 360-degree approach to include all stakeholders. The study coded 

responses over 1000 questions using qualitative software.  This study found 110 topics 

needed for quality web-based education and fifteen essential themes that were extracted 

from the holistic matrix. Finally, this study provided some evidence that all stakeholders' 

data are necessary for developing quality programs in web-based education; that “the 

change agency needed to facilitate the diffusion and adoption of web technologies”(p. 

xiii); and that learner analysis, support systems, pedagogical shift, and contextual 

environmental needs are critical to adult learners in the virtual university. 

Bayless (2001) complained about existence of “little information” about the non-

academic needs of distance learners at universities in her dissertation.  Her study 

underscores the need to explore the non-academic needs of distance learners. Students 

and faculty members involved with distance learning at four-year institutions in the Fall 

of 2000 were surveyed to identify what needs distance learners may have outside of their 

classroom environment. Results of a web-based survey identified 34 possible non-

academic needs with respondents’ rankings. Findings of her research indicated that the 

non-academic needs of distance learners are very similar to those of campus-based 

students, but their access to the resources to meet those needs was limited. 

She recommends that service providers concentrate first on meeting the five most 

often cited needs: information about the institution and program, a way to purchase 

books, a contact person at the institution, and academic advising. Next, they should 

address the needs identified more frequently by students pursuing bachelors’ degrees than 

those pursuing graduate degrees. These include “more traditional development needs”, 

such as, leadership skills, experience with diversity, and career services.  She concerns 
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regarding access to information focused specifically on needs related to academic 

coursework, including limited access to library resources. 

Eustis and McMillan (2001) discuss new challenges that academic libraries 

experience in order to meet users’ as well as institutional expectations.  They analyze 

recent results from an Association of Research Libraries (ARL) survey and make 

recommendations for academic libraries as they face challenges serving online learners in 

addition to the traditional students. Some of their suggestions include:   

o collaborating with other institutions, vendors, and publishers in order to create 

new technology-based information delivery systems; 

o establishing similar partnerships with computing and communication units across 

the campuses;  

o investing in equipment for library personnel so that they can be prepared for 

future; 

o consulting academic faculty to support the development of network accessible 

courseware; and  

o designing, developing or realigning new evaluation mechanisms for especially 

new services. 

  In conclusion, more research is needed to explore needs of distance students and 

particularly to provide a clearer picture of how this new learning medium affects the 

needs of special and diverse populations, such as multilingual distance students, the 

handicapped, the adults and older adults, students with special needs, and foreign 

students.  This study aims at beginning to address this gap in the body of knowledge 

through exploration of information needs of multilingual web-based learners in graduate 

degree programs. 

Research concerning graduate students' culture and its influence over information needs 

of students in web-based learning contexts 

A significant body of literature exists on the information-seeking behavior of 

different user groups; however, the same cannot be said about the information behaviors 

of graduate students and relationship between issues of culture and their information 
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seeking behavior.  Here I will review research pertaining to students whose native 

language is not English in terms of the issues of culture and information needs and 

seeking behaviors.  

Liu and Bernice (1997) examined the information-seeking behavior of non-native 

English speaking students and minority groups at the San Jose State University.  The 

findings revealed most of the students (60 %) felt the library was easy to use.  Forty-five 

percent indicated they were very successful in finding needed information in the library.  

According to the investigators, test statistics showed no association between gender, 

discipline, country of origin, and students' information-seeking behavior.  However, 

English proficiency, frequency of library use, and frequency of reference desk inquiry 

were significantly related to students' level of success in using the library.  Students 

whose primary language was English were more successful in using the library than those 

whose native language was not English.  Only 4.7% of the non-native English speakers 

believed they were very successful in using the library.  According to Liu and Bernice, 

frequency of library use also influenced successful library use.  Students who used the 

library more often indicated they were successful finding information in the library.  

Furthermore, length of stay in the United States was a factor related to successful library 

use.  Students who have lived in the United States for more than 16 years tended to use 

the library more frequently.  According to the investigators, more than 61% of the 

students who ask reference questions frequently were also quite successful in finding 

information in the library.  The investigators concluded, "The most interesting finding 

was that, despite their unsuccessful use of the library, some Asian students still avoided 

asking reference questions" (p. 353). 

Research on non-native English speaking students in American higher education 

highlights the following common characteristics.  To varying degrees, this specific group 

of people 

o share the common problem of communicating well in English;  

o have limited interest in or little knowledge of Western civilizations;  

o experience logical differences in comparison to native English speakers; 
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o may come from cultures that are not book-oriented or less book-oriented than that 

in Western culture;  

o have very limited prior library experience maybe perhaps libraries did not play an 

important role in their educational system; and  

o differ from others because of individual characteristics and backgrounds.  

This group of students often encounters problems adjusting because this social, 

educational, and library backgrounds differ from the U.S. academic environment.  As Liu 

(1993) points out, "This difference influences their adjustment to the new academic and 

cultural environment.  Obviously, these students will encounter many problems, of which 

using the library is one.  Undoubtedly, library skills are fundamental to their success in 

the new educational system" (p. 25).   

Non-native English speaking graduate students' use of the information services is 

crucial to their academic success.  The literature on non-native English speaking students, 

especially those from developing countries, indicates that they encounter greater 

difficulties in using academic libraries than their United States counterparts.  One of the 

difficulties these students experience is using online academic library resources for their 

web-based courses. 

Research concerning factors and challenges that graduate students face in fulfilling their 

information needs in web-based learning contexts 

Natowitz (1995) reviews literature on non-native English speaking students’ 

information seeking activities, and identifies two of the main barriers as language related 

barriers and cultural barriers. 

 Studies on library research skills for non-native English speaking students began 

with the survey of sixty Asian college students at the University of Hawaii by Lewis 

(1969), in which she aimed at determining the problems the students encountered in using 

the university’s library.  Lewis identified fifteen different difficulties that students 

experienced. Locating library materials on selves, using the card catalog, and 

understanding the classification scheme are just a few examples.  The research found that 

reading speed in English was “frequently less than half that of the average American 
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student”; Lewis suggested solutions to students’ problems through specifically designed 

bibliographic instruction programs.  

 Goudy and Moushey (1982) assessed library use skills of non-native English 

speaking students as compared to native English speaking students with the goal of 

designing an instruction specifically for these students.  The findings of this study 

indicated that as a group these students had more difficulties using academic libraries 

than native English speaking students.  One of the important conclusions was that, as one 

director interviewed indicated, although non-native English speakers and native English 

speaking students may experience lack of familiarity with the available resources, it is a 

more serious problem with foreign students, because of limited communications skills. 

 Sarkodie-Mensah (1988) studied a similar population’s use of academic libraries 

in two universities in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The majority of the survey respondents 

were graduate students.  The results of this study indicate that the language of library 

instructions significantly affected success.  The study found that factors such as previous 

exposure or experience libraries, country of origin of the students, and duration of stay in 

the States did not appear to influence significantly the level of difficulty of library use.  

 Similar findings were reported in another study examining non-native English 

speaking students' acquisition skills in relation to their English proficiency at Florida 

State University Center for Intensive English Studies during the spring 1987 semester 

(Bilal, 1989).  This was the first experimental study involving teaching library research 

skills to non-native English speaking students in the U.S..  For this study, the investigator 

developed and taught a course in bibliographic instruction.  Findings showed that 

members of the experimental group experienced problems in library terminology, and 

encountered difficulties in line with their abilities to comprehend the material.  Problems 

encountered during the teaching of library skills in rank of order were as follows:  

o lack of command of the English language;  

o lack of self sufficiency or experience in doing library research;  

o the need for repeated explanation of technical materials with respect to 

classification schemes, subject headings and library terminology; and  
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o lack of conceptual awareness of how to do research (Bilal, 1989).  

Liu (1993) conducted a study to examine the difficulties of students from 

developing countries in using American libraries at the University of California-

Berkeley.  She interviewed 54 students.  She focused identified five top problems of non-

native English speaking students as a user group (from the most influencing problem):  

o insufficient English proficiency;  

o difficulty in understanding library terminology and policy; 

o unfamiliarity with classification systems of American Libraries; 

o unfamiliarity with subject headings, reference works, and open stacks; and  

o confusion when online catalogs and databases that retrieve too many hits.   

One of her conclusions was that “it is not surprising that the better their English 

proficiency, the fewer difficulties they encountered in using the libraries” (p. 29) 

Githiomi (1994; cited in Abdullah, 2000) researched the difficulties that non-

native English speaking students face in Australian libraries as well as the relationship 

between use of library and the difficulties and non-native English speaking students’ 

characteristics.  How often they visited the library and used facilities determined the 

library use.  One of the findings of this study was that there appeared to be a relationship 

between students’ background and frequency of library use and difficulty in using 

Australian libraries.  

Bigdeli’s (1995) study examined effective library use by making comparison 

between non-native English speaking graduate students and their Australian counterparts 

at the University of New South Wales, Australia.  Effective library use was measured and 

the results indicated that that in seven self-items in the self-administered English 

proficiency scale, non-native English speaking students and Australian students were 

significantly different, with respect to the level of English proficiency and their effective 

library use.  This study confirms that proficiency in English appear to be a determining 

factor in using American libraries effectively.  Bigdeli also hints at cultural differences as 

a factor:  “this is particularly true for those international students who come from cultures 

diverse from host countries or those who come from developing countries” (p. 280). 
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Lewis (1969) asked participants in his study about their library experience both 

before and during college at the University of Hawaii.  Participants listed 15 areas of 

difficulties that they encountered in using the library.  Using the card catalog and using 

machines available in the library were among the important difficulties students reported.  

The investigator suggested that these students had to make adjustments to their new 

environments as well as their library skills.  

Wayman (1984) discussed the difficulties international students encounter in 

American libraries. Prior to 1980s non-native English speaking students studying in the 

U.S. came primarily from European countries that shared similar cultural backgrounds to 

that of the U.S.. By the mid-eighties, the majority of international students were coming 

from other parts of the world, including developing countries.  These students “must cope 

not only with language differences, but with religious, societal, familial, and educational 

dissimilarities” (p. 336).  According to her, different cultural backgrounds may 

complicate the communication process between non-native English speaking students 

and library personnel.  Wayman also indicated that the non-verbal communication might 

include more obstacles to successful communication between non-native English 

speaking students and library personnel.  The students and librarians may misunderstand 

each other’s situations due to different interpretations of body language.  She contended, 

“how one stands, walk, or gestures, or even the physical distance he leaves between 

himself, may be perceived as having meaning never intended when communicating with 

those from other cultures” (p. 337). 

 International students may find the concept of self-service in American libraries 

puzzling.  In some cultures, especially in developing countries, libraries are much smaller 

and contain only a few outdated books in closed stacks.  Libraries are used primarily as 

quiet places to study, and lack professional librarians.  In some cultures, the concept of 

self-service does not exist.  Library personnel do almost all the work for their patrons.  

Finally, “the library is often regarded as a place to study, not research as [it is] not 

considered necessary to the educational process” (p. 339). 
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 A surprising finding in Bilal (1988) is that non-native English speaking students’ 

regions of origin were not significantly related to their successful use of the library.  She 

stated, “students felt they possessed a similar degree of library skills regardless of region 

of origin” (p. 84-85).  A significant relationship, however, was found between the 

importance of library knowledge and students’ academic level.  Library knowledge was 

found to be more important for undergraduate than graduate students. The length of stay 

at an American school was also significantly related to students’ perceived importance of 

library knowledge.  Students who have attended U.S. schools for more than five years 

perceived library knowledge to be less important than these who have been in the U.S. 

for a shorter period.  Field of study was found significant to be in relation to the students’ 

perceived importance of library knowledge.  According to this study, students’ 

perceptional of their success in using the library was significantly related participation in 

library programs, length of stay at American schools, previous library expertise with 

respect to requirement to use the library for research and study, and gender.  Male 

students felt they were more successful than female students.   

 Students majoring in humanities perceived library knowledge to be less important 

than did those in the sciences and social sciences.  Although the findings indicated that 

female students perceived library knowledge to be more important than male students, 

the relationship was not significant.  The results revealed no significant relationship 

between library instruction programs and students’ perceived importance of library 

knowledge.  Previous library experience, however, was significantly related to students’ 

perceived importance of library knowledge, but only in respect to the requirement to use 

the library.  

 In her dissertation research, Sarkodie-Mensah (1988) found no significant 

relationship between countries of origin (western versus other parts of the world) and the 

areas of library difficulties.  “The researcher argued that International students [might] 

not be experiencing as much difficulty as the literature portrays.  This may not be 

surprising, since many of the studies have been based on speculations and observations 

about libraries in other parts of the world and have excluded students” (p. 110) 
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 Lafon (1992) examined library skills by comparing international students with 

their American counterparts at the University of Michigan.  The areas investigated 

included knowledge of academic libraries, understanding of search strategy, perception of 

the library and librarians, current usage pattern, and library use education.  The findings 

revealed that American students had greater knowledge of library resources than non-

native English speaking students did.  The mean number of resources used by U.S. 

students is 9.01, compared to 7.60 by international students.  The t—test indicated a 

significant difference between the groups (t=4.94) 

 Liu (1993) uncovered that approximately 40% of the participants were unfamiliar 

with open stacks when they started their education in the United States.  The concept of 

self-service is also unfamiliar to many non-native English-speaking students.  According 

to the investigator, the Library Congress (LC) classification system was unfamiliar to 

nearly 45% of the interviewees.  Some study participants admitted that they often search 

for books unsystematically, which may prevent them from identifying most of the books 

in the topic of their interest.  

 Bigdeli (1995) divided international students into two subgroups.  One subgroup 

comprised non-European international students, and the other comprised European 

students.  The t-test results indicated a significant difference between the subgroups about 

effective library use and cultural proximity to the dominant culture in Australia.  

European international students were closer to the Australian culture than international 

students from other parts of the world.  In addition, a correlation was found between the 

variable of effective library use and cultural proximity.  

Bruce (1998) studied how satisfied Australian academics were when they used the 

Internet to search for information. The significant methodological outcome of the 

research was its validation of magnitude estimates of user satisfaction with information 

seeking on the Internet, Testing the validity and reliability of magnitude estimation as 

technique for gathering and analyzing interval data on satisfaction with information 

seeking was key to the investigation. Data for user satisfaction were then associated with 

end-user characteristics like training, frequency of use, and expectation of success. The 
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study found that Australian academics generally have a high expectation of success when 

they engage in information seeking on the Internet, and are satisfied with the process 

regardless of how frequently they use the network or whether or not they have received 

formal training. 

Kuntz (1999) investigated the role that online resources play in the information 

seeking process of students who are undertaking a research project as a class requirement. 

The study found that students chose to use information resources based on convenience, 

availability, familiarity, time and ease of use. The types of resources used most often the 

online catalogs, people, and bibliographies of various kinds. While online catalogs were 

found to be an essential part of conducting research, other electronic resources were 

under-utilized and most of the time they were not found to be particularly useful. In 

addition, print resource use was virtually non-existent with the exception of either very 

general reference materials or very specialized subject area resources. In most cases, 

however, electronic versions were available and preferred. Finally, many students 

apparently had never been taught adequate research skills or methods during their 

educational experience from elementary school through high school. When they entered 

the college and graduate school, they felt ill prepared for the work they were expected to 

do. (p. 158-160) 

Summary 

This study focuses on the major questions that need to be asked by students in 

web-based learning contexts.  A review of the literature on information needs of distance 

education students and culture as it relates to these needs was conducted. 

 Searches were conducted using media resources both on databases and using the 

World Wide Web technologies. Finding empirical studies on the use and needs of web-

based learners was difficult. The relative infancy of web-based learning programs, and 

the inherent difficulties of control over the students in web-based contexts were two 

reasons for major gaps in the research. (See Stoke, 1998; Chizmar& Walbert, 1999; 

Merisotis & Phipps, 1999) 
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 Merisotis and Phipps (1999) indicate that differences among students should be 

taken into account to probe further into the “wide variance of achievement and attitudes 

within the groups, which indicates that learners have a variety of different characteristics. 

(p. 3). Further warning is given that studying the “averages” of amalgamation of groups 

without including the factors of gender, age, educational experience, motivation, and 

many other variables produces an illusory typical learner (p. 4). This mass approach to 

analysis must give way to a focus on how individuals and disaggregate groups learn and 

are ready to learn in a web environment. 

 The findings of Merisotis and Phipps (1999) suggest, “technology cannot replace 

the human factor in higher education” (p.2) which is welcome news to many. The 

instructional roles of faculty are changing from the “sage on the stage” to the “guide on 

the side” (Chizmar & Walbert, 1999, p. 6). This pedagogical shift has triggered a 

systemic change in on-campus course design.   

Flowers (2000) points out that “a needs assessment or evaluation plan is often 

omitted in the design and development process of instructional courses and programs 

revealing problems later that could have been avoided if a systematic front-end analyses 

were addressed” (p. 3). Additionally, Holmberg (1989), in his essential teaching 

principles of distance education contends that distance learning creates additional 

pressures and needs for the learners and the faculty to be interactive, emotionally 

involved, and mutually involved in decision-making. These needs must be uncovered and 

addressed early on to help facilitate the context change and support system design for 

successful learning experiences.  

A few research studies have been conducted on non-native English speaking and 

international students' use of academic libraries. Much of the work reported in this 

section, however, was carried out before the widespread implementation of and use of the 

Internet as an alternative delivery system in higher education.  Relatively recent studies 

(Lafon, 1992; Bigdeli, 1995; Abdullah, 2000) compared or studied non-native English 

speaking or international students' use of academic libraries with that of their local 
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counterparts in terms of technology use.  These studies have shed some light on 

information-seeking behaviors of these studies related to automated library systems. 

Studies focusing on non-native English speaking or international graduate 

students' information behavior activities with specific information systems and services 

are still lacking.  Research on the information seeking behavior of distance learning 

students who are native English speakers and international students is needed because: 

o Information needs of students in web-based learning contexts should be studied 

thoroughly; 

o Course content and other curriculum-related activities need to be included in the 

research profile, as well as design and other technical aspects, because some of 

the information needs of distance learners might be met through the content and 

design of the courses;  

o More theory-based replicable research as well as further descriptive work of 

limited generalizability in web-based environments is needed to better understand 

the information needs of web-based learners; 

o There is a need to explore the contexts and conditions under which non-native 

English speaking and native English-speaking students of different backgrounds 

successfully complete web-based higher education graduate degree programs. 

Also, policymakers as well as other planners and administrators in the education 

and information sectors need better research on which to base their decisions;  

o There is a need for research concerning of cultural barriers in newly developing 

online programs.  Academic libraries and information services have been 

investing in information technology to provide better access to information for 

this population.  Non-native English speaking graduate students represent a 

significant portion of the graduate student population. In addition to traditional 

print based tools, graduate students may have access to online catalogs, online 

and locally mounted databases, CD-ROM databases, the Internet, and other 

information sources; and  
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o Moreover, it is unclear to what degree non-native English speaking graduate 

students experience language, cultural, and/or technological barriers in web-based 

learning environments.  We do not know how these students use the information 

resources available to them. Knowledge of non-native English speaking graduate 

students' unique difficulties in selecting and using information sources, and to 

extend to which these difficulties are associated with their backgrounds, would 

enable librarians and information professionals to plan and implement effective 

bibliographic instruction for this target audience.  

Therefore, this study explored information needs of graduate students in web-

based learning contexts.  The purpose of this study was to learn about what information 

problems or needs online learners experience in fulfilling their needs.  It also aimed to 

investigate what channels or sources these online learners select, and how they make use 

of these sources or channels.  Finally, it attempted to discover how students perceive their 

culture influenced their needs and the ways they met their needs.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 

This chapter introduces Johnson’s Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking 

(CMIS) (See Figure 3.1).  The CMIS describes how individual information seeking has 

become a critical element in determining health behaviors and proposes a comprehensive 

model of information-seeking synthesizing the health belief model.  While The CMIS 

was developed to explain information-seeking related to health behaviors, and was tested 

with cancer patients, it is the only model that acknowledges that information seeking 

takes place within a context and must be understood as impacted by context.   This study 

adapted this model to describe how antecedent cultural factors influence the information 

seeking behavior of multilingual graduate students enrolled in web-based courses. 

The CMIS describes information-seeking behavior in terms of its antecedents, 

information carrier factors, and information seeking actions.  It is a causal model, with 

antecedents influencing the individual’s response to the information carrier(s), which in 

turn influence the actions that the individual will take or not take to seek information.   

 Antecedents are factors that exist prior to the commencement of the information 

seeking process.  These include background factors (demographics and direct 

experience) and personal relevance factors (salience and beliefs). Background factors 

include such demographic variables as age, gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic 

variables such as education, occupation, and wealth. Direct experience may also be 

considered a background factor.  Personal relevance factors include an individual’s 

perceptions of the relevance and applicability to a need.  As Dervin (1989) suggests, 

information that is salient is that which can be used to bridge a gap, solve a problem, or 

resolve troublesome ambiguity.  Thus, salience is a key motivator in deciding to look for 

information.  Personal relevance factors also include the beliefs that individuals have 

about themselves and the world.  Beliefs are not only about facts, but also about self-
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efficacy.  Beliefs determine the answers to questions such as: “Is there a problem?”  “Is 

there a solution?” and “Can I change my situation?” 

 Previous models were preoccupied with information carrier factors and 

information seeking actions, which are also included in Johnson’s model.  Information 

carrier factors include characteristics and utility of the information channels selected and 

used by information seekers. As Johnson points out, “what information seekers are 

concerned about is the content of the information, not the channel through which it 

arrives” (1997, p. 101). 
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FIGURE 3.1: Johnson’s Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (CMIS) 
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onto individual channels or sources.  To make matters more complicated, channels (in 

narrow sense of the term) have proliferated greatly due to the application of computers 

and telecommunications to older media. Channels in this model are the basis of their 

match with information seeker’s needs and with expectations regarding likely 

satisfactions to be obtained.  

 The final component of Johnson’s model is information seeking actions. Searches 

for information involve conscious investigation among channels and sources, but also 

imply processes, feelings and a whole host of other behavioral and cognitive elements. 

Application of the Model in the Current Study 

The phrase “antecedents to information seeking” mainly “focuses on the 

imperatives that motivate” individuals to fulfill their information needs (Johnson, 1997, 

p. 40). The CMIS has four primary antecedents: demographics, personal experience, 

salience and beliefs. Demographics and personal experience are background factors that 

affect the choice of communication channels for fulfilling one’s information needs.  The 

primary research question—How and in what ways do multilingual graduate students 

enrolled in degree programs perceive that their culture affects the way they meet their 

information needs in web-based learning contexts?  —was answered by the concepts 

listed under antecedents.  

Demographics informs this study in that general principles applicable to certain 

groups of individuals may help information professionals and educators offer good and 

appropriate learning programs and services.  This concept is also important to 

understanding underlying factors impacting individuals’ satisfaction in their information 

needs. Some of the factors and issues in this study were explored under this concept, such 

as, race and ethnicity, gender, geographic region, nation of origin, social class, age, and 

length of stay in host country. 

Prior personal experience is an important element when an information need 

arises. The degree to which an individual has personal experience might determine his or 

her success in fulfilling his or her information needs. Therefore, I asked all participants 
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whether they have an example to share, which would help me understand their individual 

personal experiences. 

Personal relevance factors include an individual’s perceptions of the relevance 

and applicability to a need.  Namely, salience and beliefs are two concepts I attempted to 

understand in relation to culture and information. Information that is salient is that which 

can be used to bridge a gap, solve a problem, or resolve troublesome ambiguity (Dervin, 

1989) in all contexts.  Therefore, salience is a key motivator affecting a student’s 

decision to look for information he or she needs. 

The concept of beliefs explains the individual efficacy of various information 

problems associated with web-based learning and their beliefs as an element of culture. 

Beliefs are both facts and self-efficacy in meeting information needs in web-based 

learning contexts.  Again part of my primary research question—How ….do multilingual 

graduate students enrolled in degree programs perceive that their culture affects the way 

they meet their information needs in web-based learning contexts?  —was informed by 

this particular concept. 

Information carriers are “the primary repositories of information available to 

individuals within their information fields” (Johnson, 1997, p. 27). According to the 

model, there are three primary classes of information carriers: channels, sources, and 

messages. There are numerous channels, such as newspapers, televisions, and websites, 

from which students enrolled in web-based learning contexts may acquire information.  

Within each of these channels, there are various sources, each of which may contain a 

variety of messages. Sources represent a particular location/node of information. 

Although some channels may share some similarities, individuals would recognize 

critical differences between channels. These information carriers were explored in this 

current study, specifically in the third research question by exploring what channels 

multilingual graduate students enrolled in courses in web-based learning contexts use. 

Under each channel, I explored what sources the students use to get information they 

need and ask them how they deal with messages.   
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Theory Development in Information Needs in Web-Based Learning 

Theory and Models in Web-Based Learning 

Theories pertaining to student needs in web-based learning contexts have yet to be 

proposed or developed.  Because web-based learning contexts are one contemporary 

means of delivering distance education, I will review theories used in distance education 

research here.   

A comprehensive theory of distance education including all relevant and social 

aspects is hard to find.  However, the situation could possibly be different if the 

theorizing is restricted to the teaching-learning process.  A theory covering the teaching-

learning aspects of distance education could be, on the one hand, mainly of a descriptive 

character, dealing with learning and, on the other hand, of a prescriptive character dealing 

with teaching (Holmberg, 1995, p. 173).  Holmberg (1995) tries to build a theory of 

distance education capable of generating testable hypotheses, in which learning, teaching, 

and their organizational / administrative frames are embedded.  The role of the supporting 

organization in distance education is seen as being on a highly personal level, where 

discussions between students and teachers are believed to bring about improved 

performance and enhance study pleasure.  Such discussions would require a certain level 

of student maturity, self-discipline and independence.   

Holmberg agrees with Perraton (1987) and accounts for many hypotheses derived 

from distance learning, teaching and from organizations and administration.  He admits 

that his theory cannot be applied everywhere and in all circumstances.  However, “the 

theory has some explanatory power, since it suggests a coherent view of sufficient 

learning and teaching in distance education which identifies a general approach 

complementary to learning and to the teaching efforts related to learning” (Holmberg, 

1995, p. 181).   

Several theories within the field show that distance education theory is based on 

general education theory even though it represents a separate type of education that has 

certain target groups, methods and media.  Further, distance education has divergent 

circumstances that vary from other types of education (Holmberg, 1995).  Because of 
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this, researchers may apply other approaches to web-based learning.  For example, some 

theories of learning that one may consider applying to web-based learning research 

include  individualistic (Bruffee, 1982), behavioral (Winn, 1990) and cognitive 

constructionist (Garrison, 1993) theories.   

The primary premise of individualistic theory is that a student can learn on his 

own, once he is provided with the materials related to instructional activities, while 

behavioral theory, according to Garrison (1993), focuses on learning content or skills in a 

primary subject area.  Thus, learning at the behavioral level depends on the effectiveness 

with which the information is communicated and with which the correction and 

reinforcement activities are executed.  The cognitive constructionist theory focuses on 

meaningful learning, i.e., helping the student learn in a way that makes the material to be 

assimilated and integrated into existing knowledge structures meaningful (DiVesta and 

Rieber, 1987). 

Theory and Models in Information Needs 

The theoretical works on information behavior attempt to model the behavior of 

individuals in order to understand and satisfy individuals’ information needs and improve 

information retrieval systems.  Among the most prominent models are those of Bates 

(1989), Ellis (1989), Dervin (1983a and 1983b) and Kuhlthau (1993). Additionally, 

models attempting to unify different elements of user studies (Krikelas, 1983) or to 

incorporate context (Brown 1991) and organizational settings (Mick, Lindsey et al. 1980) 

have been proposed. Wilson (1981) proposes a theory of the motivations for information 

seeking behavior and argues for a shift in information research to include physical, 

affective and cognitive needs. 

Researchers in library and information studies have been concerned with 

individuals’ or persons’ information seeking activities and behaviors for about half a 

century and a significant amount of research has attempted to understand these needs and 

behaviors.  Information seeking behavior research and user studies are well-known and 

popular themes in Information studies research (Limberg, 1997).  In the beginning, the 

concept of information seeking behavior was generally linked to understanding of groups 
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of people’ behaviors (such as engineers and social workers) in information centers and 

libraries.  Particularly, after Dervin and Nilan (1986)’s landmark study calling for a 

paradigm shift in information seeking research, the focus has shifted toward researching 

individuals and studying individual characteristics of information seekers.  This 

conceptual shift in research has changed foci into contexts and situations where people 

have found a profound effect on their information behavior (Allen, 1997). 

The concepts of information need, information-seeking and information behavior 

are used synonymously or interchangeably, which makes understanding the concept of 

information behavior very complex.  Paisley (1969) and Allen (1996) introduced models 

that dealt with elements that influence information-seeking behavior.  Wilson (1981) was 

perhaps the first researcher to propose the concept of information-seeking behavior, 

though he later considers the concept of information behavior more suitable because it 

includes other non-seeking oriented information behaviors (Wilson, 1997).  Wilson is of 

the opinion that a general information behavior model should include at least the three 

following elements: “information need and its drivers, i.e., the factors that give rise to an 

individual's perception of need; the factors that affect the individual's response to the 

perception of need; and the processes or actions involved in that response” (1997, p. 39).  

Before I introduce and review the theoretical work in the area of information 

needs and behavior, commonly used definitions of these concepts need to be stated here. 

Need, a vague concept, is “the result of some unresolved problems” (Pao, 1989, p. 41).  

Information need may be defined as “a problem or question recognized by an individual 

for which either information or services are needed” (Warner, Murray, and Palmour, 

1973, p. 81; cited in Brockmeier, 1992, p. 10).  Characteristics of information need 

include a need for new information, a need to expose the information already held, and a 

need to confirm information already held (Weigts, Widdershoven, Kok, and Tomlow, 

1993). 

 On the other hand, information seeking behavior is defined as “an individual’s 

activities [and processes] in obtaining useful and specific message content in response to 

an information need” (Vondran, 1976, p.33; cited in Brockmeier, 1992, p.10).  However, 
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it is a complex, constructive process of sense-making and is closely connected to the 

processes of inquiry and learning (Burnett and McKinley, 1998) 

 Information behavior then embraces the information need and its drivers, factors 

that affect the individual’s response to the perception of need, and processes and actions 

involved in that response (Wilson, 1997; 2000).  In other words, information behavior is 

commonly accepted as “information need and seeking process, including identification 

and choice of information sources guided by [individuals’] information needs” (Vakkari, 

1997, p. 461).  

Information is often described as a “resource” (Pao, 1989). This implies that it is 

something residing in documents, information systems, or other artifacts.  It assumes that 

it is constant and unchanging.  The current view is to look at information as an outcome 

of subjective construction as opposed to an object residing in documents or artifacts.  We 

as human beings construct the meaning of information through our thoughts, actions, and 

feelings in order to solve problems, perform tasks or increase understanding.  For 

example, a group of people, say distance learners, need to construct the meaning of the 

information through their learning activities in distance education courses.  The social 

and/or group setting where information is encountered may influence its value.  A full 

understanding of information needs and information seeking activities as social and 

individual behaviors, therefore, would help information professionals and educators 

design better course delivery systems and information delivery models. 

Information needs are frequently thought of in terms of an individual’s cognitive 

needs: gaps or anomalies in the state of knowledge or understanding that may be 

represented by questions or topics.  These questions may be posed to an information 

system or source.  Satisfying cognitive needs involves accessing information the subject 

matter of which matches that of a query.  While the performance of organizational tasks, 

planning and decision-making are the main generators of cognitive needs,  

the nature of the organization, coupled with the individual’s personality structure, will 

create affective needs such as the need for achievement, for self expression, and self 

actualization...  In such a wider view, the individual would be perceived not merely as 
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driven to seek information for cognitive ends, but as living and working in social settings, 

which create their own motivations to seek information to help satisfy largely affective 

needs (Wilson, 1981, p. 9-10).   

Therefore, information has to satisfy not just cognitive needs, but also affective needs and 

situational requirements (Wilson, 1997). 

Since the 1940s, a significant portion of the work on information needs, seeking 

and uses has attempted to understand how different groups of people experience 

information needs and how these needs may be met.  The information needs and uses of 

scientists, engineers, physicians, school children and academics, as well as those of 

citizens, government officials, managers, and professionals have all been the subject of 

research inquiry (Wilson, 1997).  As far as theories of information needs are concerned, 

there is no support in the literature for a single theory that fits all contexts.  Therefore, I 

will review the theory and models pertaining to information seeking. 

Taylor (1968) proposes that human beings experience four levels of information 

needs.  At the visceral level, the person experiences a vague sense of dissatisfaction, a 

gap in knowledge or understanding that is often inexpressible in linguistic terms.  The 

visceral need may become more concrete and pressing as more information is 

encountered and its importance grows.  When this occurs, the visceral need enters the 

conscious level, where the person develops a mental description of the area of indecision.  

Such a mental description is likely to be in the form of rambling statements or narratives 

that reflect the ambiguity that the person still experiences at this level.  To develop a 

focus, the person may consult with colleagues and friends, and when ambiguity is 

sufficiently reduced, the conscious need moves to the formalized level.  At this level, the 

enquirer is able to construct a qualified, rational statement of the information need, 

expressed for example in the form of a question or topic.  Here the formal statement is 

made without the user necessarily having to consider what source(s) or information is 

available.  When the user interacts with an information source or system, whether it is 

directly or through an intermediary, the person may recast the question in anticipation of 

what the source or system knows or is able to deliver.  The formalized question is then 
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modified or rearticulated in a form that can be understood or processed by the 

information system.  In this sense, the question finally elicited represents the information 

need at a compromised level. 

Attempting to develop a theoretical basis for the information-seeking problem for 

several decades, Dervin (1983a, 1983b, and 1992) has been active in applying and 

promoting a sense-making metaphor to describe how human beings perceive information 

needs as cognitive gaps.  Sense-making theory and methodology has been developed by 

Brenda Dervin and her colleagues since 1972 in a programmatic research effort focused 

on developing alternative approaches to the traditional quantitative and qualitative study 

typical of the system-oriented information approach. 

Sense-making can be defined in terms of ontological and epistemological 

assumptions as well as a theory of the subject.  The approach includes a set of 

assumptions, a theoretic perspective, a methodological approach, and a set of methods.  

The philosophical foundations of sense-making theory assume that a discontinuity 

condition is found in all existence.  Sense-making sets forth the ‘gap’ (discontinuity) idea 

as a theoretic assumption and as a guiding frame for methods, methods of framing 

questions, methods of interviewing, and methods of analysis.  In the sense-making 

approach, people move through space and time, taking steps through experiences.  As 

long as individuals can make sense of their experiences, movement ahead is possible.  

From time to time, movement is blocked by the perception of a cognitive gap, a situation 

where people are unable to make sense of their activities and experiences.  To cross the 

gap, individuals seek information to make new sense and use this information to help 

them continue on their journey.   

Over 40 research studies have been completed in the past twenty years based on 

the Sense-making approach.  This research suggests that the ways people perceive their 

cognitive gaps and the ways that they want information to help are good predictors of 

their information seeking behaviors.  Therefore, the ways people perceive and define 

their sense-making gaps can be coded into universal categories that are applicable across 

different groups of information users.  Dervin (1992) uses eight situation gaps below: 
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o Decision, where the person sees two or more roads ahead; 

o Barrier stop, where the person sees one road ahead but something or someone 

stands on the road blocking the way; 

o Spin-out stop where the person sees self as having no road; 

o Wash out stop, where the person sees self as on a road that suddenly disappears 

o Problematic stop, where the person sees self-being dragged down a road not of his 

or her own choosing; 

o Perceptual embeddedness, where the person judges how foggy is the road ahead; 

o Situational embeddedness, where the person judges how many intersections are 

on the road; and 

o Social embeddedness, where the person judges how many people are traveling.  

However, Savolainen (1993) later discusses the limitations of the sense-making 

approach. To begin with, this metaphor is so abstract that the assessment of the theory 

faces some difficulties although, with the progress of empirical research, some of the 

proposed concepts, such as " bridging the gaps", have been more substantially defined.  

In addition, the general evaluation of the theory is hampered by the fact that it has not yet 

become the subject of a broader critical discussion weighing the relevance of the theory.  

Finally, it proposes many new theoretical and methodological ideas, but poses perhaps 

more questions than the definitive answers it gives. 

Allen (1996) suggests that information needs occur whenever an individual’s 

knowledge fails.  Allen analyzes information needs as knowledge gaps that are 

experienced when the individual’s life situation interacts with his or her knowledge or 

cognitive structures, and reveals a deficiency in understanding.  He identifies three 

categories of information needs on knowledge gaps: 

o Information needs that arise from failure of perception (That is the individual 

unable to perceive the situation); 

o Information needs associated with exploring a topic area so as to identify 

alternative courses of action; and 
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o Information needs arise from choosing between alternative courses of action (that 

involves evaluating alternatives and their outcomes). 

Belkin (1980), on the other hand, argues that even the user does not know her/his 

information needs or “gaps” well enough to make a query for a traditional IR system and 

proposes what he calls Anomalous States of Knowledge (ASK) model.  His model is 

based on the idea that an information need is created when the user investigates his or her 

state of knowledge and discovers that there is a gap or lack of knowledge with respect to 

a situation or problem faced.  This “gap” is what he calls an “anomaly,” hence ASK – 

Anomalous State of Knowledge.  He prefers the term “anomaly” because it expresses 

what he calls the non-specifiability of the information need, while also providing a focus 

for analysis of that need. 

 In describing “specifiability,” Belkin, Oddy and Brooks (1982) go on to explain 

that it can be on a linguistic level or a cognitive level and each level has its own range of 

reasons why a need can or cannot be expressed clearly.  On one end of the cognitive 

level, there is a new problem or situation and lack of experience, while at the other end of 

the cognitive level, there is a well-defined problem or situation where what is lacking is 

not experience, but information.  At the linguistic level, we have a continuum with one 

end occupied by a system language that is poorly understood or even a wrong system 

being used, and on the other end, a well-understood system language and proper system 

being used.  The ability to specify  the user’s need can fall at any point along these two 

continuums and the end result is a combination of both.  Specifiability is a key concept in 

this theory for it supports his belief that any query given an information retrieval (IR) 

system is really only an approximation of the actual information need because of the 

range and combination of linguistic and cognitive abilities the user may have in 

describing that need. 

How does one determine a user’s current state of knowledge?  According to 

Belkin (1980), asking non-specific questions, engaging in dialogue, and then using the 

data obtained to bring back text representations help individuals identify anomalies.  As 

the user gets more information, their state of knowledge changes, their ASK will change, 
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and it will lead to a different sort of ASK requiring new and different retrieval strategies.  

As the gap fills and changes shape, the IR system should identify this and bring back 

different representations appropriate to the user’s new state of knowledge.  This idea goes 

back to Belkin’s belief that IR systems should be mainly concerned with whole texts or 

combinations of texts presented in a particular order based on state of knowledge, rather 

than specific elements of texts that seek to provide a one “best match” to resolve the 

user’s anomaly. 

 Considering psychological factors, the behavioral mode for describing the 

information seeking process was proposed based on the information seeking examples of 

academic social scientists by Ellis (1989) and later developed by Ellis, Cox, and Hall 

(1993).  This model uses “features” instead of “stages” which are the following:   

o Starting, where user begins to seek information; 

o Chaining, where user follows the references or sources in material cited or 

consulted; 

o Browsing, “semi-directed searching” in an area where one is interested in; 

o Differentiating, where user is differentiating sources consulted as a filter: 

o Monitoring, where user updates and monitors particular documents;  

o Extracting, where user identifies relevant information selectively; 

o Verifying, where user makes sure whether the information obtained in accurate; 

and 

o Ending, where user attempts to tie his/her search with a final search. 

This model was later tested and empirically supported by research in a specific 

context of engineering firm (Ellis and Haugan, 1997).   

 Building upon Ellis’ behavioral model, Kuhlthau’s (1993) theory of the 

information search process (ISP) is similar to Belkin’s ASK model in many ways.  Both 

acknowledge the importance of the user’s cognitive view in the search process, and both 

believe that user models need to be represented in the IR system.  They also share the 

belief that information from multiple sources is assimilated into what the user already 

knows and changes his or her state of knowledge.  The differences start to show through 
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where Belkin sees two levels involved in the process of identifying and resolving user 

need (cognitive and linguistic), but Kuhlthau identifies three realms of activity in the 

search process.  There is the physical realm, describing the actual actions of the user, the 

cognitive realm, identifying the user's thoughts on process and content, and the affective 

realm, where the user’s feelings and emotions come into the process.  It is this last realm 

where Kuhlthau most differs from other theories of information behavior.  Through a 

series of studies, she (Kuhlthau, 1988, 1991, 1993) found that the uncertainty felt in the 

early stages of information seeking caused discomfort and anxiety, which affected 

articulation of the information need, as well as judgments of relevancy.  In essence, she 

takes Belkin’s non-specifiability concept a bit further and sees emotion as a possible 

reason why an information need may be non-specifiable at the cognitive level.  She 

analyzes the feelings behind the inability to identify the gap, the perceived “wrongness” 

that Belkin calls an “anomaly.” 

 According to Kuhlthau (1993), a user starts with feelings of uncertainty and 

apprehension at the initiation stage.  As he or she moves into the selection stage, where 

the general topic being studied is identified, these feelings give way to optimism.  The 

third stage, exploration, brings on more confusion and doubt as the user begins to 

investigate the general topic and pushes to increase his/her level of understanding.  This 

is the point where the personal construct theory, which inspired Kuhlthau (1993), 

indicates a user is most likely to make a decision to abandon attempting to assimilate the 

new idea into the system of personal constructs, or to choose to carry on.  It also leads to 

the fourth stage that Kuhlthau acknowledges as the turning point in the ISP. 

 This fourth stage is known as the formulation stage and is where Belkin would 

identify a shift in cognitive ability.  The formulation stage is where the user is able to 

form a focus; the user is able to define the anomaly.  Feelings of confidence increase and 

there is a sense of clarity.  This change in focus leads logically into the fifth stage, 

collection, where the user gathers information on the newly defined topic and today’s 

information systems are likely to be most helpful.  The information need is more focused 

and the user has better cognitive ability to articulate to the system what that need is. 
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 The final stage is that of presentation, where the user completes the search. 

Kuhlthau identifies this as the stage where information is used.  The user feels relief and 

satisfaction over a search well done or disappointment over a poor one.  Kuhlthau 

advocates increased interaction with the user during the early stages of the ISP but 

suggests that the system needs to take into consideration not only the cognitive level of 

the user, but also the affective level when trying to identify the actual information need.  

She also suggests obtaining data from reference interviews to help identify the different 

information needs found along each point in the search process.  This would not only 

help librarians as intermediaries, helping the user one on one, but would also be helpful 

to librarians as system designers to create systems that interact with the user in the 

absence of a live body to talk to. 

 Later, Wilson (1997) suggests that uncertainty and its affective symptoms 

constitute a state of stress with which the individual must cope.  For example, research in 

health information seeking has contacted “monitors” who prefer high levels of 

information input to cope with a successful event and prefer less psychological arousal 

when they have the information, with “blunters” who prefer less information and suffer 

greater arousal when they receive high information input (Miller and Mangan, 1983).  He 

also examines the relationship between information needs and coping by applying 

Krohne’s (1986, 1989) model of coping.  When an individual’s intolerance of uncertainty 

is high but the intolerance of arousals is low, the individuals cope through “constant 

monitoring.”  On the other hand, when both uncertainty intolerance and arousal 

intolerance are high, the individual engages in “fluctuating coping.”  

 Information needs arise from the problems, uncertainties, and ambiguities 

encountered in specific situations and experiences.  Such situations and experiences are 

the composite of a large number of elements that relate not just to subject matter, but also 

to situational factors such as goal clarity and consensus, magnitude of risk, amount of 

control, professional and social norms, time and resource constraints, and so on.  As a 

result, the determination of information needs must not stop at asking “what do you want 

to know?” but must also answer questions like “why do you want to know it?”  “what 
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does your problem look like?”  “what do you know already?”  “what do you anticipate 

finding?”  “how will this help you?”  MacMullin and Taylor (1984) suggest that problem 

situations be analyzed according to a number of problem dimensions that amplify 

information needs and from the criteria by which individuals assess the relevance and 

value of information.  They also provide a list of these dimensions, which lie on a 

continuum between: Design –discovery, well-structured – ill-structured, simple -

complex, specific goals -amorphous goals, assumptions explicit-assumptions not explicit, 

familiar pattern-new pattern.  

 Content is crucial to how people seek and use information, as Limberg (1999) 

states.  This is contrary to the understanding that information seeking is a general process 

that occurs independently of the content of the information.  The aim for establishing a 

general view of information seeking restrains the research and limits understanding of the 

various ways in which people seek information.  Thus, if it were accepted that there is 

more than one type of information process, I believe, it would stimulate a deeper 

understanding of the information-seeking process.  Instead of trying to prove that the 

information-seeking process can be described with one model, common for different 

users in different contexts,  “the differences between contexts, situations and groups 

ought to be examined and illuminated, not with the purpose of separating groups but to 

better understand information seeking as a phenomenon” (Limberg, 1999, p. 130).   

In addition to the work discussed above, there are other efforts building somewhat 

upon earlier theoretical work to understand the complex information-seeking 

phenomenon.  Bates (1989) introduces the notion of “berrypicking” as a model for 

information seeking behavior. A researcher, according to this model, starts with one 

query or need, but modifies it as each new piece of information is discovered. The search 

evolves during the process and information is retrieved in small bits (like individual 

berries), not all at once. Additionally, both techniques for searching and the sources 

consulted change throughout the process. 

Another example of this line of research proposes three interrelated models for 

information seeking phenomenon (Burnett and McKinley, 1998).  Burnett and McKinley 
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propose a postmodern model of identity, rhizomorphic model of information contexts and 

hypertextual model of technology.  Furthermore, they redefine the nature of information 

seeking problem as one’s “negotiation of identity through the exploration of the 

interaction of private ignorance and public knowledge” (Burnett and McKinley, 1998, 

p.285).  

In addition, Swain (1996) suggests some additions to Kuhlthau’s model regarding 

the social aspects of information seeking and the role of interpersonal communication. 

Furthermore, Swain notes that students do not necessarily pass through Kulhthau’s stages 

in the order given, sometimes skipping stages and other times repeating them. 

For the same reason, attempts to model information seeking can be divided into 

two separate categories: information retrieval (IR) models and other models, what 

Burnett and McKinley call “educational models.”  Although the models mentioned above 

have been representative of the second category of the modeling effort, there are models 

developed that are representative of IR models.  

The traditional IR model briefly characterizes information retrieval as two sets of 

elements, a system and user, and processes converging on ‘comparison’ and ‘matching’ 

(Saracevic, 1996).  The system prong incorporates information objects, such as text, 

images, and data, which are represented in a prearranged way, then organized in a file, 

and in this way prepared for matching.  The user point starts with a user’s information 

problem or need, which is verbalized in a question form transformed into a query 

acceptable to the system, then matching between texts and query occurs.  A few examples 

of IR modeling efforts include Ingwersen’s cognitive model of IR interaction (Ingwersen, 

1992; 1996), Belkin’s episode model (Belkin and Vickery, 1985; Belkin, Cool, Stein and 

Theil, 1995) and the stratified model of information retrieval interaction (Saracevic, 

1996).   

 Finally, information needs also vary according to the complexity of the situation 

where the information is to be utilized.  Situational complexity increases when many 

actors and entities are involved, and when these agents interconnect and interact in 

complicated and unpredictable ways.  A specific instance that represents the external 
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environment is perceived complexity and changeability.  Perceived environmental 

uncertainty is conceptualized as lack of information about environmental factors; lack of 

knowledge about the outcome of an action; and inability to assess how environmental 

factors affect success or failure (Duncan, 1972).  The external environment may be 

divided into sectors, such as the customer, competition, technological, regulatory, 

economic, and socio-cultural sectors (Choo and Auster, 1993).  Empirical studies suggest 

that information scanning tends to be focused on the market-related sectors, with 

information on customers, suppliers, and competitors appearing to be the most important.  

 In conclusion, the CMIS describes how individual information seeking has 

become a critical element in determining health behaviors and proposes a comprehensive 

model of information seeking synthesizing the health belief model.  Models and 

theoretical development reviewed in this chapter were preoccupied with information 

carrier factors and information seeking actions, which are also included in Johnson’s 

model.  Information carrier factors include characteristics and utility of the information 

channels selected and used by information seekers.  

The CMIS, in addition to its earlier testing in business and health research, was 

tested in a web-based learning context through this study.  The main advantage of the 

CMIS over other mentioned models in this chapter is that the CMIS focuses on not only 

individuals and the factors influencing individuals’ information seeking attempts but use 

of information utilities and carriers by individuals as well as information seeking actions 

of individuals.  Because of this unique advantage, the CMIS allowed me to focus on both 

the factors impacting individuals and utilization of the information carriers and utilities as 

well as information seeking actions. Specifically, I used the concept “beliefs” to explore 

how multilingual students perceive their culture and information needs are related. Given 

the purposes and objective of this research, therefore, any model or theory would be less 

suitable than the CMIS.  

Summary 

Theory and theory development is the first major step in scientific inquiry.  It is 

expected to be the base from which the subsequent stages of the scientific method flow.  



 50 

According to Powell (1997), the answer to the question of how exactly theory fits into or 

affects this scientific process should be explained by a field of knowledge.  Theory plays 

a crucial role in the scientific method of inquiry.  Theory helps to make research more 

productive in that it organizes a number of facts, laws, concepts, assumptions, constructs, 

and/or principles that are related to research problem in question in a meaningful manner 

(Powell, 1997).  Theory also suggests relationships between facts and concepts, and 

organizes facts or variables that appear to be casually related, theory can help to explain 

the nature of the relationship. Theory and research can be linked through either an 

inductive or deductive approach.  In the inductive approach, theories are developed 

through the analysis of research data.  In the deductive approach, on the other hand, 

research is used to test theories.  Lastly, as Babbie (2001) mentions, there is no single 

recipe for social science research and sometimes it is far more open ended than what the 

traditional scientific view suggests. 

In summary, this study uses Johnson’s Comprehensive Model of Information 

Seeking (CMIS) (See Figure 3.1). The CMIS describes how individual information 

seeking has become a critical element in determining health behaviors and proposes a 

comprehensive model of information-seeking synthesizing the health belief model.  This 

chapter explained how the current study made use of this model to describe how 

antecedent cultural factors influence the information seeking behavior of multilingual 

graduate students enrolled in web-based courses. In the next chapter, I explain the 

methodological framework and details of data collection, management and analysis 

procedures. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter begins with a description of the methodology that was used to 

explore the research problem and questions introduced in Chapter 1.  This is followed by 

the rationale for selecting the qualitative paradigm as the best approach to conducting this 

particular study.  Within the qualitative paradigm, an instrumental case study 

methodology was employed.  A detailed description of the study population and 

participant selection follows the rationale section.  The data gathering methods section 

describes the types of data collected through demographic data survey and semi-

structured interviews.  Next, the data management and analysis is outlined.  This includes 

description of how the data were collected, analyzed, and triangulated to address 

reliability and validity concerns. 

Research Design  

 This study used a qualitative inquiry methodology.  This researcher is a firm 

believer that most research done in the social sciences is best carried out in the qualitative 

paradigm due to the complex nature of human behavior that requires methods different 

than those used in natural sciences.  Generalizations such as representativeness, 

reactivity, reliability, and replicability that are quite arbitrary may be suitable for the 

natural sciences but may be limited in meaning for the social sciences (Babbie, 2004).  I 

view human life as being qualitative in nature where profound aspects of our lives are 

illustrated by our own experiences and perceptions.  Therefore, I see qualitative inquiry 

as the best means of describing and explaining human experience.  

The methodological approach selected for this research is the case study, which 

involves “systematically gathering enough information about a particular person, social 

setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to effectively understand how it operates 

or functions” (Berg, 1998, p. 212).  While some consider “the case” an object of study 
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(Stake, 1995) and others consider it a methodology (e.g., Merriam, 1988), a case study is 

“an exploration of a bounded system or a case (or multiple cases) over time through 

detailed, in depth data collection involving multiple sources of information rich in 

context” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61).  It is bounded by time, place and the case being studied 

– a program, an event, an activity or individuals.  For example, several programs (multi-

site study) or a single program (within-site study) might be selected for study.  

The context involves situating the case within its setting, which can be the 

physical setting or the social, historical, and/or economic setting for the case.  The focus 

may be on “the case” (Creswell, 1998) that, because of its uniqueness, requires study 

(intrinsic case study), or it may be on an issue or issues, with the case used instrumentally 

to illustrate the issue -- an instrumental case study (Stake, 1995).  When more than one 

case is studied, it is referred to as a collective case study (Stake, 1995).  

 Scientifically, case study research holds a long, distinguished history across many 

disciplines.  Hamel (1993), for example, traces the origin of modern social science case 

studies through anthropology and sociology.  He cites anthropologist Malinowski’s study 

of the Trobriand Islands, French sociologist LePlay’s study of families and the case 

studies of the University of Chicago's Department of Sociology in the 1920s and 1930s as 

the antecedents of qualitative case study research.   

While conducting case study research, researchers are to consider what type of 

case study is most promising and useful (Creswell, 1998).  The case can be single or 

collective, multi-sited or within-site, focused on a case or on an issue (intrinsic or 

instrumental) (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1989).   

The case study researcher has a large array of texts and approaches from which to 

choose to develop a case study (Creswell, 1998).  In case study research, the data 

collection is extensive.  Yin (1989) suggests six types of information: documentation, 

archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant observations, and physical 

artifacts.  The type of analysis of these data can be a holistic analysis of the entire case or 

an embedded analysis of a specific aspect of the case (Yin, 1989).  Through this data 

collection, a detailed description of the case emerges, as does an analysis of themes or 
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issues and interpretations or assertions about the case by the researcher (Stake, 1995).  

The analysis is rich in the context of the case or setting, in which the case presents itself 

(Merriam, 1988).  The investigator narrates the study through techniques such as 

chronology of major events followed by an up-close or detailed perspective about a few 

incidents.  When multiple cases are chosen, a typical format is to first provide a detailed 

description of the each case and themes within the case, called within-case analysis, 

followed by a thematic analysis across the cases, called a cross-case analysis, as well as 

assertions or interpretations of the meaning of the case.  In the final interpretive phase, 

the research reports what lessons were learned from the case. 

For this research, theoretical sampling was employed to select multilingual 

graduate students enrolled at a single site.  The case (the unit of analysis) being 

investigated here was the issue of culture and its impact on information needs of 

multilingual graduate students in a web-based graduate degree-offering program (See 

Study participant selection and data collection procedures below for details).  Also, I 

considered any one of the strategies for sampling identified by Miles and Huberman 

(1994) and preferred to “select unusual cases in collective case studies and employ 

“maximum variation” as a strategy to represent diverse cases to fully display multiple 

perspectives about the cases” (Creswell, 1998, p. 120).  

In brief, case study research is a holistic methodological approach that utilizes a 

number of data gathering measures such as in-depth interviews, participant observation, 

oral histories, life story, document analysis, and may focus on a single individual, or 

group or community (Berg, 1998) in order to describe and interpret a phenomenon or 

social unit.  Specifically, this is an instrumental case study, as delimited by Stake (1995), 

which focuses on better understanding of the issue of culture and information needs of 

multilingual graduate students in web-based learning contexts and will lead to further 

investigation. 

Study Population and Participants 

This instrumental case study was designed to allow for different patterns of 

information needs and behaviors to emerge, rather than the testing of specific hypotheses.  
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The purpose of the study was to discover types of information needs of multilingual 

graduate students in web-based learning contexts and to explore how multilingual 

graduate students in web-based learning programs perceive that their culture influences 

the way they meet their information needs. 

The target population for this study was graduate level multilingual students who 

have partaken in a graduate level web-based learning degree program and/or course.  

Study participants were at least 18 years old and selected from the School of Information 

Studies at Florida State University in the United States that offers a variety of types of 

degrees earned through web-based learning and serves varying student populations, 

including an increasingly diverse student body.  All participants and the study site were 

identified by pseudonyms to maintain their anonymity.    

Data Gathering Method: Interview Methodology  

This study employed semi-structured interviews as the primary data collection 

method.  The interview is one of the data gathering methods that can be employed in both 

qualitative and quantitative research paradigms.  The purpose of interviews in research is 

to find out about the other’s perspective.  It aims to gather qualitative and/or quantitative 

data for purposes of research through conversations.  Interviews as a data collection 

technique can be employed in different types of research.  For example, a researcher 

conducting case study or phenomenological research depends almost exclusively on 

lengthy interviews (usually semi-structured or unstructured) with a carefully selected 

sample of participants who “have had direct experience with the phenomenon being 

studied” (Leedy and Ormrod, 2001, p. 153). 

 There are three kinds of approaches to designing an interview.  These differ to the 

extent to which interview questions are determined and standardized before the interview 

(Patton, 2002): 

o The informal conversational interview (unstructured interview); 

o The general interview guide approach (semi-structured interview); and 

o The standardized open-ended interview (structured interview). 
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 Unstructured interviewing is practical when the researcher can stay in the setting for 

some period in order not to be dependent on a single interview opportunity.  Changing 

interview questions over time and building them on previous questions helps the 

interviewer to move in new directions and look for elaborations from various 

participants.  An unstructured interview has a focus; however, the interviewer is free to 

go where the data and respondent lead (Patton, 2002).  

 Semi-structured interviewing, on the other hand, involves outlining a set of issues 

that are to be explored with each respondent before the interview begins.  The guide 

serves as a basic checklist to make sure all relevant topics are covered during the 

interview.  Other topics might still emerge during the interview, topics of importance to 

the respondent that are not listed explicitly on the guide and thus would not normally be 

explored with each person interviewed.  The interviewer is free to develop the 

conversation within a particular subject area and establish a conversational style while 

retaining the focus on a particular subject that has been predetermined.  This is essential 

in focus group or group interview methodologies as well, since it keeps the interactions 

focused while allowing individual perspectives and experiences to emerge (Patton, 2002).  

 Structured interviews involve carefully and fully wording each question before 

the interview.  This means wording each question with so much detail that each 

interviewee is asked the same questions in the same way and in the same order, including 

standard probes (Patton, 2002).  

Interview approaches are also commonly combined.  A common combining 

strategy includes using a structured interview format in the early part of an interview and 

then leaving the interviewer free to pursue any subjects of interest during the later parts 

of the interview.  Another combination involves using the unstructured interview early in 

the interview and then closing it with a structured interview (Patton, 2002).  Deciding 

which type of interview is appropriate depends on the purpose of the interview, purpose 

of the research, time, interviewer, and so on. 

 Although the interviews conducted in a quantitative study are usually structured, 

those in a qualitative study are more often semi structured or rarely structured, revolving 
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around a few central questions (Babbie, 2004).  Structured interviews in qualitative 

research include open-ended, although standardized, questions such as “What was your 

first experience?” followed by probes, such as “Whom did you work for?”  “What did 

you do?” and so on.  Regardless of how interviews are structured during data collection, 

they can yield very good data about any of the following (Leedy and Ormrod, 2001):  

o Factual data (e.g., biographical information); 

o People’s beliefs about the facts; 

o People’s feelings; 

o Motives behind people’s actions; 

o Present and past behaviors of people;  

o Standards for behavior (i.e., what people think should be done in certain 

situations); and 

o Conscious reasons for people’s actions or feelings (e.g., why they think that 

engaging in a particular behavior pattern is/isn’t desirable).  

Interviewing usually involves much more than simply asking questions and noting 

the answers.  Therefore, the questions should be planned and worded in order to get the 

data that the researcher wants to answer his or her research question(s) (Leedy and 

Ormrod, 2001).  In qualitative research, wording and articulating the questions being 

asked clearly during the interview process may yield the information that the researcher 

would like to explore. 

Interviews are definitely more effective than complicated or badly prepared 

questionnaires.  In some instances, interviewers can clarify some questionnaire items and 

questions by obtaining relevant responses.  Particularly, with interview methodology, 

interviewers can make important observations and gather additional data apart from 

responses to questions asked in the interview.  For instance, the interviewer may note 

characteristics of the respondents, the quality of their interaction during the interview, the 

interviewer or the respondent’s race and gender.  Similarly, some observations can be 

made concerning “the quality of the dwelling, the presence of various possessions, the 
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respondent’s ability to speak English, [and] the respondent’ reactions” to the questions 

being asked (Babbie, 2004, p. 258).   

Finally, one-on-one interviews allow researchers to get more personal stories, 

experiences, and issues related to the phenomenon being investigated (Leedy and 

Ormrod, 2001; LoBiondo-Wood and Haber, 1998; Patton, 2002).  During the interviews, 

an important issue is the interviewer.  The interviewer's ability to manage the interview 

and his or her reactions during the interview influences the interviewee’s responses.  

Presence of an interviewer may affect the effort to obtain honest behaviors.  On the other 

hand, the interviewer can follow up on the questions and clarify ambiguous points. 

Data Gathering Process and Procedures  

The intention of this case study was to gain an understanding of multilingual 

graduate students’ perceptions and experiences of how culture affects their information 

needs.  Furthermore, it was expected that the case study would help the researcher and 

research community at large to gain insights and generate questions that can be pursued 

in subsequent studies.  As the primary data gathering technique, semi structured interview 

methodology would provide an in-depth understanding of the research problem through 

one-on-one interviews.  It was useful as the study explored how multilingual study 

participants perceive what their information needs were in web-based learning contexts 

and how they perceived the relationship between their perceived culture and their 

information needs.  The procedures for this research (See Appendix E) are as follows: 

Selection of the Study Site  

The study site was chosen according to the following criteria:  

o A college and program located in the United States; 

o Offering a variety of types of degrees earned through web-based learning;  

o Serving varying student populations, including multilingual students; and    

o Offering web-based courses that can be taken solely through the Internet. 

Possible sites considered for inclusion in this study included two schools of 

Information Studies at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and the other at 

Florida State University.  Both schools met the criteria for inclusion in this study by 
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offering a variety of types of degrees earned through web-based learning; serving varying 

student populations, including a multilingual student body; and offering web-based 

courses that could be taken solely through the Internet. Tough both schools met the 

selection criteria, the School of Information Studies at Florida State University was 

selected as the study site for this research. because of convenience of access and 

familiarity with the study site,  

Identifying Study Participants 

Administrators of the program at the School from which the participants were 

selected were asked to help the investigator to obtain demographic data regarding 

graduate students’ language skills.  Since complete and accurate demographic data 

regarding graduate students’ language skills could not be obtained or were not available 

through the study site or the school studied, the administrators, including Associate Dean 

and graduate student advisor, of the program and then the instructors in charge of the 

web-based classes were asked for permission to identify study participants and solicit 

volunteers.  In addition, each participant in the study was asked whether they know any 

other graduate student who would qualify and participate in this study.  When soliciting 

volunteers, general information about the study and its purpose was presented.  Forms 

requesting name and contact information and an informed consent form along with my 

contact information were provided or delivered in person, via email or by mail.  

Selection of Study Participants 

The investigator selected nine multilingual graduate students for this study.  The 

subjects participated voluntarily and no incentive was offered.  The interview participants 

must have been multilingual and been currently or previously enrolled in at least one 

web-based course taught any term of the academic year in the study site.  In addition, 

each participant must have completed at least one term of graduate study to participate in 

this study.  A web-based course was defined as a course offered using web-based 

technology for its delivery with no face-to-face component required. 
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Table 4.1 Study participants and language skills 
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Mary Female 
knowledge

able 

Full 

time 
Black Ghana In town 0 hour Twi English  

Erin Female 
knowledge

able 

Part 

time 
White USA In town 0 hour English French 

Spanish 

(fluent); 

German 

(reading level): 

Italian (reading 

level) 

Dave Male 
knowledge

able 

Full 

time 

Hispa

nic 

Puerto 

Rico  
In town 0 hour Spanish English 

French (reading 

level); Italian 

(reading level) 

Lisa Female 
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time 
White Russia 
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0 hour  Russian English French (fluent) 

Jane Female 
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Out of 

state 

3 

hours 
English Italian  

Beth Female 
knowledge

able 

Part 

time 
White 

Switzerlan

d 

Out of 

country 

6 

hours 
German English French (fluent) 
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Given that the objective of the study was to explore information needs of 

multilingual graduate web-based learners, both students who could express themselves in 

two or more languages fluently and students whose first language is other than English 

were included.  In other words, the language variable was the determining criterion for 

selecting participants.  Fluency was regarded as the ability to speak smoothly and rapidly 

to express one’s self (Webster, 2004).  For this study, all participants must have been able 

to speak and express themselves fluently in English, in addition to at least one other 

language.  Similarly, both multilingual students who live in the U.S. and multilingual 

students who pursue the program while residing outside the U.S. were included.  Table 

4.1 shows study participants’ demographic data including their language skills.  In 

addition, more about each participant is presented in Chapter 5.  

Informed Consent 

The volunteers who wished to participate in the study were asked to complete and 

return the signed informed consent form prior to participation in the study (See Appendix 

B).  Students might return or deliver informed consent forms by one of four methods:  

First, volunteers might download the consent form, complete, sign it, and fax it to me.  

Alternatively, volunteers might choose to return their signed and dated forms through 

United States Postal Mail to my address.  In addition, volunteers might return their signed 

and dated informed consent forms in person.  Finally, the forms might be signed and 

scanned by the participant, then returned to me as an email attachment. 

As instructed in the invitation letter sent out to the study participants, four 

subjects signed and dated their information consent and delivered in person right before 

participating in the study.  In addition, three participants faxed their signed and dated 

informed consent before they took part in the study.  Finally, two informants chose to 

send their informed consent through postal mail to the researcher’s address provided in 

the invitation letter. 

Pilot Interviews  

Two pilot interviews were conducted with two graduate students who took a web-

based course in Fall 2003 in order to estimate the length of interview process.  Table 4.2 
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shows the timeline of data collection activities.  In addition to giving me an opportunity 

for practice before actually collecting research data, this process helped me see whether 

the initial demographic data survey and the initial interview questions (See Appendices F 

and G) were clear and if the wording of any question(s) needed to be changed.  The pilot 

interviews took approximately 80 minutes a piece; subsequently, the initial demographic 

data survey instructions were revised because one of the interviewees needed to know 

how to answer each question.  Nonetheless, all of the semi structured interview questions 

remained the same.  

Conducting Interviews 

I would have preferred to do all interviews face-to-face.  However, where it was 

difficult to schedule or conduct a face-to-face interview, a phone interview was preferred.  

Table 4.2 shows the timeline of data collection activities.  During the actual data 

collection process, four participants were interviewed in person while the other five were 

phone-interviewed.  Especially, participants residing outside the U.S. or unable to 

conduct a face-to-face interview were interviewed by phone only.  Both face-to-face and 

phone interviews were audiotaped.  

Table 4.2 Data collection timeline 

March 2004 April 2004 May 2004 June 2004 

Pilot interviews Actual interviews 

 

The instruments 

Formal standard interview instruments were not employed in this study.  Instead, 

semi-structured interview methodology was used.  The initial question set had two parts: 

a) Demographic data survey (See Appendix F).  b) Semi-structured interview 

methodology questions (See Appendix G).  At the beginning of each interview, I 

collected some demographic data from each interviewee to get to know each participant 

better for the purposes of data collection and data analysis.  Semi-structured interview 

questions helped me guide the focus of participants’ responses toward culture and its 

impacts on information needs in web-based learning contexts. 
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Validity and Reliability Issues 

I acknowledge that qualitative research may have multiple sources of bias, as well 

as validity and reliability concerns, particularly if qualitative research is conducted by a 

single researcher.  Therefore, I used strategies to ensure greater confidence in the findings 

of this study (Miles and Huberman, 1994).  In order to ensure representativeness of the 

subjects, participants were selected in consultation with the administrators, instructors, 

and graduate student advisor of the study site.  In addition to general techniques of 

enhancing reliability and validity of qualitative research (Patton, 2002; Babbie, 2004), 

particular attention was paid to the following issues:  

First, during interviews, how a question was worded and asked could make a 

significant difference in the quality of the interviewee response (Leedy & Ormrod 2001; 

Patton, 2002).  Therefore, interview questions were open-ended, neutral, singular, and 

clear.  An open-ended question allowed the person being interviewed to select from 

among that person’s full repertoire of possible responses those that are most salient.  

Some examples of open-ended questions were How do you define information needs of 

graduate students in web-based classes?  and How does culture affect the way you fulfill 

your information needs in web-based courses? The questions were singular, that is, no 

more than one idea was contained in any given question.  I strived to remain neutral, 

allowing each interviewee to respond without responding favorably to the content of the 

responses (Patton, 2002).  

Secondly, management of the interview process also influences the responses.  

Staying focused on the purpose of the interview was critical to gathering high quality data 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2001; Patton, 2002).  Therefore, constant attention to content and 

process was paid to increase the quality of information and thus the outcome of each 

interview.  

Lastly, bias is a real threat to the validity of interview data.  I attempted reduce 

bias by not overreacting to responses of the interviewee, dressing appropriately to the 

environment, holding the interview in a private setting, and keeping the interview as 

informal as possible (Powell, 1997). 
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Data Management  

Once each interview was conducted and recorded, the interview tape(s) was 

transcribed.  Each participant was provided with a copy of his or her interview transcript 

and asked to review the interview text.  To ensure reliability of the data collected, each 

interview was recorded as fully and fairly as possible using two separate tape recorders.  

The period immediately following each interview was crucial for establishing the validity 

of the interview.  This was the time to guarantee the data by checking the tape recording 

to ensure that it had functioned appropriately, record details about the setting and 

observations about the interview, and verify that the interview notes made sense.  If there 

were some points that did not make sense, I checked back with the interviewee for 

clarification.  Guessing the meaning of the responses is not acceptable in research; 

therefore, if follow up with the interviewee was not possible, those areas of vagueness 

and uncertainty in interview data were treated as missing data.  During this period, I 

established the usefulness, reliability, and authenticity of the data (Leedy & Ormrod 

2001; Patton, 2002).    

Identities of study participants have been and will continue to be kept 

confidential.  I have kept and will continue to keep interview tapes in a locked filing 

cabinet during and after the research.  Only I have access to these tapes and they will be 

destroyed by August 2010.  

Data Analyses 

Once each audiotaped interview was transcribed by me, the interviewee was 

asked to review and verify each transcribed interview text.  After verification of the 

transcript by the participant, the resulting text documents were edited to correct obvious 

transcription errors and text-unit paragraph marks, section marks, and pseudonyms of 

participants were added.  Additionally, handwritten notes taken during the interviews 

were used for clarification in cases where the transcription might be difficult because of 

possible technical glitches in the recording process, such as poor tape quality or low 

volume.  
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The unit selected for data analysis was paragraphs rather than individual lines of 

text.  Because it would be appropriate to include variations on a theme, paragraphs appear 

to be the best text unit choice.  Later, each transcript was loaded into NUD*IST Version 

6, one of the commercially available qualitative analytical software packages, as a text 

document.  The software allowed for codes to be assigned to quotations selected within 

the text as a way of deriving categories within the data of interest for analysis.  

Initial codes were developed directly from the three research questions.  

Furthermore, these initial codes were divided into sub-codes for sub-categories.  In order 

to check reliability, two colleagues who are familiar with the structure of web-based 

courses offered in the site and who have prior experience within the field were asked to 

check the initial coding of the first transcribed interview and to repeat the check later in 

the coding process.  I also asked at least one member of my research committee to 

validate my coding scheme, which helped me to refine my own definitions for the code 

categories. 

Upon completion of the coding process for all transcribed interview texts, I used 

the software to extract quotes of all participants in all interviews that are related to 

specific coded topic.  To keep the voices of the participants in the descriptions, I used as 

many quotes as applicable in the findings of this research.   

Quality of Data 

Representativeness  

The number of multilingual graduate students who have partaken in this study is 

relatively small.  To increase representativeness of the entire student population, as well 

as generalizability to other similar schools and programs offering web-based courses and 

degree programs, study participants were selected in consultation with the Graduate 

Student Advisor, Associate Dean and some instructors at the study site to be 

representative of a variety of student experiences, languages and programs.  Because no 

demographic data were available for current graduate students’ language skills, I 

attempted to get as many study subjects as possible and to ensure that they were as 

representative of multilingual graduate students as applicable. 
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Role of the Researcher 

My familiarity with the study site and my role as an instructor for several years 

minimized my effect on the participants’ behavior during the actual data gathering 

process.  Before I conducted my research at the study site, I had been involved with 

teaching several courses at graduate and undergraduate levels.  Specifically, I taught a 

required course for four semesters as the lead instructor after I gained some teaching 

experience in several graduate level courses offered through the web as a co-instructor or 

a teaching assistant for five semesters.   

Since the study participants were graduate students who had been required to take 

a research methods course by the time they participated in my research, they were 

unlikely to be influenced by my role as a researcher or an interviewer.  An invitation 

letter (See Appendix D) was sent to each and every participant before the study 

participants actually took part in this study, they were informed as to the intent of this 

study and the value of their possible contribution for the body of knowledge in web based 

learning.  In addition, my continuing work and contact with the study site over time made 

it less likely I would generalize from non-representative incidents.  

Member Checking  

Once each audiotaped interview was transcribed by me, the interviewee was 

asked to review and verify each transcribed interview text.  After verification of the 

transcript by the participant, the resulting text documents were coded and analyzed. 

Weighting Data  

Each graduate student who participated in the study is most familiar with his or 

her culture, language skills, perceptions, and experiences; thus, the data collected through 

semi-structured interview methodology was given the most weight.  In a private or 

informal setting, I collected this first hand data through individual interviews with each 

and every participant. 

Summary 

This chapter began with a description of the methodology that was employed to 

explore the research problem and questions introduced in Chapter 1.  This was followed 
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by the rationale for selecting the qualitative paradigm as the best approach to conducting 

this particular study.  Within the qualitative paradigm, an instrumental case study 

methodology was employed.  

A detailed description of the study population and participant selection followed 

the rationale section.  The data gathering methods section described the types of data 

collected through demographic data survey and semi-structured interviews.  Next, the 

data management and analysis was presented.  This further included description of how 

the data was collected, analyzed and triangulated to address reliability and validity 

concerns and quality of the data collected. 

Chapter 4 identified the type and focus of this case study, then detailed the 

methods and procedures used for data gathering and analysis.  Following this chapter, 

findings of the study are reported and analysis of the data is discussed in Chapters 5, 6, 7 

and 8.  Finally, Chapter 9 presents an overview of this study, limitations of the study, 

relationship to pertinent literature, implications for the theoretical framework, and 

information practice and makes recommendations for further research suggested by the 

study findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE CONTEXT 

 

Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 report the findings of the study in the following order.  

Chapter 5 presents the study site and each participant of the study. This chapter also 

discusses factors impacting the Context.   

Defining and Identifying Information Needs is discussed in Chapter 7 while 

Chapter 8 specifically provides the findings of the study about characteristics of the 

information used and presents the example uses of information. Chapter 8 presents the 

findings of the study about the relationship between culture and information needs.   

Chapter 5 provides a description of the study’s general physical context, along 

with the study site’s historical and educational background and goals, and introduces the 

participants.  The following sections provide details about the factors that affect the 

context, and relate the findings pertinent to each of the three research questions.  The 

final section summarizes the findings of the study. 

Data tables presented within next three chapters display subjects’ direct quotes 

about that particular chapter topic from the interview transcripts.  The quotes in each 

table are arranged and formatted in the data tables using the following criteria: 

o Participants are always listed in the left column in the following order: Mary, 

Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, and Beth; 

o When one or more of the participants’ interviews are not listed or a participant’s 

quotes can not be located in the data tables at all, no comment was made by that 

particular subject or data were missing; 

o The topic of the quotes is presented in print at the top of each table;  

o Quotes used in the preceding text report are displayed in italics and are referenced 

there using this convention (See Table #, Name of participant); 



 68 

o Quotes used in the preceding text report but not presented in data tables are 

displayed and referenced by using this convention (Interview, Name of 

participant); and 

o Each table presented in Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 is also listed in the List of Tables 

on page VIII. 

Because English is a second language for some of students, there are quotations 

containing linguistic or grammatical errors, but they are selected for their value in 

providing meaning to data categories. Some quotations include words placed between 

parentheses; the purpose of these words is to clarify the overall meaning of the 

comments. 

The Study Site  

The School of Information Studies at Florida State University, established more 

than five decades ago, has its own building almost at the center of the University campus. 

The School has been challenged by the growth of its degree programs, especially web-

based degree programs and by the growth of undergraduate student enrollment within the 

last ten years.  Soon after this study was completed, the School was renamed as College 

of Information. Continuing renovation in the building, remodeling of some facilities, such 

as user services and computer labs, and recent construction to add more offices are 

physical evidence of this growth within the School.  As with every growing organization, 

to meet these challenges, the School continues to make further organizational and 

administrative changes.  

 Currently, the School has a separate facility located at the University in 

Tallahassee.  It is a smoke free environment that houses all the classrooms, including 

technology-enhanced classrooms, computer laboratories, computers and servers, research 

laboratories and a research institute.  In addition, a semi-autonomous branch of the 

University libraries is located in its facility for the purpose of providing access to 

everyone through its resources, services, and teaching related to learning and research 

conducted at the School. 
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 The School offers three graduate degrees in Information Studies, including a 

master’s degree accredited by American Library Association.  After the establishment in 

1947, it started offering a face-to-face masters degree program, what was then called 

“Library Training and Service.”  The PhD degree was first offered in 1968.  The 

following year, the School began offering an advanced graduate degree. 

 The School’s vision is stated as “people & information: making vital 

connections.”  To accomplish this vision, the school has a mission statement, which was 

revised and adopted by the Faculty in 2001.  

The provision of high quality instruction in all of its degree programs is the foundational 

goal of the School; we seek to assure that this goal is met through recruitment, selection, 

retention, and evaluation of faculty, staff, and students. 

The School fosters faculty, staff, and student research through the encouragement of 

collaboration, grant, and contract seeking, and through support of its Information Use 

Management and Policy Institute. 

Public service by faculty, staff, and students on behalf of local, regional, state, national, 

and international agencies and professional associations is encouraged and supported by 

the School. 

These goals are reflected in the School's reward systems for faculty, staff, and students, 

and form the basis for its degree program objectives found in the descriptive material for 

each program.  (http://www.lis.fsu.edu/About.cfm#Mission) 

The field of information studies prepares individuals for positions ranging from 

designing, building, and using online information sources to serving in academic, public, 

school, special libraries and information centers.  Prospective graduates from the School 

are called information professionals who engage in helping other people locate and obtain 

the information they need for daily personal, professional, or other aspects of their lives 

and decision-making.  Furthermore, the field offers learning opportunities to mix basic 

needs of human beings for information involving technology and information systems for 

personal, professional, and educational reasons.   

 In 1996, the School proposed to establish a distance-learning option.  The 

proposal was later accepted as one of the very first units on campus to employ distance 
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learning instructional delivery methods.  Among other reasons, the proposal was accepted 

because of the School’s long history of offering face-to-face degrees, outreach to serve 

clients statewide, the School’s dedication and commitment to innovative use of 

information technology, and the nature of prospective students’ expectations and abilities 

in handling technology (Burnett, Burnett, and Latham, 2003).  

  The School started offering a distributed learning option employing both 

interactive television and the World Wide Web as the first modes of delivery.  In its first 

course through distributed learning, more than 180 students participated from five 

different locations in 1996.  The number of students in the program by the Fall of 1999 

reached 275, including students as far away as Switzerland and Guam (Burnett, Burnett, 

and Latham, 2003). 

In the Fall of 2003, the total number of master’s level students reached 474, while 

there were 30 specialist degree students and 54 PhD students enrolled.  Of these 559 

graduate level students, 223 were residing locally while 336 were pursuing their degree 

programs at a distance (http://www.lis.fsu.edu/Annual_Report/school.cfm). 

 The new distributed learning opportunities for students were provided with the 

help of interactive television with the support of web-based resources.  Due to several 

unforeseen technical and/or logistical problems, the mode of delivery was switched to 

completely web-based in the Fall of 1997 (Kincannon, 2000).  From 1998 to 2003, the 

School used a course interface developed in-house.  In 2003, the School began the 

transition to the commercial Blackboard interface that is expected to be complete in 2005.   

The Study Participants 

Mary 

 Born and raised in Ghana, Mary is a 35-year-old female graduate student in 

Information Studies who has been in the program for two semesters.  Apart from her 

fluent English, her native language is Twi, a local language in Ghana in West Africa.  

She considers her race as Black.  She is currently living close to campus and arrives at the 

School during the morning hours.  Prior to joining her graduate degree program as a full 

time degree-seeking student, she lived in the United Kingdom for a short period of time 
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because of her family, and later moved to the U.S. where she earned her bachelor’s 

degree in Computer Information Management.  

 In her current program, she concentrates on knowledge management in 

information studies.  As far as her computer skills are concerned, because of her 

undergraduate degree in Computer Information Management, she has an interest in 

computers, and technology in general.  She logs on to the Internet very often and uses 

DSL. 

In her first semester, she completed nine credits successfully and she will be 

adding nine more credits in her second semester.  One of the courses she took in her first 

semester was a web-based graduate course.  She will complete her second web-based 

course by the end of the summer.  Additionally, she took two face-to-face courses in the 

Spring semester.  Even though her preference is to take face-to-face graduate classes, 

because of a limited number face-to-face courses being offered each semester at the 

School, she has to take some web-based courses each semester.  She plans to graduate in 

the Fall of 2005.  She chose this school for her graduate degree because:  

The library assistant position that I had [prior to coming to this program] was really a 

great experience.  It was fun helping students find the appropriate information for their 

respective research projects...  When I decided on going to graduate school for a library 

degree, I researched the best schools that offer it and this institution happened to be 

among them.  Then as if by design my husband got a job at the college of engineering [at 

this university] so it made it an easier choice for me (Interview, Mary) 

Erin 

Born and raised in the same town in the U.S., Erin is a female native English 

speaker who is fluent in speaking, writing, and reading Spanish as well as ‘fairly fluent’ 

in French.  She can also read German and Italian.  She is Caucasian, in her late thirties, 

and her ancestral heritage is mostly Scottish, English, and Danish.  She has been living in 

Tallahassee where the School is located most of her life.  She earned her BA with a 

double major in Art History and Spanish and a minor in Italian Studies.  Later, she 

received an A.S. degree in Computer Graphics and Design from a local college.  In her 

current degree program, she articulates her areas of interest in her remarks below. 
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I am planning to try to make up my own [related to] archives and computers; I am not 

sure how you call it, but a lot of database management and computer skills [can be 

utilized] in archives and libraries.  It is because of some of my interests and I think it 

would give me broad enough base for various jobs, not just in libraries.  It dovetails 

nicely my current job as well. 

 A part time degree-seeking student, Erin completed four courses successfully.  

She considers herself ‘very computer literate’ and is proud to express her computer skills 

in her remarks below: 

I can take computers, install parts, and work on them as well as installing software and 

troubleshooting software and that type of things.  I know a whole a lot of software 

programs like Bold Graphics, Photoshop Illustrator, PageMaker, Quark express, 

Microsoft office and Word perfect, Windows and Macintosh.  I am very computer 

literate. 

  She started her master’s degree program in year 2000 and has taken three web-

based courses successfully so far.  When I asked her why she preferred this school and 

mostly web-based courses, she responded 

I am currently [the University] employee and that has something to do with it.  I can get 

free classes.  Also, it is a pretty good degree program that gives me flexibility with the 

distance.  I can take some on campus and some distance learning which is more 

convenient if you are working full time…One of the reasons is that it is more convenient.  

I have enough time to spend away from home by working full time and whatever other 

activities I have.  So it is a lot more convenient, especially since I have to take my classes 

at nights mostly, than having to come and park and walk through the dark. 

Dave 

A U.S. citizen, Dave, born and raised in Puerto Rico, is a male student who 

speaks fluent Spanish and English and can read Italian and French.  He is 38 and has been 

living in the U.S. for eight years.  He came to the School after getting a B.A. degree in 

music and music education and earning a master’s degree in library and information 

science from American University of Puerto Rico.  

When he was about to make his decision as to where to do his second master’s 

degree, he came across some rankings about the graduate schools in the information 



 73 

studies field.  U.S. News & World Report, a national journal, which publishes annual 

evaluations of colleges and universities for graduate study in the U.S., helped him make a 

decision about where he would want to pursue a graduate degree.  He first visited the 

School and talked with the Associate Dean of the School; then he made up his mind.  One 

year after finishing his degree in August of 2001, he decided to pursue a Ph.D. degree in 

information studies at the same school.  

His particular areas of interest include anthropology and information seeking 

behavior.  Additionally, he is comfortable with his information seeking skills and using 

computers.  As a full time degree-seeking student, he had completed forty-five credits 

towards his master’s degree and eighteen credits towards his Ph.D. degree by the end of 

Spring 2004, of which nine credit were three web-based courses.  He took his first web-

based course in 1999 upon starting his program at the School and described his first 

experience  

It was not a completely web-based course.  When I first came to here, we were required 

to take the foundations course.  Part of the foundations course was semi-online to prepare 

students to take online courses.  You had to go to course website and submit assignments 

online.  Basically, we followed the course online, even though we were meeting face to 

face.  It was part of introduction of the students to online.  This was in year 1999. 

Lisa 

A native speaker of Russian, Lisa, a 48-year-old female student, was born and 

raised in the Russian Republic.  In addition to her smooth English, she studied French as 

a second foreign language while she was pursuing her undergraduate degree in English 

Philosophy in Russia.  After working for libraries in her country for over ten years, in 

1994 she came to the U.S. on a one-year graduate student exchange program and 

successfully studied at one of the very well known library schools.  A few years later, she 

decided to finish her formal library education according to the U.S. standards; therefore, 

she enrolled in a graduate degree program at the School even though she currently lives 

hundreds of miles away from the University campus. 

Lisa is interested in concentrating in knowledge management in library studies.  

As a part time degree-seeking student, because of her job at a public library, she is using 
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her library resources where she works.  Her self-motivation and enthusiasm in learning 

computers made her a computer lover and helped her to become very comfortable to 

enroll in a web-based degree program. 

I am home grown computer lover.  I started using computers I guess in 1996-1997 

something like that.  All skills I acquired basically I developed myself.  Although when I 

first came to this country, I was in a special program for student exchange from Russia 

for one year.  It was in a face-to-face graduate library degree program...  So we have 

some computer classes over there, but really I did not get much because I was on the 

verge of failing that class.  Because so much pressure and so many new subjects, I just 

could not keep up with it.  We did not really learn much about computers.  Just basically, 

I used to write papers and do more needed assignments on the computer.  What I really 

did not get did not develop interest or love I was having for computers.  After finishing 

that one year, I got my own computer and without pressure and without something 

needed to be done, I was doing much better.  I got interested in web design and I was 

interested in customizing computers.  My level, if I were to give a break down, I would 

say that I am between an intermediate and advance skill level. 

Lisa started her master’s degree program in Fall 2003 and completed four web-

based courses successfully.  Her current residency far from campus makes her a solely 

web-based learner, yet she loves her learning experience.  If she can keep up a three-

semester enrollment next year, her plan is to finish her degree by the end of Spring 2006.  

Jane 

Born in Cuba and raised in the United States, Jane considers herself a native 

speaker of Spanish, yet she is very fluent in English and Spanish.  She has been living in 

the U.S. since she was one year old while she holds national origin of Cuban and U.S. 

citizenship.  

After earning a bachelor’s degree in professional administration, she started her 

current graduate degree in information studies.  Her focus is administration in library 

studies.  She is proficient in using certain computer applications, such as MS Office, and 

creating web pages through HTML.  
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As a part time degree-seeking student, Jane is residing on an island in the South.  

She started her program in Fall 2003 and has completed four web-based courses 

successfully.  She is currently taking two more courses and planning to graduate within 

the next four semesters.  Her reasons for choosing this web-based degree program at this 

School include the University’s recognition, the School’s reputation, and current structure 

of the master’s degree program without a residency requirement. 

John  

A native of South Korea, John, an Asian male student, is a native speaker of the 

Korean language.  He started learning English as a second language during middle 

school, apart from his Japanese.  After receiving his bachelor’s degree in public 

administration from South Korea, he moved to the U.S. and started his graduate program 

in another field at the University in 1999.  However, he had to switch his major to 

information studies later because:  

Honestly, it is because of financial problem.  At that time, this school provided 

assistantship to mostly international students.  I also wanted to change my major.  I was 

not interested in public administration so I wanted something more technology-based 

program.  I thought this school was dealing with more technology and more 

programming languages.  Honestly, it was not, but I am happy so far and enjoying my 

program here. 

John recently finished his master’s degree and is currently pursuing his PhD 

degree at the University and focusing on information organizations.  While working 

towards his PhD degree, as a full time degree-seeking student, he has completed eighteen 

courses towards a master’s degree and fifteen courses for a post-master’s degree.  Of 

these thirty-five courses, five courses were web-based.  His goal is to earn his PhD within 

the next two years. 

Ruth 

Caucasian and of Swedish heritage, Ruth, born and raised in the United States, is 

a female student in her late thirties.  Her residency in Germany for the last six years 

required her to learn German in addition to her native language of English.  She has a BA 

in organizational management and is interested in getting a school librarian certification 
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once she completes her graduate degree at the School.  She has her own computer and 

access to all electronic library resources through the University.  She is comfortable with 

her computer skills. 

Although she is currently residing in Germany, she explains why she decided to 

join this program in her remarks below. 

After researching many of the…accredited programs, I settled on [this school] both for 

the reputation and the online environment.  I doubt I would be able to be in any other 

program.  This one does not have a residency requirement in which I would have to leave 

my family and return to the States for, either. 

She has previously completed ten web-based courses successfully and is currently 

enrolled in three courses this semester.  She plans to graduate at the end of next semester.  

However, the time difference between her residence in Germany and that of the 

University is a challenge for her and her program at this institution because 

The really frustrating part of my program is the time difference.  Even though this is my 

third term, it is still no easier getting back up in the middle of the night to attend classes.  

This program is something I have chosen for myself, so I cannot really complain, but it 

has been difficult for my sleep patterns.  I continue to remind myself it is worth it, 

though, in the end. 

Bill 

A native speaker of English, Bill is a forty-four year old male student who was 

born and raised in the United States.  Besides his English, he is fluent in writing, reading 

and speaking in Italian.  Caucasian or white American, he always thinks of his Italian 

heritage as part of him.  He currently resides in the northwestern United States.  Prior to 

entering his master’s program in the School, he had earned his first master’s degree in 

Italian literature.  He explained the reasons that led him to pursue a second graduate 

degree in information studies through a web-based course delivery mode in his remarks. 

I had been working as a technician at both public and academic library for about 3 or 4 

years.  I found out that I really enjoyed the work.  I also taught Italian while working in 

libraries.  I realized that with a family, a child to raise, I needed to progress and advance, 

an MLS seemed like a good step in that direction…My wife and I were relatively new 
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parents and I had to continue working nearly full-time, so I knew that online courses 

would provide the greatest flexibility regarding my schedule, family time, etc. 

As far as his computer skills and resources are concerned, he is familiar with 

many computer systems, programs, or applications.  Because of his work at a community 

college library, he is familiar with specific professional computer applications, such as 

Dynix and Voyager.  His personal computer skills include his training and background in 

graphic design.  Before he entered his master’s degree program at the School, as a part 

time degree-seeking student, he experienced his first distance-learning course in graphic 

design. 

I took an online web design course through sessions.edu, an online graphic design school 

in New York.  I did it from here online.  They were accredited at that time and they 

might even offer bachelors degrees online.  I would guess that I completed that course 

around late 1999 or early 2000…I did the one online course at sessions.edu but I was not 

very savvy about email.  I never experienced any chat session at sessions.edu.   

After taking about fourteen different web-based courses, he completed his 

master’s degree program, interned in Italy for a period of time, and graduated recently.  

Beth 

A native speaker of German, Beth is a white female student, who was born and 

raised in Germany.  In addition to her native language, she speaks English and French 

fluently.  After living in Germany, England, Belgium, the U.S., and Canada, she settled in 

Switzerland where she has remained for seventeen years.  Even though she has been 

living outside the U.S., she had chosen the School because her research in 1999 indicated 

it was the only accredited program available that was offered entirely online.  She 

remained a graduate student over past four and half years and has just finished her 

program successfully. 

While taking web-based courses related to her interests in youth and school 

media, she continued her full time work as a school librarian.  Because of her full time 

job, she took one or two courses every semester and graduated in Spring 2004.  She also 

underscored challenges caused by the time difference between Switzerland and the 

United States and how it affected her life as a graduate student at a distance. 
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Since I was a real “distance” learning student, the synchronous ichat classes that were 

held in [the U.S.] anywhere between 6 [p.m.] and 10 p.m. were at midnight to 4 a.m. my 

local time.  Not the easiest thing to do when you also have a full time job.  On the other 

hand, I would not have wanted to miss these synchronous opportunities.  Distance 

learning is very much an individual endeavor; sometimes one feels like one is working 

out of a vacuum. 

Factors Affecting the Context 

The brief background about the School and its history of graduate degree 

programs, as well as the background about the participants themselves, were aimed at 

providing context in which to assess the findings.  Demographic data about each 

participant helps to assess the extent to which their individual responses to the learning 

environment will relate to others’. 

The theoretical model, The CMIS, as explained in Chapter 3, describes 

information-seeking behavior in terms of its antecedents, information carrier factors, and 

information seeking actions.  The CMIS is a causal model, with antecedents influencing 

the individual’s response to the information carrier(s), which in turn influence the actions 

that the individual will take or not take to seek information.  Antecedents are factors that 

exist prior to the commencement of the information seeking process.  These include 

background factors (demographics and direct experience) and personal relevance factors 

(salience and beliefs).  Background factors include such demographic variables as age, 

gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic variables such as education, occupation, and 

wealth.  Direct experience is also considered a background factor. 

Because personal relevance factors of Antecedents, information carrier factors, 

and information seeking actions are explored through the main research questions and 

explained in the next sections in this chapter, I asked the participants to identify the 

background factors that particularly influence them when they fulfill their information 

needs in web-based courses.  

With the initial data survey and some questions during each interview, the 

comments made by the study participants suggest that certain factors related to 
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individuals and their direct experience affect multilingual graduate students in Web-based 

courses (See Table 5.1).  

As for Demographics, all of the participants agreed that students’ individual 

communication and interaction skills affect them in web-based courses.  Also, almost all 

of the students suggested that language skills are an important factor to be considered. 

The individual’s ability to comprehend course contents, motivation towards the content 

of web-based courses and financial status are other important factors that were 

mentioned.  A number of participants believe that one’s desire or enthusiasm towards 

courses or his or her degree program, is as important as personality type is.  Similarly, the 

ways a student reasons or interprets things in web-based courses, prior formal education 

as well as citizenship (international or U.S. citizen) are factors the participants identified 

as influencing success.  Finally, whether students act responsibly during course group 

activities can be vital or even decisive, while one’s age or one’s patience - due to lack of 

visual interaction in web-based contexts - can impact or determine individual or group 

success of multilingual graduate students in web-based courses. 

Direct experience can be impacted by several factors; however, technical skills, 

knowledge, experience, preparedness among others are specific to the web-based course 

context.  Most of the students agreed that basic computer skills, knowledge and training 

are important factors while level of practical knowledge on the subject matter and prior 

professional or work experience are equally essential.  Four participants believed that 

whether the students are prepared for class activities and discussions and whether they 

have prior knowledge on the subject matter make a difference.  Two students believed 

that the students could benefit more from their instructors or faculty members if they 

meet them in person or face to face.  Finally, Mary felt that as an international student 

residing in the U.S. she experienced culture shock that negatively affected her course 

performance and put her at a disadvantage with her classmates. 

In addition to factors related to demographics and direct experience, the study 

results indicate that there are other factors specific to web-based courses.  These can be 
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presented as program-related factors, course-related factors, technical factors, time-

related factors, and to course resource-related factors. 

The participants felt that familiarity with the campus, the School and its 

educational context is vital to their success, while four expressed concern about the 

impact of physical distance between the School and their personal geographic locations. 

 

Table 5.1 Factors impacting multilingual graduate students in Web-based courses 

Background 

factors 

 

� Communication and interaction skills (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, 

Beth) 

� Language skills (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Bill, Beth) 

� Ability to comprehend course contents (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, John, Beth) 

� Motivation (Erin, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

� Financial status (Mary, Erin, Lisa, Jane, John, Bill) 

� Desire or enthusiasm to courses or degree program (Lisa, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

� Personality type (Mary, Dave, John, Bill) 

� Reasoning and interpreting style (Dave, Jane, John) 

� Student status, i.e., international student status (Mary, Erin, Lisa) 

� Prior formal education (Mary, Erin, Bill) 

� Ability to take responsibility (Lisa, Bill) 

� Age (Mary, Bill) 

� Patience (Lisa, Beth) 

Direct 

experience 

related 

factors 

 

� Basic computer skills, knowledge and training (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, Ruth, 

Beth) 

� Level of practical knowledge on the subject matter (Mary, Erin, Jane, John, Ruth, 

Beth) 

� Prior professional or work experience (Dave, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

� Preparedness for class activities and discussions (Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane) 

� Prior knowledge of the subject matter (Erin, Jane, John, Beth)  

� Acquaintance with instructors or faculty members (Jane, John) 

� Culture shock when students move to the U.S. (Mary) 
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Table 5.1 
continued 

Other context 

specific 

factors 

 

� Program-related factors 

� Familiarity with the campus, the School or educational context (Mary, Erin, 

Dave, Jane, John, Beth)  

� Physical distance between the School and a student’s residency (Jane, John, 

Ruth, Beth) 

� Course-related factors 

� Structure of web-based course content and activities (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, 

Jane, John, Beth)  

� Collaboration or participation in class or group activities (Erin, Dave, Lisa, Ruth, 

Bill, Beth)  

� Help provided by classmates (Erin, Lisa, Jane, Bill)  

� Teaching style by instructors in web-based courses (Dave, Lisa, John, Beth) 

� Anonymity or lack of human contact, which exists among individuals in web-

based courses (Lisa, John, Beth)  

� Comfort level with the instructional medium and individuals (Erin, Dave)  

� Help provided by technical support groups or helpdesk (Dave)  

� Knowledge of instructional assistants or co-instructors (Jane) 

� Format of course materials (Lisa) 

� Interaction between the students and people providing technical assistance 

(Dave) 

� Technical factors 

� Access to the School and course websites (Mary, Dave, Lisa, Jane, Ruth, Beth) 

� Technology failure and troubleshooting (Erin, Lisa, Jane, Bill, Beth) 

� Time-related factors 

� Time elapsed between class related activities as well as student questions and 

responses by instructors or helpdesk (Jane, Lisa, John, Beth) 

� Delivery time of course textbooks (Ruth, Beth)  

� Time zone difference between the U.S. and student’s residency (Ruth, Beth) 

� Time spent by students on using certain or resources in web-based classes (John)  

� Time conflicts because of individual schedules (John) 

� Course resource-related factors 

� Lack of information or resources specific to web-based course assignments or 

activities (John, Beth) 

� Validity of resources located on the Internet (Erin, John)  

 

As far as web-based course content and activities are concerned, structure of 

course content and its activities are vital for student success.  Majority of the subjects 

believed that students’ participation and collaboration in class and group activities 
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determines their group grades and their collective learning.  A number of the participants 

acknowledged that they help each other in their classes and class activities.  Because of 

anonymity or lack of human interaction present in web-based courses, four felt that 

course content could be taught by incorporating different teaching techniques.  

Additionally, individuals’ comfort with the delivery medium and other people in web-

based classes can contribute positively to success.  Finally, some individuals mentioned 

other factors that influence the courses: Help provided by technical support groups or the 

helpdesk, subject matter knowledge of co-instructors or teaching assistants, format of 

course materials, such as media files and audio lectures, and the ways students and 

technical support people interact each other. 

Accessing the School and course websites is the most important and critical factor 

in keeping up with the course activities regularly.  However, technology failure - such as 

server down or inability to access course websites - and troubleshooting frustrate the 

students, especially when they have to complete course activities in a timely manner.  

Time is another important factor that affects the students in web-based courses.  

John believed that completing a web-based course is different from completing a face-to-

face course with similar content.  He exemplified, due to lack of face-to-face interaction 

and technical constraints, delivering a lecture in a web-based course takes longer than 

delivering the same lecture in a face-to-face course.  Additionally, time elapsed between 

class activities, especially between the time a question is asked and a response is posted 

requires additional time in web based courses.   

Ruth and Beth, who live outside the U.S., share another time-related problem: 

extra time needed for delivery of course textbooks as well as for course activities, caused 

by time differences between the U.S. and their local times.  John believed that the longer 

students use a certain resource the more comfortable they become.  Finally, because the 

students may have other individual commitments and other obligations in their lives, 

scheduling a meeting specifically for group or extra activities in web-based courses is 

perceived to be difficult because of time conflicts. 
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Finally, there are other factors related to resources in the context of web-based 

courses.  Lack of information or resources specific to web-based course assignments and 

activities can bear burden to the students in online courses.  Even though they can use 

online or electronic resources often times, Erin and John call into question: The validity 

of resources located on the Internet.  

Summary  

The brief background about the School and its history of graduate degree 

programs, as well as the background about the participants themselves, were aimed at 

providing context in which to assess the findings.  Demographic data about each 

participant helps to assess the extent which their individual responses the learning 

environment will relate to others’.  

The comments made by the study participants during the initial data survey and 

the interviews suggest that certain factors related to individuals and their direct 

experience affect the performance of multilingual graduate students in Web-based 

courses (See Table 5.1).   

The comments of the study participants suggest that students’ individual 

communication and interaction skills; language skills; ability to comprehend course 

contents; motivation towards the content of web-based courses; financial status; desire or 

enthusiasm towards courses or degree program; personality type; reasoning and 

interpreting style; prior formal education; student status; ability to take responsibility; 

age; and patience impact success of multilingual graduate students in web-based courses. 

Direct experience can be impacted by several factors: technical skills; knowledge; 

experience; preparedness; and other individual factors that are specific to the web-based 

course context; the students’ basic computer skills, knowledge and training; the students’ 

level of practical knowledge on the subject matter; prior professional or work experience; 

the students’ preparedness for class activities and discussions; prior knowledge of the 

subject matter; acquaintance with instructors or faculty members; and culture shock that 

students who come from other countries experience when they move to the U.S. 
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Finally, the study included some reports of time related factors affecting the 

students’ information needs in web-based classes; time constraints impacted nearly all of 

the part time graduate students and distance learners in the UK (Rowland and Rubbert, 

2001).  In addition to factors related to demographics and direct experience, the study 

results yield other factors specific to web-based courses: Program-related factors, course-

related factors, technical factors, and course resource-related factors. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DEFINING AND IDENTIFYING INFORMATION NEEDS 

  

The study’s second question asks, what do multilingual graduate students in web-

based degree graduate programs perceive as their information needs?  Participants’ 

definitions of information needs are found in Table 6.1 at the end of this chapter.  The 

following section presents their descriptions of types of information needs in web-based 

learning contexts and later in Table 6.2.  

Information needs defined 

Participants’ personal definitions of information needs reflect their backgrounds, 

school experiences, professional or work experiences and their experiences in web-based 

classes.  After completing her first web-based course and semester in her degree program, 

Mary relates her information needs to ‘course’, ‘teachers’, and ‘instructions’ available in 

web-based courses.  Specifically, she points out that, because teachers or instructors in 

web-based courses are not easily located or accessible as in face-to-face courses, web-

based course “assignments should be very detailed and well described” (See Table 6.1, 

Mary).  Otherwise, students will need to email their instructors to get clarification, or 

answers to their questions.  John’s approach to his information needs is similar and 

includes “content of a class and other academic resources,” books, and journals required 

to meet his information needs for an assignment (See Table 6.1, John).   

Ruth’s explanation expands the previous to include access to all necessary 

resources “pertaining to course work in light of support” (See Table 6.1, Ruth).  Due to 

limited usefulness of her local libraries because of outdated collections in German, she 

emphasizes that “easy access to things like library” be provided and “it must be online.”  

To Beth, a course or subject matter determines or defines the information that the 

students need in a particular course.  For example, if “it is about information needs of 

young adults, you need to find out information about what young adults need, what 
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certain books they want to have and so forth, what they need for classes, or what they 

need for leisure” (See Table 6.1, Beth).  Another example she gives highlights possible 

sources in which she can find or locate what she is looking for when information needs 

arises in one of her classes.  

If you are taking about multimedia production, you need to find out how to find 

something on the web and how to use all the various multimedia animation, audio, video, 

and so forth.  It really depends on the class you are taking.  When you take a course, you 

get a textbook and other information there in class.  With the information needs in the 

web-based, you need everything either via the web or textbooks that early enough to get 

them.  (See Table 6.1, Beth) 

Dave and Jane define the need as any “course or school related activities and 

challenges that require students to find answers” (See Table 6.1, Dave) and “to solve a 

problem or do an activity” (See Table 6.1, Dave) for their web-based classes.  John 

perceives his speaking and writing skills in English to have been part of his needs his first 

year in his program.  Bill attempts to define information needs as challenges that the 

students “face in trying to complete their research, hands on practice, and written, and 

developing their knowledge base of the information field at large” (See Table 6.1, Bill).  

Erin considers her information needs a way “to find specific data or information 

beyond just knowing how to use computers” (See Table 6.1, Erin).  Her views include 

employing the students’ skills and knowledge to identify and find pertinent information 

sources and resources that they need, such as books, videos, online databases, and 

individual articles.  While Lisa agrees with Erin’s definition in terms of necessary skills 

to be used for information seeking, Lisa and Beth point out that initial reason for taking a 

course influences information needs as well.  

In closing, each participant’s approach to defining their information needs was 

slightly different.  Information needs can be related to a) access to teacher or instructor, 

course subject matter, class content, assignment instructions; b) facing challenges of the 

courses that the students take; and c) skills to find and locate sources of information 

pertinent to one’s needs, academic resources and support systems, such as, textbooks, 

articles online, online library collections, and access to these resources and services.  In 
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other words, the definition raises several issues ranging from skills that help students 

locate information sources and interact verbally and in writing, as well as tackling with 

challenges that help them to improve their skills related the subject matter, and 

knowledge about the field. 

Types of Information needs identified 

The multilingual graduate students in this study perceive several information 

needs that are specific to web-based learning courses.  The participants’ comments 

suggest that their information needs be presented in three categories: 

o Information needs of the students that are specific to the University; 

o Information needs of the students that are specific to the program; and 

o Information needs of the students that are specific to the web-based courses. 

To begin with, when the students start their degree programs, they need to set up 

an Internet account that is used for connecting to course websites and electronic 

communication.  Since eight of the nine participants were starting a degree program at 

the university first time, they needed to become familiar with course registration, student 

advising, and  financial aid services. These are the university specific information needs. 

The students mentioned the following needs related specifically to the program: 

how to save a file and how to download and install an application on their computers.  

Specifically, they need to be able to download and install a specific software client 

application called ichat onto their computers so they can connect for the synchronous 

discussion sessions.  Since the students need to connect to the School website to access 

the course websites and join the class discussion, their basic information need is to 

obtain, download and install the software application.  

The students can download the client software free of charge, while the School 

must purchase the rights for the server software for instructional use.  The software 

allows graphics or print information to be displayed by the instructor in the top portion of 

the window.  The bottom portion of the window displays interactive dialog as well as a 

list of those who are logged on to that specific class session.  Each class session has its 

own “room” or “rooms.” Instructors may have their students connect to a single main 
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discussion room or to multiple small group discussion rooms.  Instructors can monitor 

and participate in the small discussion rooms simultaneously from a “stage.”  Rather than 

responding to every student’s question or contribution simultaneously, instructors can use 

stage to select individual student questions and comments.  The stage feature therefore 

gives instructors close control over class discussions similar to that they would have in a 

face-to-face classroom.  Also, available to the students, audio and video lectures and 

other multimedia presentation files.  These are prepared by the instructor prior to class 

discussion.  The instructors may have their students listen or view these presentations 

asynchronously, or they may use the ichat software to support “real time” class 

discussion of these files.  Some instructors ask their students to view presentation prior to 

the class session to save time for answering student questions, sharing examples and 

discussing issues relating to the topic being discussed.   

Each course website has similar features.  Students view course calendars that 

provide a chronological history of course activities scheduled for the semester.  

Assignment pages list and provide instructions for all assignments that students are to 

complete and submit during the semester.  Resource pages provide links to particular 

websites that the instructors want their students to use during the semester.  In addition, 

access to asynchronous discussion boards is provided from the discussions pages, where 

the topics or questions for a class can be posted for class response.  

Since the course websites have common set of features, it is imperative for 

students to be familiar with the course pages to access course presentations, discussions, 

and assignments.  For example, they need to know how to access and log in to course 

websites; and how to listen to, or view the class lectures.  The School offers face-to face 

and online orientation sessions for all graduate students at the beginning of every Fall 

semester.  The students can take advantage of these orientation classes to gain familiarity 

with the course websites and their features.  When Erin experienced both face-to-face and 

online orientation sessions, she felt that “it helped [me] to practice some of the technical 

steps and also gave [me] some basic resources where to find certain types of information.  

Some of them were I was not aware of” (See Table 6.2, Erin).  However, it can be 
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overwhelming to learn everything during the orientation, as Dave pointed out, which can 

necessitate review after the orientations. 

The third type of information needs comprises those that are specific to web-

based courses offered at the School.  When a technical problem arises, such as not being 

able to submit an assignment to a course website, the students need to get assistance from 

a help desk that assists students with their technical problems.  Initially, students may be 

unaware of specific information needs with respect to their web-based classes.  For 

example, in Dave’s case,  

When I came here, knowing that I had to take some online courses but I did not know 

how to get online or how I hear an audio lecture.  I did not know how to get access to 

Ichat or I needed a password that I had to go upstairs [from User services or helpdesk] 

that is very different from the University email password.  (See Table 6.2, Dave) 

Some course related information needs are similar to those experienced in face-to-

face courses, while some are specifically related to web-based courses.  Savvy students 

apply the knowledge and skills they learned in face-to-face classes to resolving 

information needs in web-based courses.  Erin, Jane, and Beth stress, nonetheless, that 

communication in web-based courses is somewhat important and different from face-to-

face courses in terms of individual responsibilities to communicate with others and 

interaction between the students and the instructors, and among classmates.  Beth asserts 

that 

Communication skills are very different than face to face I find.  You have to have very 

specific communication needs because you do not see facial expressions.  So you cannot 

read the person when you talk to them.  You just type in your answers or questions and 

you have no idea whether they understand what you understand by your question.  Then 

when the answer comes back, you can kind of find out or engage whether they have 

understood what you wanted to know or what you were asking.  So you have to be very 

patient with yourself and with others.  Because misunderstandings can happen, I see, 

much more easily.  You have to be real clear when expressing yourself much more 

verbally than you would face to face  

I feel that if you get these courses, the learning is much more on your shoulders.  Because 

you decide what you want to do, when you want to do it and how much you want to do it.  
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You have to think about that because it is not like the teacher is there and everything is 

great for you and he would tell you “Ok now, you need to do this” or “you need to do 

this.”  You are much more self-starter.  (See Table 6.2, Beth) 

In addition to being able to communicate with others in classes, the students need 

access to and feedback from their instructors.  Specific to course assignments, the 

students need detailed information regarding requirements, such as books to be used, 

page numbers to be read, websites to be used, and so forth.  Erin, for example, 

complained about certain challenges that she faced, such as the way quizzes had been 

prepared and required in her classes, while taking online quizzes in her research methods 

course, and raised a question about finding information for certain class activities in web-

based classes.  

Among others, textbooks are one type of information source that the students use 

in their web-based courses.  In addition to textbooks, instructors may post readings or 

provide links to online library resources, including electronic books (or e-books) in their 

course websites.  

Students also need to have basic knowledge of computers and the Internet, and to 

understand “how browsing works and how search works” in search engines, such as 

Google (http://www.google.com)(See Table 6.2, Lisa).  This understanding is also 

helpful in searching electronic library databases and accessing the University library 

resources to browse in and find some databases for “finding facts type of needs” (See 

Table 6.2, Erin).  

Sometimes the students “needed to go to the library, search the library, find out 

where the article is and get a copy of it.  Even if there were not direct links to the articles, 

the citations for the articles were available to us in the course websites.  There was the 

need that I needed to get the actual article and to get a copy of it” (See Table 6.2, Dave).  

However, Mary complained that, “when there is a link, it should …work, [so that] 

reading e-book besides textbooks, [and] reading postings on the website, besides 

textbooks” is possible (See Table 6.2, Mary). 

The information needs of students therefore vary from course to course.  The 

students agreed that their needs fell into certain types of categories.  For each web-based 
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course, the students’ information needs can be related to their technical skills, 

communication skills, prior knowledge of basic search skills, and abilities to find the 

information they need.  Also, access to the course resources, the instructors and technical 

assistants, as well as exposition of requirements and expectations of a web-based course, 

play a role in meeting the information needs of the students.  As Bill phrased it,  

Graduate students in web-based courses first of all need to meet the requirements of the 

courses they are taking; they need to know what is expected of them.  They need to know 

what resources are available to them and which ones they are required to utilize, how to 

access them, how to use available resources, as well as how to find them if they are not 

readily available, how to contact other students and faculty and staff.  All these things 

play a part.  (See Table 6.2, Bill) 

Discussion and Summary  

Fulfilling information needs in web-based courses can be related to the variety of 

purposes that it serves for multilingual graduate students:  

o Enhancing a student’s general knowledge of a particular subject matter area;  

o Gathering information to make a particular decision, complete a task, and solve a 

problem in web-based course related activities;   

o Rationalizing a decision that a student has made to others to confirm the decision; 

and  

o Satisfying information needs to either share with others, as part of a class related 

activity, or help others in web-based classes. 

Even taking into account the limited number of participants, this study contributes 

to the literature in significant ways.  This is one of the first examples of an exploration of 

information needs of multilingual graduate students in web-based courses.  It provides 

direct information from multilingual graduate students with varying perceptions and 

levels of experience with web-based learning. 

 The participants’ backgrounds; their skills; and their school, professional, and 

course experiences in web-based classes were reflected of their definitions of information 

needs in web-based courses.  They were able to define information needs of graduate 



 92 

students in web-based courses and provide examples of perceived types of the 

information needs.  

Types of information needs that the participants perceived included information 

needs specific to the web-based learning courses.  Some also compared their information 

needs in the web-based courses to their information needs in face-to-face courses.  The 

participants’ comments suggested that the types of information needs of multilingual 

graduate students be presented in three ways: 

o Information needs of the students that are specific to the University; 

o Information needs of the students that are specific to the program; and 

o Information needs of the students that are specific to the web-based courses. 

First, when the participants began their graduate degree programs at the 

University, they needed to set up an Internet account used for connecting to course 

websites and for electronic communication.  Because practices at this particular 

university were different from the colleges or universities where eight of the nine 

participants received previous degrees, they needed to gain familiarity with registration 

procedures, advising services, and financial aid services.   

Information needs specific to the program included technical skills, searching 

skills, and orientation to course website.  Information needs specific to courses and 

course websites included gaining access to their instructors; technical assistance from the 

help desk; and access to information sources.  

The participants’ prior knowledge of how to search electronic library databases 

and the Internet in general assisted them in being successful in meeting their information 

needs.  In some instances, they were able to draw from similar experiences in face-to-face 

courses to meet information needs in web-based courses.  
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Table 6.1 Information needs defined 

Mary 

 

Course, teachers, some instructions…  Assignment should be very detailed and well 

described so that we can understand because the teacher is not around for you to ask, so 

students will refrain from sending emails to a teacher that kind of thing 

Erin 

 

You might have needs to find specific data or information beyond just knowing how to 

use the computers.  You might have to locate resources of information, like books, 

videos, online databases, and articles.  It is more data and information. 

Dave I would say those are course or school related activities and challenges that require 

students to find answers. 

Lisa First of all, why I am in school because I want a degree to get a better job...That is my 

basic need.  Whatever skills I got before will help me by doing online courses and I am 

comfortable with it. 

Jane Needs that helps me to solve a problem or do an activity for my classes 

John 

 

Class content, and other academic resources, such as, any book and any journal that can 

help my assignments.  

I thought I needed more English skills.  In my first year, I was not good at writing in 

English.  That includes both speaking and writing skills. 

Ruth  

 

I think things pertaining to course work in light of support or how we need to be 

accessible to our classes and to our instructors.  

As for information needs, we need easy access to things like library, it must be online 

because I have very small and very outdated library to which actually to go to.  I think we 

need a support in that sense as far as the information we are required to complete our 

studies. 

Bill 

 

I suppose the information needs of graduate students entail any and all of the challenges 

they face in trying to complete their research, hands on practice, and written, and 

developing their knowledge base of the information field at large.  It is all challenging. 

Beth 

 

Basic thing is what you need to take the course.  It is about information needs of young 

adults, you need to find out information what young adults need, what certain books they 

want to have and so forth, what they need for classes or what they need for leisure.  It 

depends on the class you are talking about.  If you are taking about multimedia 

production, you need to find out how to find something on the web and how to use all the 

various multimedia animation, audio, video, and so forth.  It really depends on the class 

you are taking.  

When you take a course, you get a textbook and other information there in class.  With 

the information needs in the web-based, you need everything either via the web or 

textbooks that early enough to get them.   
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Table 6.2 Types of Information needs identified 

Mary 

 

If a teacher gives an assignment, he should be able to give us what will help us 

understand it, by providing all the information like books to use, page numbers, websites 

to use, detailed of assignments    

Library resources should be available, when there is a link, it should be able to work, 

reading e-book besides textbooks, reading postings on the website, besides textbooks. 

Erin 

 

In the two courses I took, I had to learn certain software, kind of set my computer up to 

interact with Ichat software.  Even though I know all about computers and how to use 

them, I still had to set it to match the school used and have the right settings and be able 

get in there and log on.  These are the first needs to be able to technical part of being able 

to communicate, and get online and in the group and be able to send files because there 

were certain tricks you had to do.  For example, you had to close your Word document 

before you send it. 

I have not done whole a lot of research because my previous classes were before the big 

explosion of the Internet.  So I had to familiarize myself with some of the new databases.  

Certainly the orientation class that I took online.  I took it first face to face and I took it 

again online when I came back.  I had both experiences.  It helped you to practice some of 

the technical steps and also gave you some basic resources where to find certain types of 

information.  Some of them were I was not aware of.  

Sometimes, taking online quizzes were challenging mostly because in research methods 

class.  My other class, Web Design and Production of Network Multimedia that I took in 

the spring, did not have quizzes per se.  She used sometimes ichat to ask questions and 

get people to answer them and say, “Yes, this is really what I meant.”  She did not really 

have quizzes.  But we had more assignments that were making web pages.  In research 

methods class, we had a lot of online quizzes.  The main criticism that I would have with 

that is that the book and most of the questions were based on the author, making the 

quizzes.  I think he was way too close to material.  So he would phrase a question, he 

would almost have it verbatim out of the book; you had to find one, not general meaning 

but 7you had to find that specific little spot in order to answer the question.  The 

instructor changed some of them and they were better.  Some of them were very tricky.  

Sometimes you had to guess between two answers. 

There are some technical needs and there are really information needs that are more 

finding facts type of needs.  More like finding content.  Sometimes it is a good to trick to 

identify what to write about and to pick a concept to talk about.  

Of course, usually in every class, you have a different group you are working with.  You 

are assigned to a group.  You have to learn how to communicate with those groups.  

There are individuals in the group.  I had a pretty good experience with my two groups 

last semester.  Everybody seemed to go along okay. 
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Table 6.2        continued 

Dave 

 

I learned from my textbooks.  There are many categories of needs for graduate students.  I 

am thinking of myself and the time that I was in my masters’ degree program.  First, there 

were the needs that I knew I had.  There were needs that I did not know I had.   

The needs that I had, for example, when I came first to the program I needed to set up an 

Internet account and I didn’t know how to do it and what office or where it was available 

at the university.  So there were basic needs that I needed to set an Internet account, 

modem account, or whatever you call it.  There were the needs that, for example, for each 

course, I needed to read specific number of articles for each class.  Sometimes, those 

articles were freely available only on the web, so I had to know specific address or links 

to get access to those articles because they were not available on the website.  Then I 

needed to go to the library, search the library, find out where the article is, and get a 

copy of it.  Even if there were not direct links to the articles, the citations for the articles 

were available to us in the course websites.  There was the need that I needed to get the 

actual article and to get a copy of it.  

Because I came from a different university, there is a different culture from a university to 

another university.  For example, we used to sequence financial aid on a different way 

than it is done over here.  It is a different process.  I had to get used or know the process.  

Over here, there is a different way to register a class and actually there is a different way 

to do academic advising.  Eventually, I have got to meet needs in those areas because I 

had got used to different way of doing things in a different university.  Over here, I find 

myself, OK I need to do this for this and do not know how they do it over here.  I am 

talking about American University of Porto Rico where I got my BA and masters’ degree 

in library science.  My BA is in music and music education.  

Getting used to new way of doing things just because institutions do different.  I got 

orientation in one day at the beginning of my program and there was so much information 

in one day.  It was overwhelming and I had to go over again.  

These are general issues relating to all graduate needs.  For example, when I came here, 

knowing that I had to take some online courses but I did not know how to get online or 

how I hear an audio lecture.  I did not know how to get access to Ichat or I needed a 

password that I had to go upstairs [from User services or helpdesk] that is very different 

from the University email password. 

Lisa 

 

You see from my experience and observation, some students come much unprepared for 

taking online classes, like they do not know how to save a file, they do not know how to 

download some software like Ichat program, and they have problem installing some 

programs like FTP.  It is better for people to have some computer experience and basic 

computer understanding before they take these classes because I really didn’t have any 

problem only when the connection drops there is nothing you can do or when server is 

down.  Otherwise, I could install, I could configure my computer, I could save my files, I 

can flip them anyway I want.  I did not have any challenges in that respect. 

Non-course related needs like basic computer skills and basic Internet skills and 

understanding how browsing works and how search works even in Google.  If you know 

some of them, it would be easy for you to get to the …library for example to browse in 

and find something in databases or something else.  Partly it is unrelated but it is related 

because skills you acquire beyond the school requirement.  You can apply the 

requirements directly to your online courses.  That is the way I understand it. 
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Table 6.2       continued 

Jane 

 

Things like database, the ways databases are structured, course websites, how to navigate 

around the different databases.  Technological skills.  Communication skills are a must 

when Communication occurs with the instructor and students. 

John 

 

I think this is the same for web-based student and face-to-face students.  Also, face-to-

face students need some needs for knowing content of a class.  Also, they have to know 

that you have to have some graduate level writing skills....  

Information need is something I am going to use.  Information need is something I will 

use for my research and my assignment.  Need means want to have something.  Then, if I 

am going to have something, I will use it.  If I get the information, I judge the information 

or is it good information or bad information.  Also, I compare to other information that I 

have. 

Ruth  

 

Accessibility to the instructor and feedback.  Possibly, with hardware connectibility 

where we are, it has been very difficult on occasion, either weather or some of the outside 

reasons that I am not able to connect to my course works.  

Time zone difference makes huge difference.  If I need to get helpdesk and I am working 

here, it is seven o’clock in the morning and they are not there because one o’clock in the 

morning is there.  If there is server maintenance, like yesterday, I cannot get on, it is 

normal time for the computer to be down for everyone else, but it is hard for me to get my 

assignment or something like that. 

Tutorial at the beginning of the school year was wonderful as far as how to integrate 

yourself into online environment.  ...My needs met that way.  There was a tutorial for that.  

I think it takes practical application to understand how to navigate completely through the 

interface.  That need was met; so far, that is good.  I think the university did a very good 

job in explaining how we have to navigate through these classes.  I am not completely 

satisfied.  For the most parts, I think, my needs there were met.  I know they are 

integrating that completely, so we pretty much have no choice and we have to get used to 

it 

Bill 

 

Graduate students in web-based courses first of all need to meet the requirements of the 

courses they are taking; they need to know what is expected of them.  They need to know 

what resources are available to them and which ones they are required to utilize, how to 

access them, how to use available resources, as well as how to find them if they are not 

readily available, how to contact other students and faculty and staff.  All these things 

play a part. 
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Table 6.2       continued 

Beth 

 

It depends on the content of the classes.  Also before that, you need to know how to log 

in, how to find the information that you need to take the class.  Because you cannot just 

go to the professor or student information services and just say this what I want to take 

and what I need to do.  You are kind of cut off from all that when you are web-based.  

You also need to know, how do I set up my computer to even get to the class.  How do I 

get to the databases and all these needs you have all these needs before you even get to 

the content of the course itself.  

Also, communication skills are very different than face to face I find.  You have to have 

very specific communication needs because you do not see facial expressions.  So you 

cannot read the person when you talk to them.  You just type in your answers or questions 

and you have no idea whether they understand what you understand by your question.  

Then when the answer comes back, you can kind of find out or engage whether they have 

understood what you wanted to know or what you were asking.  So you have to be very 

patient with yourself and with others.  Because misunderstandings can happen, I see, 

much more easily.  You have to be real clear when expressing yourself much more 

verbally than you would face to face.  

 I feel that if you get these courses, the learning is much more on your shoulders.  

Because you decide what you want to do, when you want to do it and how much you want 

to do it.  You have to think about that because it is not like the teacher is there and 

everything is great for you and he would tell you “Ok now, you need to do this” or “you 

need to do this.”  You are much more self-starter.   
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CHAPTER 7 

CHARACTERISTICS AND USES OF INFORMATION 

 

The study’s second question asks, what are the main characteristics and primary 

uses of information to satisfy multilingual graduate students’ needs?  This chapter 

discusses the main characteristics of information used and main uses of information to 

satisfy multilingual graduate students’ needs in web-based courses.  The participants’ 

primary information sources when meeting their information needs for their web-based 

courses are explored.  Examples from their individual and group course projects are 

included.  These examples demonstrate the differences they observed between courses 

and between synchronous and asynchronous activities within courses.  

Characteristics of information used and information carriers 

It was apparent from the remarks made by the participants that there are major 

similarities in defining and describing characteristics and uses of information in web-

based courses (See Table 7.1).  Most participants characterized the format of the 

information as both electronic and print.  In addition, the responses of the participants 

suggested that the information channels and sources be categorized as facilities, 

equipment, persons, training, and other.  

The students used both print information sources and electronic information 

resources mainly available at and through their course websites or the university libraries’ 

electronic library resources.  They also utilized databases, web pages, and online catalogs 

provided by the University Libraries to locate online scholarly articles, e-books, or e-

reserves.  Most of their course websites included links to some information available 

through the libraries.  

The students heavily used search engines to locate other web pages pertinent to 

course activities.  Email communication appeared to be primary means of communication 

and information source for class activities or tasks.  Official home pages of the University 

and the School, databases and catalogs provided by other individuals or organizations, 
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and personal home pages were other web pages that the students often used.  Some found 

electronic class presentations helpful in meeting their information needs,  while online 

reference and print materials in libraries helped others.  Especially in the Network 

Multimedia class, Lisa used File Transfer Protocol (FTP) as a tool to retrieve information 

for her coursework. 

Table 7.1 Characteristics of information used and information carriers 

Facility o The University Libraries (Mary, Erin, Dave, John) 

o Computer labs (Mary, Erin) 

o Local public or city libraries (Lisa, Ruth) 

o Local community college libraries (Jane, Bill) 

o Local university libraries  (Beth) 

o Local elementary school libraries (Ruth) 

Equipment  o Personally owned computers (Mary, Erin, Lisa, Dave, Jane, John, Ruth, Beth) 

o Computers at work environments (Erin, Lisa, Jane, Bill, Beth) 

o Computers at the University Libraries (Mary, Erin,) 

o Computers at local libraries (Lisa, Jane) 

o Specific computer software for course activities (Erin, Bill)  

Print 

 

o Textbooks (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Books in libraries (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, Beth) 

o Journals or periodicals in libraries (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, John, Beth) 

o Reference or hands on materials in libraries (Dave, Bill, Beth) 

o Card catalog of the University Libraries (Erin) 

o Personally owned books (Erin) 

Electronic 

 

o Course websites, including discussion boards and class logs (Mary, Erin, Dave, 

Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Databases, web-pages and online catalogs provided by the University Libraries 

(Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Online scholarly articles, e-books or e-reserves (Erin, Lisa, Dave, Jane, John, 

Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Search engines (Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Other web-pages pertinent to web-based course activities or subject (Erin, Dave, 

Lisa, John, Ruth, Beth) 

o Email communication (Mary, Lisa, John, Bill)  

o Home pages of The University (Dave, Bill, Beth) 

o Home page of the School (Dave, Ruth, Beth) 

o Databases and catalogs provided by other individuals or organizations (Dave, 

Lisa, Beth) 

o Class presentations (Erin, Lisa, Beth) 

o Reference or hands on materials in libraries (Dave, Bill) 

o Personal home pages (Lisa, Ruth) 

o File Transfer Protocol (FTP) (Lisa) 
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Table 7.1             continued 

Person 

 

o Classmates (Mary, Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Instructors (Erin, Dave, Lisa, Jane, John, Ruth, Bill, Beth) 

o Graduate student advisor (Lisa, Jane, Bill, Ruth, Beth) 

o Academic advisers (Erin, Dave, Jane, Ruth) 

o Colleagues or co-workers, excluding librarians (Mary, Jane, Bill) 

o Librarians (Mary, Bill)  

o Other faculty members (John) 

o Upper level or senior classmates (John) 

Training  o Tutorial or orientation programs to the University, School and course websites 

(Erin, Lisa, Jane, Ruth, Bill) 

o Tutorials offered on the Internet (Bill) 

o Workshops offered by the University Libraries (Mary) 

o Workshops or training classes offered by the University Computing Department 

(Erin) 

Other o Interlibrary loan services provided by the University Libraries (Dave, Jane) 

o Television (Erin) 

 

Most of the students considered their textbooks to be the primary print source 

used.  Additionally, the students relied on books, journals and periodicals as well as 

reference materials and print materials in libraries.  Finally, Erin used both the online 

catalogs of the University libraries and her own books. 

Even though online library resources, databases and catalogs were used most 

heavily, all participants also used a local library facility.  Those studying on campus used 

the University Libraries.  Others utilized the libraries closest to them, local public 

libraries, community college libraries, university libraries, and elementary school 

libraries.  Finally, two students made use of computer labs on campus. 

All of the participants had their own computers.  Some also used computers in 

their work environments, at the University Libraries, or at their local libraries.  Two 

students reported use of specific computer software for their course related information 

needs. 

Classmates were an information source used by all of the participants to fulfill 

their information needs outside of class meetings.  Instructors were also consulted to get 

answers or clarification for their questions, problems, and challenges.  The graduate 
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student advisor is another person they used.  Three students consulted their colleagues 

and coworkers or other staff members, while two specifically consulted librarians.  Other 

faculty members and senior classmates were two information sources that John consulted. 

Five students found training sessions, tutorials, and orientation programs 

provided by the University, the School, and course websites were helpful in meeting their 

information needs.  Meanwhile, Mary thinks that the workshop provided at the University 

libraries made a difference in her ability to access information resources available in the 

libraries.  Similarly, Erin still benefits from the training sessions that she attended at the 

University computing department. 

Interlibrary loan services were among other information sources that Dave and 

Jane utilized.  Erin watched news programs on television to help fulfill her course related 

information needs related to computers. 

Most often used information sources 

 The participants were asked to identify and describe all sources that they used to 

meet their information needs in web-based courses.  They were asked to choose the three 

most often used information sources (See Table 7.2).  

The majority of the students listed online library catalogs and databases as one of 

the first three information sources for their information needs.  They felt that their online 

library resources and catalogs allowed them to get various types of information for their 

web-based courses and classes, such as journals, articles, e-books, and e-reserves.  In 

addition, physical libraries, including the University libraries as well as local libraries 

were used to meet their needs. 

 The course websites have pages where instructors list all assigned or required 

readings for their courses.  Unless a link was provided to the reading, the participants 

looked them up in online library catalogs or databases.  Therefore, the course websites 

were in some cases the starting point for access to articles, readings, and other resources 

at the University libraries and on the Internet.  
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Table 7.2 Three most often used information sources 

Mary Library databases Textbooks Email 

Erin Course calendar or website Textbooks Articles in the databases 

Dave Library catalogs and databases 
School and university 

websites  
Physical libraries  

Lisa Library catalogs and databases The Internet  

Communication with 

other students and 

instructors 

Jane Library catalogs and databases The Internet 
Textbooks and print 

books 

John Electronic journals The Internet 
His senior level 

classmates 

Ruth Course websites 
Library catalogs and 

databases 
Email 

Bill 
Hand on materials and print 

resources  

Library catalogs and 

databases 

Librarians and fellow 

staff members at his 

work site 

Beth Course websites Local University library 
Online library catalogs 

and databases 

 

These students in general utilized the Internet even if they did not consider it as 

one of the most often used three sources.  Search engines on the Internet, such as Google, 

databases and resources available at other institutions through the Internet, local or city 

libraries’ resources, electronic resources available to them at their work environments, 

some subscription services, such as New York Times websites, online resources to 

provide hands on training and tutorials were some resources that they retrieved on the 

Internet. 

 Textbooks and print books appeared to be one of the most often used sources by 

the participants.  In addition, some participants used print resources and hands on 

materials available at the libraries in addition to their textbooks.  In some instances, 

people, such as librarians, co-workers, other staff members at their libraries and senior 

level classmates who had prior experience or knowledge about the class activities that the 

participants were taking, wee used as information sources.  
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 Email appears to be not only a communication tool for the participants, but an 

information source as well.  Especially for the assignments, tasks, or activities that 

require the students to interact with group members or their classmates, it was used to 

share information and interact with instructors.  Finally, the School and the University 

websites were considered as often used information sources to locate and find 

information to meet students’ information needs. 

Examples of information use 

 Each participant was asked to identify and exemplify information use activities 

where they met their information needs in web-based courses.  There were three types of 

activities reported.  First, the students needed information to participate in synchronous 

and asynchronous class discussions individually or collectively.  Second, they had to 

work on and complete individual group assignments.  Third, group projects or 

assignments required them to meet their information needs both synchronously and 

asynchronously.  

Instructors assigned the students to participate in synchronous and asynchronous 

class activities and discussions.  The synchronous discussions were carried out during the 

online class meetings times.  Instructors usually posted activities and discussion topics to 

the course websites.  The students were asked read before coming to class.  During the 

class time, they “had to go and read the textbooks individually and then come and talk 

about it or discuss” (Interview, Mary).  In addition, their instructors sometimes assigned 

them to carry out discussions asynchronously through discussion boards provided 

through the course websites after or before the class meetings.  Usually, more time or 

extended deadlines were provided in order for the students to answer certain questions 

related to course topics, post reactions earlier student responses to the questions posed by 

the instructors and their classmates, and respond to other students’ postings.  

Individually, all of the students were asked to complete assignments, tasks, write 

various types of reports, and submit these to their instructors.  For individual activities, 

instructors usually provided ideas as to what topics or what resources to consider.  

Sometimes instructors provided a list of possible topics.  Along with the instructions, the 
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instructors included criteria or instructions for choosing a topic.  In cases where the task 

required more in-depth analysis, as in one related by Dave, the students used additional 

resources to come up with ideas for topics.   

In general, for any major project or major paper that I write, I usually go through a 

general brainstorming session.  I start hunting for topics and hunting ideas.  As part of 

process, I may have a defined topic for class or general topic for class but I have to work 

to be some more specific.  Then I start hunting for ideas.  Most likely, I will go to the 

library catalog and start entering key words for possible topics.  You will start breaking 

down the possible topics.  If the subject is heavy or specific titles, then I will go to the 

library and look for books.  I will start looking at table of contents for possible topics.  

Once I picked a topic or possible topic, I start writing an outline then I start getting books 

or articles on possible topics or possible books on those topics or related topics.  

Basically, I get a handful of books that may help me write my paper.  I do not use them 

all.  Sometimes, I get twenty books and I end up discarding about half of them.  I always 

include databases in my search for topics and ideas.  So I use print, electronic and web 

sites for my assignments.  Usually instructions are provided in course websites and I 

follow the instructions to write my assignments.  (Interview, Dave) 

Locating information was required to complete some tasks.  For an assignment in 

her research methods class, Erin looked for a  

…peer-reviewed journal…that has to be reporting research studies.  So then you have to 

find a topic you are interested in and then, something that meets that qualification 

instructor specifies.  One time I did by going to the library, school library, and looking 

through some of the journals that were mentioned to try to browse and find something I 

was interested in a peer reviewed journal.  Another time, I just did subject searching 

online to see what I can find.  I limited it to certain journals.  So I did two different ways.  

(Interview, Erin)  

The next step was to work on or complete the task.  Each student task a slightly 

different approach to completing their assignments.  For example, John and Lisa used 

search engines to choose a topic, while Dave used databases, the online catalog, and other 

resources available through the University libraries. 
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I read the direction of the assignment and I try to find some topics about the assignments.  

Then, I search it first on the Internet through some search engines, like Google.  The 

sources of course include databases provided by library and online journals and some 

periodicals.  In other words, I search anything available electronically. 

First, I see how many resources are available for those topics and what resources are 

available.  Then I choose a topic and I read some articles and other previous work.  Then 

I start writing my paper.  During writing my paper, in class, students ask about the 

assignments, such as how many pages, what topics, and whether these topics are okay 

and I get ideas from those questions.  Then I write my paper.  I usually did not ask much 

about my assignments to my instructors.  I just write my own way.  Then I submit my 

paper.  (Interview, John) 

Finally, the instructors usually provided the instructions for individual activities 

or assignments at the beginning of the semester that the course was being offered.  The 

types of activities varied from one web-based course to another.  Bill and his classmates 

completed several “individual assignments in which [they] had nothing to do with other 

students.  These reflective reading assignments were quite common, I was responsible for 

reading material and then giving a brief synopsis of what the author was saying and the 

concepts the author was trying to get across” (Interview, Bill). 

Even though the students usually knew the activities or tasks they needed to 

complete, Lisa had to come up with a paper in seven days for one of her web-based 

courses. 

In information policy class, the final paper was to be done in seven days.  We did not 

even know the title of the assignment until the end of the semester.  This is how 

instructor perceived it.  Then we had to write a paper on a certain subject.  Steps were 

first of all choosing one of the assignments because he gave us a choice of four topics.  

Then, first, I figured out which topic I would be more comfortable with.  Because they 

were all some policy related subjects or some topics that you would be more 

knowledgeable about than others so I chose the topic.  Then, I went online and I looked 

at some databases and some related articles.  Then, I looked into general Google search, 

which did even a better job for me for this particular topic so I chose some resources 

related to the subject.  Then, I just sorted it through and I wrote a paper.  It was not a 
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very big paper but it was a very hard subject for me I must confess.  It was very boring to 

begin with.  Like I said, they were policy related issues, which I am not very into it.  So, I 

did very well.  I was surprised that I got a good grade for it, also.  So basically, my 

database use and search engine use did help a lot because it helped me with foundation 

on some resources of the paper, not just out of my head.  (Interview, Lisa) 

In addition to individual works, all of the participants but Mary completed a group 

project where they had to work collectively with their classmates in their classes.  Erin 

described all activities and tasks that she and her teammates have to go through in her 

Network Multimedia class. 

This was a semester long project.  We were assigned to a group.  We had to choose two 

content developers, a graphic designer, a project manager and usability person who 

would test the actual use of the page, whether it was navigable or not.  We had to decide 

who wanted to do what.  In our group, we kind of blurred the lines a little bit.  We had 

whoever assigned to each job but we put upfront in our project proposal.  First, we had to 

propose a topic, we had to submit the topic, and it had to be approved by the teacher.  So 

teacher kind of refined the project idea of the concept and focused a little bit on what the 

class was about.  Then, we had to submit a formal what to do list in our project, what are 

the requirements of the assignments and we had to put a timeline when we are going to 

have each stage of the project done, who is going to work on which stages.  For instance, 

we had five or six different web pages we are going to have about different steps of how 

to design a kiosk.  We had an entrance page, we had a page for hardware, we had a page 

about software, and we had a page how to design web pages and what things to consider.  

We split those up.  The graphic designer also had to be sure to use certain things, like 

cascading style sheet, certain technical things, and different types of HTML and validate 

them so it does not exceed style requirements of the W3C.  Graphic designer had to do 

graphic layout and be sure to have these technical things in there and be legible and 

usable, all the content is there, and all pictures are lined up right.  Then we had the people 

looking up the information and the person who tested it all and tested with several friends 

to see what they had to say if anything could be improved, if it was easy to use or 

feedback.  So we had feedback from group members and we had usability tester also had 

feedback from outside of group members.  I had to be sure everybody got all their things 

done.  I had to write a project proposal and submit that, based on what we have talked 
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about in our groups.  I was the leader and the project manager.  When we did our 

synchronous class activities, we would have certain project or certain discussion topics or 

whatever.  We had to pick what our concept was and it took a long time.  It took very 

long time.  When we submitted our topic to this professor, we submitted formal written 

project proposal with the timeline, who was going to do what and what the 

responsibilities would be.  Then we started implementing all those things and working on 

that, transferring files back and forth and having group meetings.  Our typical meetings 

were about an hour and a half or two hours.  Towards the end we had three or four times 

a week.  We had to upload it all to the web and make sure it worked.  Then, we send it in 

to discussion board and talked about everybody else’s.  People commented about ours in 

class and we did our final revision and submitted it.  That was a lot!  (Interview, Erin) 

Lisa took the same course the same semester and completed the same assignment.  

Lisa described her role and experience in her remarks 

 The group project was designed by the instructor with the basic steps we had to complete 

towards the accomplishment of this project.  One of those was I mean one by one we had 

to distribute the roles.  She just broke the whole class into seven small groups, consisting 

of 5-4 people.  Our group consisted of five people initially.  One person dropped out of 

the school together so we were just four.  We had to distribute the roles.  We had to start 

working on the project.  The project manager had to come up with the plan, like basic 

framework and deadlines to be completed for the group to meet the deadlines for the final 

project to submit.  We had to just meet the deadlines and our internal deadlines.  

Sometimes we did, sometimes we failed, and sometimes we had a conflict with 

somebody.  It was a challenging experience.  During the work on the project, we needed 

to use class notes and online lectures (as media files) as well as some print resources 

(books, not required but recommended by the instructor, and they proved very helpful) 

(Interview, Lisa) 

 The comments of the participants suggest that the activities share certain 

similarities and differences influence fulfilling their information needs. 

o Individual tasks or assignments were usually assigned before group tasks; 

o The students were asked to read before coming to classes for their synchronous 

class discussions; 
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o Ruth, as well as Jane and Lisa, preferred individual activities over group tasks 

because in individual activities, “I’ve got my own timeline.  I am also in charge of 

the quality of the work versus group project it is a collective effort” (Interview, 

Ruth); 

o Because of local time difference between Ruth and Beth and most of her group 

members, group work was difficult to complete;  

o Groups usually divided the tasks among their members and each student was 

responsible for their work.  As Lisa and Erin reported, some members had more 

responsibilities and played more active roles than others; 

o Groups usually set internal deadlines for the projects in the Network Multimedia 

course, apart from the deadline set by the instructor; 

o Having more people in groups allowed the groups to have additional input and 

assistance to share the work; 

o Group work usually required its members to meet after synchronous class 

meetings.  In addition, some groups communicated both synchronously and 

asynchronously to discuss concerns or problems.  Course discussion boards and 

email were two primary asynchronous communication modes that the students 

used heavily; 

o Group work allowed students to hear other members’ perspectives, answers, or 

approaches to discussion topics or concerns.  In addition, it permitted students to 

learn different techniques or skills from one another; 

o In all group work examples, reaching a consensus over task related decisions 

appeared to be a common problem.  Bill adds, “in group projects, you had to 

utilize your communication skills to get a consensus among your group members 

whereas in individual projects [you were required to] submit the projects 

[individually] and communicate to one person, i.e., the instructor” (Interview, 

Bill); 

o Participating in group activities and contributing to group tasks were two 

problems for some members and some groups; and 
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o Due to technical problems with course websites and the servers, the students 

experienced some problems and delays in group activities. For example, they 

occasionally could not log in to the course website in a timely manner in 

synchronous meetings; 

All web-based courses included synchronous and asynchronous activities, tasks, 

and assignments.  The synchronous activities in web-based courses were usually 

scheduled to take place during synchronous class sessions while asynchronous 

assignments tasks and activities were carried out using course discussion boards.  The 

participants compared differences and similarities between their synchronous and 

asynchronous activities.  

o  In synchronous class activities, time available to complete the tasks was limited 

to the class meeting time or set by the instructors, while asynchronous activities 

gave students extra time to complete the assigned tasks;  

o “With synchronous, it is nice being able to do it.  Your timeline is right there.  If 

we have to meet for a group project, be done for 9:30, for me by 9:30.  You know 

there is an end…  If it is asynchronous, if I am working in a group project where 

someone likes to put it off until the last minute, that doesn’t work for me well 

because I am 6 hours ahead” (Interview, Ruth); 

o While Ruth liked the deadlines for her synchronous class activities, Mary and 

John felt that synchronous activities put additional pressure on students; 

o “The synchronous element was heavy on communication, participation, asking 

direct questions based on the information given; the asynchronous element 

involved lots of research, consulting numerous resources over the course of days 

and weeks.”  (Interview, Bill); 

o Most of non-native English speaking students expressed their low or limited 

participation in synchronous class discussion for various reasons; 

o Language skills played a role in synchronous discussion in John’s case: “In 

synchronous classes, I didn’t participate much in synchronous tasks because of 

mainly my language.  I have a very passive manner.  I just watch and observe.  
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Sometimes I just say one word or two words.  I agree or I disagree.  When I am in 

asynchronous discussion, I can participate more because I have more time to 

think about and more time to write.  Asynchronous activities affected me 

positively” (Interview, John); 

o Dave was satisfied with his participation in his classes and group discussions even 

though he felt that, because of his personality, his participation was lower than 

that of other class or group members; and 

o Finally, Mary’s contributions to during synchronous class activities were 

influenced greatly by the way she was educated in her home country, Ghana. 

Discussion and Summary 

The participants were asked to characterize the types of information they used and 

describe all information sources that they utilized to satisfy their needs in web-based 

courses.  The majority of students listed online library catalogs and databases as one of 

the first three information resources for their information needs.  In addition to use of 

online library resources, the University libraries on campus and public, university or 

community college libraries close to their residency or work place were used to meet 

their information needs in web-based courses. 

The participants utilized databases, web pages, and online catalogs provided by 

the University Libraries to locate online scholarly articles, e-books, or e-reserves while 

most of their course websites included links to some information available in the 

resources of the libraries.  While Abdullah (2000) reported that online catalogs was the 

most popular source of information in face to face courses, Simon (1995) found that 

graduate students often used the most general databases for their information needs. 

According to findings of this study, all of the students excluded online resources of the 

University libraries in their definition of online resources available through the Internet, 

and all utilized the Internet even if they did not consider it as one of the three most often 

used information sources. For example, the students used search engines to locate other 

web pages pertinent to web-based course activities or subject matter.  This finding is 

supported by the literature (Rowland and Rubbert, 2001). 
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In addition to search engines on the Internet, such as Google 

(http://www.google.com), databases and resources available on the Internet provided by 

other universities or local institutions, such as local city library websites, resources 

available to them at their work places, such as the libraries that they work for, 

subscription services, such as New York Times websites, resources providing hand on 

training and tutorials, such as graphic design training at sessions.edu 

(http://www.sessions.edu) were among the sources and resources that they accessed 

through the Internet. 

 Rowland and Rubbert (2001) studied information needs and practices of part-time 

and distance learning students in higher education in the UK.  They found that university 

libraries do not cater to the specialized needs of part-time and distance learners, which 

lead to an increasing use of the Internet and employer resources as a substitute for 

traditional information channels.  Nonetheless, multilingual graduate students in this 

study reported that they primarily used a variety of information sources through both 

electronic information resources mainly available at and through their course websites 

and the university libraries’ electronic library resources to satisfy their information needs 

in web-based courses.  

Findings about print resources used by the students are consistent with the 

literature (Abdullah, 2000).  Textbooks and printed materials appeared to be one of the 

most often used sources in web-based classes even if they have access to online 

resources.  In addition, some participants used print resources and hands on materials 

available at their local libraries.  In some instances, people, such as librarians, co-

workers, other staff members at their libraries and work places, and senior level 

classmates who had had prior experience or knowledge about the class activities in web-

based courses that the participants were taking, were used as alternate information 

sources.  Email appeared to be an often-used information source as well as a 

communication tool 

 Each participant was asked to identify and provide examples of information use 

activities where they met their information needs in their web-based courses.  There were 
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three types of activities.  First, the students had to fulfill their information needs to 

participate in synchronous and asynchronous class discussions individually or 

collectively.  Second, they had to work on to complete individual group assignments.  

Third, group projects or assignments required them to utilize certain information sources 

and meet their information needs both synchronously and asynchronously.  

 Finally, all web-based courses incorporated synchronous and asynchronous 

activities, tasks, and assignments into core course curriculum.  The instructors assigned 

the students to participate in synchronous and asynchronous class activities and 

discussions.  The synchronous discussions were carried out during the online class 

meetings.  In addition, the instructors sometimes assigned them to participate in a 

asynchronous discussions using discussion boards before or after the synchronous class 

meetings.  All participants commented about the activities in terms of similarities and 

differences in fulfilling their information needs in web-based courses.  
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CHAPTER 8 

CULTURE AND INFORMATION NEEDS 

 

 This chapter presents the results related to the study’s first research question, how 

and in what ways do multilingual graduate students in web-based degree programs 

perceive that their culture affects the way they meet their information needs in web-based 

learning contexts?  First, the participants were asked to explain whether they perceive 

that their culture affects the ways they meet their information needs in web-based 

learning contexts.  The study participants’ initial responses to their perceptions of culture 

and how it affects the way they satisfy their information needs in web-based learning 

contexts are presented in Table 8.1 through Table 8.12 at end of this chapter.  The 

subsequent sections and data tables detail each element of the operational definition of 

the concept culture. 

 The participants were asked to think about fulfillment of their information needs 

and utilizing their information sources to meet their information needs and relate it to 

their culture.  Information resources were not affected by their perceived culture in their 

web-based classes, yet culture impacts the choices that the students make in using certain 

information sources to seek and make use of the information in their web-based courses.  

However, most of the comments suggest that some elements of the concept culture affect 

the students and their use of information more than other elements of culture.   

 Mary admits that her perception of culture is a very important factor, and that its 

impact is the same in face-to-face and web-based courses.  She believes that some 

cultural elements can be more influential than other elements.  For example, her nation of 

origin does not play a role in using information sources or meeting her needs because the 

resources available for her use in web-based courses are the same for everyone, yet her 

language skills and her education in Ghana are disadvantages that make her work harder 

than her classmates.  She believed that it takes her longer to read and understand an 
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article than “someone who is from the host country.”  She thought she had to work hard 

and sometimes got nervous as she tried to be at the same level with other students in her 

classes.  She believed that this was a “drawback” for her because her additional language 

skills did not provide her with any advantages as yet over her classmates unless she 

worked on a topic directly related to her background and her country.  In her view, 

“Nobody really cares about where you are coming from…unless something has to come 

from a different background, you really don’t have any advantage” (See Table 8.1, 

Mary). 

Erin reflects on her culture and its implications on the students’ information needs 

as “what each person brings to the class.”  She continues with, “Their belief systems are 

there, ideas there, culture there, race there, ethnicity there, race, sex or whatever.  Of 

course these influence how they see the world and how they interact with other people” 

(See Table 8.1, Erin).  

Furthermore, her views regarding the impact of her culture and her language skills 

on her information use are different from Mary’s.  She believed her culture has 

influenced decisions that she made to choose and use certain information sources, 

utilities, and materials in face to face and web-based classes.  Her language skills provide 

her with some advantages in helping others and communicating with her classmates:  

Because when you learn more than one language, you learn the differences of the cultures 

and forms of that language.  You also learn how to express yourself, if somebody does 

not understand the word you are saying, you learn to talk around the subjects and try to 

go different way so that that person can understand what you are talking about.  That 

really helps with group interactions a lot (See Table 8.1, Erin). 

 Lisa shares similar view or definition of culture and points out that the concept 

culture is a “multifaceted thing.”  In addition to the elements listed by Erin, Lisa adds 

‘language’, ‘general background’, and ‘traditions’ to her definition.  Her understanding of 

the concepts coincides with Erin’s thinking:  

This would bring world to our school or our class all together…the input of the culture is 

big, too.  You cannot hide what you are and where you are coming from.  You know 

everything comes in one package.  You bring your insights and sometimes positive 
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impact on your online activity and online learning.  Sometimes, it may stay in your way 

in a sense that your cultural differences may be misunderstood or may hinder your 

communication and your understanding of the class over somebody else’s input (See 

Table 8.1, Lisa).  

 In contrast to what Dave thinks, Lisa claims that the impact of her culture - such 

as her language - on her information use is obvious and apparent, which could not be 

underestimated.  As graduate schools require really good language skills from the 

students, she appreciates her undergraduate major in English and admits “it was much 

easier for me than probably for some other students.”  In addition, her preparation for 

Graduate Record Examination (GRE), which is required of each applicant for a graduate 

degree program at the School, provided another opportunity for language education.  

Finally, her native language knowledge makes it possible for her to search Russian 

search engines and to access resources in Russian for her everyday information use.  Her 

motto is “Doing search in several languages is better than doing search in one” (See 

Table 8.1, Lisa) Even if some language related obstacles comes up from time to time, 

overcoming them enriches her knowledge of English. 

Because to be in a graduate school such a pressure that you have to read really different 

kind of text and you have to deal with so many other serious issues that you have to be 

well versed in English to be able to keep up (See Table 8.1, Lisa). 

 In Jane’s view, culture affects the way the students interpret the materials, 

activities, tasks, assignments, and sources used.  In addition, the personal and 

educational skills that the students learn and the experience that they have lived are the 

ways that individuals “know how to corroborate everything” in web-based courses.  

 Bill’s approach to the effects of culture in students’ information needs is 

somewhat similar to the perceptions of Erin, Lisa, and Jane.  He gives several examples 

and shows how culture might play a role in an interaction between student and instructor. 

I think I make a point whether it is students, instructors, or whoever, address them with 

respect and give everyone the benefit of the doubt if you are participating in a group 

process.  I guess it is hard to put all of that in words but I think it just had to do with 

conveying respect and empathy for others regarding the work we are doing, whether it is 
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together or separately or what the instructor is trying to get across on a basic level.  (See 

Table 8.1, Bill) 

He extends his remarks by providing more examples from the communication 

point of view in web-based class settings and shares his feelings from his own experience 

as an Italian instructor.  

I guess if I can lend a hand, I do.  If I cannot, I try to stay out of it, since too many cooks 

in the kitchen spoil the soup.  That is kind of basic philosophy.  If I can help, it is great.  

If I cannot, it is probably better not [to] say anything.  I believe that at the very least, you 

can make the effort to understand others in class, if there is someone struggling or having 

trouble, you can empathize with them.  Those are real basic things when communicating 

with others.  This absolutely includes people from different cultures as well, especially in 

the case where English is not their native language.  As a language instructor, I feel the 

need to convey that I understand how difficult that can be.  I would say yes, knowing a 

second language is truly an advantage.  There were times when I could actually search on 

Italian websites, too.  So, it multiplies the number of additional resources I can utilize and 

help (See Table 8.1, Bill). 

Bill tackles certain elements in thinking about culture.  In his case, culture played 

a significant role in his use of information in web-based classes, yet at a basic level.  For 

example, he believes that his nation of origin and his length of stay in the U.S. were 

elements of culture that affected him.  His language skills certainly help him to add to 

possible resources when he looks for a certain journal article. 

Beth viewed culture as affecting the students even though she did not think this 

was an issue in her case because her own culture was not different from that of the U.S. 

I think most of my classmates were Americans and there were very few from outside of 

the States, so there were a lot of similarities.  Even I am not American, but I am a western 

European, so the differences are not that significant.  When it comes to having people 

from all over the world, whose culture might be largely different to your own, I would 

think there would be more differences (See Table 8.1, Beth). 

   Ruth thinks that culture does not affect her and believes that the concept itself is 

not important in her web-based learning experience.  On the other hand, she feels 

somewhat at an advantage because she does not have to take her classes in her foreign 
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language, German.  Also, she praises her American community for their support and 

thinks that even though she had an instructor whose primary language was other than 

English, culture “hasn’t been an issue” to her in her web-based courses (See table 8.1, 

Ruth).   

Language 

As a cultural variable, language is perceived to be a critically important factor that 

either directly or indirectly influences the participants in the ways they fulfill their 

information needs, use information channels and sources, as well as in the ways they 

communicate with their classmates and their instructors.  Almost every participant 

thought of language as the primary element of culture. In addition, all participants agree 

that language and culture are interrelated; thus, a language usually is associated with a 

certain culture (See Table 8.2). 

As a non-native English speaker, Mary points out a foreign language is 

“secondary” to those who have to express themselves in a non-native language because 

she has to translate what she reads in her second language to her native language to 

“assimilate.”  Like John, to understand what she reads in English and get the points 

conveyed in class readings, more time is necessary because of pursuing her education in 

her second language.  She later gives an example about the readings that she has to do in 

her classes. 

Coming from where I am coming from, you have to read it, try, and translate it to your 

language.  People from here just read and go.  For me, I have to read three or four times.  

It is not because I am not fluent in English.  That is because it is secondary to me.  

Naturally, what I was born to speak comes to me first than my second language 

The way you speak, even though I am speaking English, to me I feel that it is not 

somebody who has English as your first language.  I try as much as possible to speak and 

as best as I can.  Sometimes the words we use are different.  Like coke.  Back home, it 

would be soft drink.  Here they call it soda.  If I need something and you go and try to tell 

them, sometimes they do not understand you.  Even if it is English they are speaking.  

The term we use is different.  So if you are not here for a long time, there are some 

expressions you do not know and you do not understand … It does impact your 
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interaction with your classmates.  Sometimes, you need something but you have to forget 

about it.  But you have to go on with whoever and whatever you need.  Bottom line is 

that the language is the critical factor (See Table 8.2, Mary). 

 Furthermore, other non-native English speakers, like John, Lisa, and Jane, share 

the points that Mary makes about certain disadvantages shared by non-native English 

students in web-based courses.  Jane states that as a second language speaker, “You tend 

to interpret things differently when you have primary language is different than English” 

(See Table 8.2, Jane).  In addition, the way one culture uses a word can be different from 

the same term or concept in another culture.  Other disadvantages for non-native English 

speakers include communicating with others in web-based courses, which limit the 

students’ “information needs and information seeking” and the ways they express 

themselves.  As a result, in communication, they can end up ignoring what they want to 

ask, say, or choose to simplify their very complex ideas in a face to face and web-based 

learning context. 

More specifically, Lisa, as a native speaker of Russian, made comparison between 

native English speakers and non-native English speaking students in her classes and 

highlights the differences between herself and her classmates in communicating.  

Particularly, even though she can communicate with her classmates and get her messages 

across, she believed the way her classmates communicate and the way she get her 

messages across have to be “politically correct.” 

What two American born would say and I would say probably are a little bit different, but 

still understandable.  But I am talking about the manner, the style of speaking, and the 

style of communicating.  Being Russian, I would say the whole Russian language 

probably is not as polite and avoiding “sharp edges.”  We are more straightforward.  If 

you want to say something, we just say it.  That was my personal difficulty in some 

classes because, sometimes, I just get straight to the point, like if I go over somebody 

else’s individual website and I have to give my input how I feel about it.  I do not dwell 

upon how wonderful the website is, but I just get straight to the point usually.  I point out 

the mistakes or something that can be improved, which is really the point and the subject 

of the input should be.  But when I got input from some other students, everything, I 
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would say, was “politically correct”, but really doesn’t bring any content, or any good 

input for me to work better on my website.  We did an individual website in the same 

class and I could feel this difference.  I tried as much as I could to make it more 

diplomatic and more polite, more looking like some issues expressed with good will, 

which they were intended, not to fool somebody to point his mistakes and to make it 

better, to make it helpful for the person.  From my perspective, generally in English, there 

is so much talk and speech that really does not mean much.  “How are you doing?”  “I am 

doing fine”.  “How you doing yourself?”  “I am great.”  All these so many words really 

do not mean anything to anybody.  That is my perspective overall and applied to the 

school experience.  That is how I feel that I should get straight to the point and my note 

would probably help the person if he wants to take the help.  One side of the cultural 

difference, I just got so deep into this subject.  (See Table 8.2, Lisa) 

As a native speaker of Spanish, Dave refers to the way his writings in his classes 

were treated and complains about the way his professors gave feedback even though he 

wrote and submitted his class assignments the same manner his classmates did and in 

English.  

…Because I came from a different language, even though I write in English, I was still 

getting used to different grammar or different way to write so the way I understood how 

to write something was not probably the best way to express in English language.  So 

when I used to submit work, assignment, or paper, I kept getting a lot of grading notes.  If 

you are going to be in this field, you should write in a different way, this way or that way.  

That has to do with language, not my understanding of the English language, but the way 

I keep writing because I came from a language that is other than English (See Table 8.2, 

Dave) 

As a native speaker of English, Ruth, in Germany, finds that her German language 

skills are helping her while attending her classes from Germany.  Specifically in web-

based courses, unless someone in her classes asks something or talks to her in German, 

she only speaks in English.  Therefore, while “impact her English is very minimal” in 

Beth’s case (See Table 8.2, Beth), Ruth thinks that effect of her second language in her 

online classes is “more of a friendly nature” because of the education language.  
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Erin, whose native language is English and who can communicate in Spanish, 

French, Italian and German, points out that her multilingual language skills, as in her 

case, can provide some advantages in communicating. 

…Because of my language training, when you do not know certain words, you talk 

around that word to explain yourself sometimes.  You might do the same thing if you 

realize somebody does not understand that word that you just said.  You might try to 

explain this by using different words.  Because of the language training, I would do the 

same thing in English.  I could use my second language if necessary.  Also, I can get 

information from the sources that are in this library.  

The primary advantage is to be able to communicating better.  Understanding the basis of 

another culture can be usually as part of language training you would study the culture 

that language came from and some history and background.  (See Table 8.2, Erin) 

Bill thought along the same line as Erin, that language certainly makes difference 

especially while communicating in classes in more positive ways.  Furthermore, Bill 

mentions that his second language skills give him an advantage in search strategies, since 

he is able to find additional resources or articles that he can use for class work from 

Italian websites.  

Non-native English speakers were quick to point out language related 

disadvantages before they mentioned advantages.  John gave similar examples of using 

websites in a different language, in his case, Korean. 

I can find some resources in Korean.  For example, sometimes I look at Korean journals 

or I search it in Korean Google site, so I get my resources from Korean sites and Korean 

language.  Then I try to find some articles in English.  This is an advantage.  Mostly I use 

both Google websites [in English and Korean] (See Table 8.2, John). 

 Additionally, as Jane pointed out, knowing an additional language provides her 

with different outlook and interpretation styles for her class activities.  Along the same 

line, Lisa remembers bringing some examples into group discussions.  Because she lived 

most of her thirty-seven years in Russia, she indicates 

I could bring some insights to other students, I guess they appreciate that some 

perspective brought from outside.  Because they say, the big issue is better simple from 

distance, not just when you are here and everything is around.  Sometimes they do not 
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just notice it.  But some outsider’s look helps you understand the issues better.  (See 

Table 8.2, Lisa) 

As another advantage to non-native speakers, Dave compares specific 

implications of English as a second language in synchronous web-based sessions and 

views online classes as “a blessing.”  The reasons he alludes to are specific to this online 

medium related to how language use of non-native English speakers and the structure of 

web-based courses, particularly synchronous class meetings, are linked and how these 

class meetings were beneficial to him.  

…First, there is the way of communicating where you do not have to express your full 

sentences, for instance.  You have to say what your general idea and what they want to 

say, so everybody is at the same level.  Second, nobody knows your accent.  They may 

notice that you are coming from a different language because of the way you use your 

grammar or filter.  People are not criticizing your accent.  They kind of understand you.  

You take your time.  (See Table 8.2, Dave) 

 In brief, five of the students whose primary language is other than English agree 

that their language skills play somewhat important roles because of various reasons in 

any learning environment.  Among them are assimilation, time spent to understand the 

course materials when they do the class readings, the way they write their papers and the 

way their instructors graded and “political correctness” in communication and 

interpreting what they hear, and read.  Despite the disadvantages or concerns of non-

native English speakers, they also cite some advantages due to knowing more than one 

language.  Ruth, Jane, Bill, and Erin, whose native language is English, cited more 

positive examples, some of which the non-native speakers agreed with.  From Erin’s 

point of view, her language skills and training are helping her and her classmates to 

communicate better.  Bill and John were able to find alternative articles or resources for 

their class work in other languages while Lisa and Jane point out they were able to bring 

different perspectives and interpretations to class tasks and activities that their classmates 

appreciated. 
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Race or ethnicity 

As an element of culture, race or ethnicity and its impact on student information 

needs in web-based learning contexts were explored (See Table 8.3).  Even though Bill 

seemed unsure whether race or ethnicity play any role in meeting information needs, the 

rest of the participants, regardless of their other language skills, agreed that race or 

ethnicity played no role in their success in web-based courses as well as in meeting their 

information needs. 

When making comparison between her online courses and her face-to-face 

classes, Mary believed that  

My color or my ethnicity I don’t think affect me a lot because you don’t [physically] see 

each other in an online class.  For me it is good thing.  This is because nobody knows 

who I am or who is talking.  When you compare to face-to-face class, you do not even 

want to contribute because of your accent or because you are too scared about your 

accent.  For web-based classes, it does not affect me much but face-to-face classes are 

different.  (See Table 8.3, Mary) 

While thinking about others’ beliefs, Beth explains why race or ethnicity does not 

play any role in satisfying information needs in online courses: 

You could not see each other.  A lot of times you did not know what race anybody was.  

You did not even know which gender they were.  Basically, sometimes you wondered.  

No, not really.  You would listen to words or read the words.  That is the only contact you 

want with those other people or what they said.  You did not see any skin color.  From 

the names, you could guess where they are from.  They remain on the screen basically.  

They were not people you find in front of you.  (See Table 8.3, Beth) 

In brief, according to the participants, race or ethnicity are not reported to be 

direct factors specifically in online learning even though it may impact one’s way of life 

in general in any educational settings. They described race or ethnicity as a visual 

variable.  Because they were unable to see those with whom they were interacting. As 

Lisa and Beth point out, they can wonder who they are interacting with, what the persons 

they communicate with may look like, and where they come from. 
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Geographic location 

One of the purposes of web-based courses is to deliver courses or provide access 

for those who would not otherwise be able to attend graduate schools or programs.  

Providing access and delivering courses to previously undeliverable geographic locations 

seems to be a high priority for this School.  This, in turn, gives these geographically 

dispersed graduate students an opportunity to meet in the same graduate degree programs 

or web-based courses.  

There was agreement that the students in web-based courses are somewhat 

affected by their geographic locations (See Table 8.4).  Mary, for example, compares her 

education and technological opportunities here in the U.S. and her country, Ghana.  In her 

view, had she attended the same graduate level web-based classes while in Ghana, the 

major problem would have been access.  Because of lack of technological infrastructure, 

she would not have the same level of access to the same educational resources in her 

home country that she has while resident here in the U.S.  In addition, she compared 

educational approaches between her country and the U.S. and complained about lack of 

practical opportunities in Ghana’s higher education institutions.  She remarks that  

What happens is that you go through the school system cramming stuff but not really 

understanding it.  You may ask for clarification and the teacher may try to explain it to 

you.  But it may not make sense to you.  I had an associate degree in data processors. I 

am trying to compare that degree and the degree that I got here.  Like here, you have 

access to the resources.  When teacher writes a program, he would write and run it for 

you to see how it works.  Back home, it is not like.  The teacher will write the program 

and tell you this is it and it works.  You cannot experiment it.  What happens is that like 

online classes here you get good examples form students.  For me, it is difficult to give 

like a very practical example.  Maybe I will.  Practicality is a problem.  Definitely, I am 

enjoying my study is here because I am getting a good and enjoyable examples here in 

my program.  These examples might not be available if I had been back home.  Key 

players here are my peers, my instructors, and the resources available.  (See Table 8.4, 

Mary) 
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 Dave thought that because of current state of technology infrastructure in Puerto 

Rico, he could live there and attend Web-based classes, but the costs to access the 

resources would be much higher.  

Everything depends on the financial cost for connection.  If we are talking about 

accessing databases and you have to do it online, you have to pay for being online and 

then you have to think of twice, do I really need these six databases?  Access is the issue.  

(See Table 8.4, Dave) 

Lisa agreed that geographic location affects her “tremendously.”  She 

remembered her first year in the United States where she had to complete her one-year 

student exchange program.  The problem was culture shock while she faced her new 

learning environment and daily life in the U. S.  Likewise, to be in the U.S. for graduate 

school program put more pressure on John.  He thought that had he done his graduate 

degree in his home country, Korea, he would be more relaxed. 

Even though Jane thought that her current location did not affect her much except 

for limiting contact with her School, she understood that geographic location is one of the 

factors that might have affected her, had she lived outside the U.S.  Accessing resources 

was something that she pointed out since she lives off campus.  She coined the term 

"connectibility” to describe it.  For the same reason, Beth mentioned that one’s 

geographic location determines what resources are available.  For example, she praised 

her location because she was able to use the University of Zurich libraries.  She believed 

that her geographic location helps her to get additional local resources, which, in turn, 

reduces her dependency on online resources. 

When Ruth was choosing a school, she considered her current location in 

Germany.  She decided to apply for this specific graduate program because it did not 

have a residency requirement, which would be done totally online without ever visiting 

the physical campus facilities.  One other consideration that affected her decision was a 

six-hour time difference between Germany and the School.  She felt that the time 

difference appeared to be the most frustrating part of her web-based graduate program 

because when she had to attend her classes, it was already midnight and early morning in 

Germany. 
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Geographic location, according to Bill, “is very important in that it influences 

everyday communication patterns, which play a key role in online learning, well, all 

learning” (See Table 8.4, Bill).  Erin concurred with Bill in that geographical location and 

physical surroundings influence students’ psychical, interactional and emotional well-

being.  Furthermore, because of living most of her life in the same city and her work at 

the same university, Erin believed that she had advantage over other students because, in 

addition to her access to all the online resources, she had access to the physical facilities 

and libraries of the School.  

Gender 

All of the comments made by the participants regarding their perceptions of the 

role that gender plays in the ways they meet their information needs are neutral (See 

Table 8.5).  Erin felt that it was necessary for her to announce that she was a female in 

the very first class meeting of any course she took because of her name, which can be  

either male or female. 

Additionally, though she reported that gender did not play any role in her classes, 

she explained that gender might have implications in web-based classes.  She thought that 

some women might be more comfortable or more willing to open up in discussions than 

some men.  Also, although, not exclusively limited to gender “in web-based contexts, you 

don’t have the face-to-face clues as to what somebody is thinking.  Sometimes when you 

say things, it sounds like stupid things, or you might type something and it doesn’t come 

out the way you were thinking of it (See Table 8.5, Erin).”  

Although the study findings did not show any direct impact of gender on the ways 

the students met their information needs, it may be inferred and observed that gender  

plays an indirect role in any student’s  personal and educational endeavors, regardless of 

whether learning takes place face to face or at a distance through the Web. 

Age 

 The majority of comments about whether age influenced the fulfillment of 

information needs in web-based learning contexts fell into two categories (See Table 8.6). 
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First, the age of students was perceived less influential in web-based classes than face-to-

face classes.  However, individuals might be differently impacted by age.  

Mary, for example, mentioned that as she got older, she felt that she was not as 

“brilliant” as when she had been younger.  Similarly, John felt more pressure from life 

expectations and more responsibility for his family as he got older. 

In contrast, Erin and Bill pointed out that as people get older they develop more 

life experiences and become more knowledgeable; therefore, they can easily assume 

leadership positions in web-based group activities and assignments.  Bill experienced that 

having more experiences than others in the classes meant greater ability to help others 

with class interactions.  Additionally, Lisa commented, “some people definitely with the 

age would get more wisdom hopefully, would get more experience and we can bring 

probably more something to class and to discussion than some 22 year old students” (See 

Table 8.6, Lisa) 

Furthermore, Lisa, 47, expressed her admiration of other students in online classes 

because of their willingness to learn and their experience in their own lives.  If she had 

been required to take face-to-face courses with younger people, she thought that she 

probably would not be as comfortable as she was in her web-based classes.  Furthermore, 

she stated, when online 

Everybody is young.  That does not even make any difference unless you read a person’s 

profile and you can figure out what their life experiences were and work experiences 

were and you can probably figure out their age.  Otherwise, you cannot even know how 

old he is.  You do not really care as long as he is interested for you to communicate with 

(See Table 8.5, Lisa) 

Finally, Dave called attention to how his age played a beneficial role in web-

based classes.  

[Age]…affects me face-to-face again.  I have a physical appearance.  Comparing to an 

American, I look like a teenager or I look like a kid.  I really look younger.  People 

cannot figure out I am 37 and I have two kids.  That affects face to face in the way people 

treat me because of my appearance.  It is an advantage online because people are not 

looking at my appearance or making judgments (See Table 8.6, Dave) 
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Since students and instructors do not see each other in online classes, they have 

very limited visual clues.  Nevertheless, certain individual characteristics including age 

might still have impact on the ways that they read course materials, share life 

experiences, communicate, and handle information use activities. 

Nation of origin 

 As a cultural variable, nation of origin is perceived to be one of the factors to 

some extent.  Four participants felt nation of origin did not play any role in meeting their 

information needs in web-based courses, while the others noted some impact on the ways 

they fulfill their information needs (See Table 8.7). 

In Ruth’s case, the School was her choice because its location in the U.S. – her 

nation of origin - and the education language was in English.  From the perspective of a 

student living in Europe, Beth linked nation of origin to communication and interaction 

skills. Language, the way that individuals think, and their sense of humor are all affected 

by nation of origin.  In other words, in her view, “it added and touched of little bit of 

spice to find out” some of her classmates from other nations.  However, Bill thought it 

played an indirect and less significant role: “not nearly as significant as other factors, 

such as language, personality, age, and culture” (See Table 8.7, Bill). 

Mary indicated that, though her nation of origin did not directly impact her in 

online classes or in meeting her information needs, her confidence and financial status 

were closely linked by her nation of origin, Ghana, which “is a third world country so it 

is a poor country” (See Table 8.7, Mary).  In addition, she reminded us that her status as 

an international student in the U. S. placed her at a financial disadvantage to her 

classmates born and raised in the U.S. 

Social class 

All of the comments made by the students with respect to social class and its 

impact on information needs indicated a financial effect (See Table 8.8).  The participants 

described themselves as being from the middle class, upper middle class, or working 

class.  In other words, economically, their social classes ranged between not too rich and 

not too poor.  



 128 

Social class might affect a graduate student in such cases as budget limitations 

that might prevent them from purchasing a textbook.  As Erin and Bill point out, their 

social class might have been a factor in their families’ willingness to provide them with 

good educations.  

In web-based classes, as Beth commented, the social class of classmates was not 

noticeable or visible. 

I had no idea what social class that my classmates were in.  I did not know they dressed 

in styles or they were wearing jeans and t-shirts.  I do not think it made a difference.  

Since all of us were fairly well educated and since I am not American, I could not tell 

from the way people talked or wrote on screen whether they are from lower and higher 

education or social classes (See Table 8.8, Beth). 

Level of education 

Level of formal and informal, as well as professional, personal and language 

education prior to attending web-based classes at a graduate level had an impact on the 

ways participants met their information needs, and contributed to the quality of the 

learning experience (See Table 8.9).  Even though all students were pursuing graduate 

degree programs, their previous educational experiences varied.  Most of the comments 

indicated that prior individual experience from previous learning contexts and 

professional work environments made a difference in web-based learning contexts, which 

may be also true for face to face classes, in terms of  

o understanding the requirements of class activities;  

o doing better work in their classes and thus making better grades;  

o making an impact on learning; 

o having higher motivation, more desire, and higher confidence in learning;  

o coming up with practical solutions to their problems; and  

o familiarity with some resources needed or required for their graduate degree 

program.  

Erin, specifically, called her prior education part of her background that she 

brought to her web-based classes and courses.  She believed that her self-learning 

experience improved her knowledge of computers.  Additionally, the read that she did 
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about computers, including her formal education, helped her improve her knowledge.  In 

the same way, Mary referred to her associate and bachelors degrees and acknowledged 

that both helped her succeed in web-based courses.  

While earning his second graduate degree in the same field, Dave’s experience 

helped him see the difference between the two degree programs. Owing to technological 

advancements between the years he earned two degrees, the change in his field was 

obvious, and thus his education helped him acquire two different perspectives.   

 Similarly, the difference between higher education programs in the U.S. and 

Russia impressed Lisa.  Above all, she acknowledged that her foreign language education 

in English was important to her educational success.  However, she accepted that her BA 

degree in Russia was more advanced than her educational experience in the U.S. 

Some higher education institutions, like universities in Russia, their degree supposed to 

be BA degree is so high-scaled universities that they are accredited as graduate education.  

Some, like Moscow University, are very high educational institutions.  Graduate from 

that school does not even need to go to graduate school over here to be accepted as a 

masters’ level student (See Table 8.9, John). 

Additionally, John made a comparison between his prior education experience 

from South Korea and that of his classmates educated in the U.S.  In his experience in 

web-based classes in particular, because of the prior educational differences, he 

experienced differences in approaches to the same class activities and the ways the 

instructors reacted to individual students  

American students are more creative, but they process slowly.  When I do a group project 

with them, their project work system does not make sense to me.  They are crazier.  

Instructors say it is a great idea.  But I could not understand because it is very simple 

thing.  I called American more creative because of different learning environments or 

class environments.  We in Korea just want to observe the teacher’s style, we did not 

interact much, and we think by ourselves.  Here there are a lot of activities during the 

class, and there are a lot of group or other projects, so students here have more creativity 

than we may have in Korea (See Table 8.9, John) 
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Communication and interaction skills 

Each student carries their own communication skills and interaction styles to their 

web-based class environments and course activities (See Table 8.10).  There are 

differences in communication between web-based classes and face-to-face classes due to 

the instructional delivery medium used at the School, called chat.  Students are expected 

to communicate in web-based course using synchronous, asynchronous, and other means 

of communication, such as email. Class discussion may be held through synchronous chat 

or asynchronous discussion boards. 

Because communication takes places in different formats, students need to be 

able to understand others in their classes and find common ground for communication.  

Some factors are especially emphasized in communicating with others, including their 

instructors, in web-based classes.  Among them are motivation and respecting others’ 

points of view; ability to determine whom to ask; when to ask and how to ask; being able 

to ask questions when a student needs to understand and clarify something relating to 

class discussions; and ability to interpret the responses a student gets.  

However, there appear to be two possible problems:  First, three of the 

participants who were born and raised outside the U.S. indicated they appeared to 

communicate less than other students in web-based classes born and raised in the U.S.  

For example, early in their programs, Mary and John did not communicate much.  In 

addition, even though Dave was satisfied with his level of communication and 

contribution to course discussions, he believed his classmates might have thought that he 

was a “quiet” person, because he was “a shy person in American standards.”  Mary and 

Dave provided details as to why they did not communicate much, even though they were 

prepared for discussion.   

Similarly, John mentioned that his English skills affected his contribution to the 

class discussions early in his program.  “Before I type in English, I have to think about 

that.  If it is a correct sentence or incorrect sentence, people may laugh at my sentence.  I 

hesitate to type something.  They really didn’t laugh at all, but I just think that way” (See 

Table 8.10, John). 
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Secondly, possible problems stemming from the medium used for instructional 

delivery at the School influenced the ways the students communicate and interact with 

one an other.  Beth, following completion of fourteen courses online, explained some 

possible causes and provided some examples from her own experience at the School. 

I think one thing one has to learn that is not always easy when you are doing ichat is 

when to say what.  There are a couple of examples I might want to give.  

When the instructor asked the question, everybody answers.  It is like constantly 

everybody screams without the sound.  Because all the entries are coming and you are 

trying to read and process all these answers and probably relating to your answers at the 

same time can be somewhat confusing especially at the beginning.  When you are face to 

face, you raise your hand; instructor calls on you and you say your answers.  Then, 

instructor calls on another student and they say their.  In the web-based, everybody talks 

at the same basically or a lot of times at least.  That can be a lot of information that you 

have to process at the same time while you try to do something yourself.  That is 

something of an issue of communication that I don’t know some instructors provide more 

guiding that people set a little bit and there are others and other instructors that let us 

form free.  

Another thing in web-based classes because of anonymity, people say things more easily, 

sometimes, also in a type of more aggressive and negative way.  Also, there is the private 

chat button that you can do even you want to communicate privately somebody during 

the ichat session.  Sometimes, some people did not know which button to push and what 

was supposed to be a private conversion was public suddenly for everybody to read and 

they might have made a comment about it, sometimes not very complimentary.  

Those communication skills are something one has to learn between you and your 

classmates as well as between students and instructors basically I think because you do 

not see each other.  We are just typing into computer, so given take is not the same as in 

the face-to-face to find a balance there is not always easy” (See Table 8.10, Beth). 

Length of stay in host country 

Most of the comments made suggested that length of stay in host country 

impacted the students directly or indirectly in meeting their information needs in web-

based learning contexts (See Table 8.11).  The longer the student stays in the host 
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country, the more familiarity with technology, environment, and the use of daily 

language they acquire.  In some instances, the structure of higher education institutions in 

the U.S. and those in the students’ home countries, such as Puerto Rico, might be very 

similar.  Still, length of stay in host country helped them practice English to do well in 

their personal and educational lives in the U.S.  Although electronic resources were 

available to all students registered in courses at the School regardless of where they live, 

access is the key factor to making use of those available resources for web-based course 

information needs. 

Though Mary’s familiarity with computers in Ghana was limited, she felt that her 

initial learning of computers and study for a BA degree in Information Management 

Systems gave her “…confidence to even go ahead and take an online class, comparing to 

somebody who just come here, first time and taking an online class...”(See Table 8.11, 

Mary).  

Furthermore, knowing the physical educational environment where the School is 

located, and becoming familiar with the resources were mentioned by the participants as 

important factors having to do with length of stay in host country.  Lisa particularly 

mentioned the relationship between length of stay in the U.S. and her level of confidence 

in interacting with others for her needs.  

It is very important to better understanding and better blending in into this culture to have 

better online and overall experience of the American students and coworkers and 

everything else.  The length of stay is really important.  Probably I would be much more 

different if I started this program during my second or third year of study.  Of course, it 

was very different when I was enrolled in that student exchange program.  Of course, it 

was completely different and I was like from Mars and Americans from Venus or 

something.  It was really different (See Table 8.11, Lisa). 

Similar to Lisa’s situation in terms of length of stay and her success in her life, 

John agreed that the first couple of years of his program were very difficult because of 

the educational system in his home country, South Korea, and that of the host country, 

the U.S. 
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I think it is a different education environment.  Also, relationship between student and 

teacher is different.  Also, I have never had an opportunity to take online courses in 

Korea because at that time there were not any online courses available.  I did not very 

actively participate in the class.  After two years later, I am getting used to the 

environment.  So I can be a little bit confident to take part in the class.  Also, I did not ask 

question to teacher or instructor much.  But, now if I have some curiosity, I can ask or 

send email. 

After one and half years later or the fifth or sixth semester from I started, I started gaining 

my confidence.  I think it is getting better.  In related to my information needs, in my first 

or second semester, I did not know what I needed.  I did not know what I needed to solve 

a problem.  I did not know where I could find some kind of information.  I do not know 

what I need to find information.  There are many diverse resources or various resources.  

For example, I was not exposed to English journals in Korea (See Table 8.11, John).  

In brief, length of stay in the U.S. appeared to be an important factor particularly 

for non-native English speakers because of dominant culture of the U.S. and English 

language.  Likewise, students whose native language is English, like Bill and Jane, after 

living in the U.S. long enough, not necessarily in the same city or geographic region 

where the School is located, acknowledged the possible impact of the length of stay in the 

host country on graduate “students who are coming from different countries”. 

Cultural proximity to culture of host country 

 Cultural proximity to the culture of the host country was perceived as a factor for 

most of the students in fulfilling their information needs.  Even if the students were born 

in a country similar to the U.S., cultural proximity to culture of host country still 

impacted them at varying degrees (See Table 8.12).  

 Mary compared her own country, Ghana, to the U.S., and acknowledged some 

differences in work lives of individuals.  The educational cultures in the two countries 

were quite dissimilar in her account. 

Education here is more practical than back home.  In Ghana, it is like it depends on the 

quality of who your teacher is.  For instance, they have computers but not in an 

abundance.  But here computer labs and computer resources are available to you.  

Another example I was thinking is library databases.  You did not have any access to 
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library databases when I was back home. But here it is abundant.  It supports the 

education.  Back home, they just talk about it but you may come across once or twice. To 

have all resources available 24 hours like here is not available in my home country.  To 

some degree, this affects me (See Table 8.12, Mary). 

 Lisa reflected on her Russian culture and its impact on her performance in her 

degree program and web-based classes in the U.S.  

It has its influence because I was raised in and I particularly grew up in different culture.  

Then I moved here, I was 37 years old grown up person.  My cultural belief, my habits, 

and everything, it was not so easy.  American culture is different in the way of 

communicating.  I had to adjust and had to try to be easier to deal with.  I am still 

learning even at work and dealing with people face-to-face, you always notice some 

differences.  

In my culture, we would do it differently.  It is not necessarily that I like the way we do it 

in my culture.  Because there is so many things in American culture that, I like much 

better.  It is just historically how we do it in Russia.  They do it differently than we do it 

here.   

I hope it was a positive impact in a sense I could bring some outside look at American 

experience and American life.  I hope it was available to other students to see something 

from the other side.  

To me, sometimes it hindered me in better communicating, like I mentioned before my 

cultural background.  Sometimes it did help also.  Because I could bring something and I 

felt better about it that I could bring some insights from the other standpoints.  You 

cannot just define it either positive or negative.  The impact is complex (See Table 8.12, 

Lisa).    

 John believed that there were certain differences between his Asian culture and 

the culture of the U.S.  He explained these differences and related his experience to his 

familiarity with U.S. culture within the last five years.  

Culture is very different in Asian countries, Korea included.  We are very considerate of 

relationship between people.  We are not individuals.  We are very connected to other 

people.  In America, they are very individualistic and they are only one person.  

It is different in class environment.  In Korea, we do not have much group projects.  It is 

different.  In America, there are many group projects.  Even though in their life styles 
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they are very individualistic, in classes there are many group projects, so I do not know 

why.  

Also, in Korea, there is one direction in teaching.  Here, there are many discussions.  

Teacher gives some information to students and students observe that information 

without any question.  Even though they have some questions, they just self study.  Even 

we do not point out “Professor or teacher your mention is wrong,” but we just think, “He 

is wrong” because, in our generation’s thought, they may oppress.  Even though they 

know they mention something wrong, if students mention that, or say, “I don’t agree with 

your opinion” or “your mention is wrong,” they may oppress.  That is why we do not 

because it may affect the grades.   

My thought here has changed.  As times go on, many American students point out their 

opinions.  The relation between students and teachers is totally different.  It is kind of 

professor servicing here.  Here professors’ role is mostly guidance and encouraging.  Not 

authority as in Korea (See Table 8.12, John). 

 Those students born in the U.S. and those who came from cultures similar to that 

of the U.S. believed that their cultural proximity to culture of host country might not be 

as apparent or visible as those coming from other countries.  Still, it influenced how they 

facilitated learning, networked with their classmates and instructors, became exposed to 

other extra curricular activities, and communicated and interacted with others in the 

classes.  As Lisa pointed out, even though the impact could be difficult to define as either 

positive or negative, its impact was acknowledged by most of the participants.  

Discussion and Summary 

 This study contributes to the literature in significant ways,  despite taking into 

account the limited number of participants.  This is one of the first examples of an 

exploration the relationship between perceived culture and information needs of 

multilingual graduate students in web-based courses.  It provides direct information from 

multilingual graduate students with varying perceptions and levels of experience with 

web-based learning.   

The participants’ demographic data, including language skills, school experience, 

geographic region, nation of origin, and prior school experience are presented earlier in 

Chapter 5.  All participants described each element of the concept culture as operationally 
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defined in this study and shared their own perceptions as to how each element affected 

them in terms of meeting their information needs in web-based courses. 

All comments and remarks made by the participants suggest that cultural factors 

affect the ways that multilingual graduate students fulfill their information needs.  As 

Fernandez (1999) found  culture plays an important role in cross-cultural encounters for 

students in American distance education programs vis-à-vis student perception as to 

whether their needs are being met.  Specifically, the current study found that certain 

cultural elements affect students when they meet their information needs in web-based 

learning courses. 

First, language appears to be an important factor for all participants.  While the 

non-native English speakers had some concerns regarding the impact of their language 

skills on fulfilling their information needs, those whose native language is English tended 

to consider skills in other languages as an advantage.  In some instances, language skills 

perceived to be an advantage regardless of the native language, such as in finding 

resources in languages other than English.  

Second, communication skills and interaction styles were concerns especially for 

those who were born and raised outside the U.S. Those participants considered 

themselves less active than their native English speaking classmates in group or class 

interactions.  Other impacts on communication included: motivation; respecting others’ 

opinion; individual’s ability to ask or determine who to ask, when to ask and how to ask; 

and ability to interpret the responses.   
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Consequently, language skills and communication and interaction skills were two 

important factors for all participants in web-based courses, especially for those whose 

native language was other than English.  This is supported by the previous research in 

both face to face and web-based course contexts in graduate degree programs in the U.S. 

(Lewis, 1969; Goudy and Moushey, 1982; Sarkodie-Mensah, 1988; Bilal, 1989; Liu, 

1993, Githiomi, 1994; Bigdeli, 1995; Stokes, 1998; Fernandez, 1999; Bayless, 2001; 

Robinson, 2001) 

Third, even though access to course websites and information resources was 

ubiquitous, there was agreement among the participants that geographic location 

nonetheless had an effect, similar to what Connick (1999) and Hill (1995) reported.  

Access or “connectibility” to the courses and resources appeared to be the primary 

concern as to whether the students live close to the School or far away from the 

University, similar to the findings in Stokes (1998).  The majority of the participants 

whose native language is other than English made comparisons between their home 

countries and the United States (U.S.) 

Fourth, level of education was also accepted as a positive factor in meeting their 

information needs in web-based courses, which was supported by the literature 

(Fernandez, 1999; Abdullah, 2000; Bayless, 2001).  Most of the comments suggested that 

prior education and practical individual and professional experience affect them 

positively.  

Also, length of stay in host country had a direct or indirect effect on the 

participants’ success in meeting their information needs.  Bilal (1989), similarly, found 

significant association between length of stay at an American school and students’ 

perceived importance of library knowledge while Sarkodie-Mensah (1988) found no 

association between the length of time non-native speakers spent in the United States and 

their use of libraries. The majority of the participants in this study indicated and agreed 

that the longer the student stayed in the host country, the more familiarity with 

technology, environment, and the use of English they acquired.  Even when there were 
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similarities between the host country and the students’ home country, non-native English 

speakers felt that length of stay in the host country helped them practice their English.  

Likewise, cultural proximity to the culture of the host country was a factor for 

most of the students in this study.  Even if a student was born and raised in a western 

country, the factor had an effect. Though Abdullah (2000) studied international students 

and their use of online catalogs and reported no significant associations between students’ 

cultural proximity to the dominant culture in the U.S, multilingual graduate students in 

web-based course , particularly those who were born and raised outside the U.S. or 

Europe, felt that their cultural proximity to the dominant culture in the U.S. affected them 

in meeting their information needs.  Similar findings with respect to the impact of 

dominant culture in the distance education classroom were reported in Robinson (2001).  

While some cultural elements influenced the participants directly, others 

influenced them indirectly.  For example, nation of origin was reported to have no direct 

role in meeting information needs; however, it affected some students indirectly, as an 

influence in choosing the program, or enhancing their confidence level.  Similarly, social 

class was not perceived as an important factor, yet most of the students accepted that had 

they come from a lower social class, this could have had a financial effect.  Age of the 

participants appeared to have less influence than in face-to-face classes.  Some 

participants reported that age had an indirect impact on their reading and understanding 

of course materials, life and career expectations, communications skills and handling of 

web-based course activities and assignments.  

Finally, the comments made by the participants suggested that race, ethnicity, or 

gender did not play any role in fulfilling their information needs in web-based courses. 

However, it may be inferred that these elements of culture play somewhat an indirect role 

in the students’ personal and educational endeavors, regardless of whether learning takes 

place face to face or at a distance through the Web.  
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Table 8.1 Culture – Overall impact on student information needs in web-based learning 

Mary 

 

Culture is the factor for me.  It has been a big issue for me so I have to get used to it. 

Most of the times, I feel that I am not picking it at large.  For example, the culture back 

home you do not talk a lot, they here students do talk a lot in class.  Students just say 

whatever in on their mind.  Back home, you have to be careful what you are saying.  You 

kind of feel that I have to get it right before you talk, you are afraid to get it wrong. 

The face-to-face courses and web-based courses are the same.  I have to get used to the 

system here and I have to try and contribute as much as I can.  My adjustment is still in 

between.  Not the way I want to.  I am still in the process of getting used to it. 

Because the resources are available to us.  I do not think that coming from where I am 

coming from is not making any difference for resources.  Because the teacher exposes us 

in the class and if you want to learn, you have to learn anyway.  

I would say that in general it makes me work more coming from where I am coming 

from.  For instance, I have to read an article.  It would take me longer time to get what I 

am supposed to get, as compared to someone who is from the host country.  In general, it 

makes me work harder than what I am supposed to do.  On the other hand, it makes me a 

little bit nervous because I am trying to make sure that I get to the same level as 

everybody.  Having something in the back of my mind that I have some kind of a 

drawback, because of my language and that kind of thing.  Generally, that is what I would 

say.   

Although I have told you some disadvantages, being able to speak more than one 

language is not an advantage in web-based courses.  I do not see it as an advantage 

because language we are speaking here is the host country language.  To me, knowing 

how to speak another one does not make that much of the difference.  It does not help me 

any way unless of course we have to do something about somebody with the same 

background.  Nobody really cares about where you are coming from.  

You can bring some examples from your home country, when it is necessary that you 

have to bring examples from your background.  If I were taking an international class and 

wanted to do something for that class, I will have an advantage.  Let us say research 

methods class.  Unless something has to come from a different background, you really do 

not have any advantage. 

My language skills do not provide much advantage.  I do not see any advantage right 

now, but it may come up with later as an advantage.  I am still in my second semester. 
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Table 8.1 
 continued 

Erin 

 

Well… it is part of what each person brings to the class.  Is there so?  Their belief 

systems are there, ideas there, culture there, race there, ethnicity there, race, sex, or 

whatever.  Of course, these influence how they see the world and how they interact with 

other people. 

Yes, for one thing, it affected the way I chose the materials for some of the assignments 

and the choices that I made.  For instance, for my main paper for research project 

proposal in research methods class, I picked something that really could be directly 

applied to what I do at work.  Something that I had a basic understanding.  Instead of, I 

had to read two or three times and understand what the heck they were talking about.  It 

affects the materials you choose for topics of assignments. 

Yes, my language skills provide advantages in communications skills in general, I think.  

Because when you learn more than one language, you learn the differences of the cultures 

and forms of that language.  You also learn how to express yourself, if somebody does 

not understand the word you are saying, you learn to talk around the subjects and try to go 

different way so that that person can understand what you are talking about.  That really 

helps with group interactions a lot.  For example, some people say kiosk and they may 

mean something.  You have to explain what you are talking about.  It is always good 

advantage. 

Dave 

 

I do not see any major differences because the culture I came from is basically 

Americanized or American based or under the impact of American culture or education.  I 

am aware that some of my fellow students who came probably from China or other places 

may have a different system.  They may have different logic skills and different ways of 

doing things.  I do not think that was the factor in my case.  Not culturally. 

On the language side, by the time I came here, I had lived in the mainland United States 

for three years and I was constantly using the language.  I was actually working for three 

years as a librarian, so I was using the language constantly and reading in English and 

communicating in English.  By the time I had to use the information for my assignments, 

the language was not an issue, so I did not have to prepare or any kind of modification for 

the language.  It was a normal thing.  There was no need for a special process, 

modification or translation or anything.   
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Table 8.1 
 continued 

Lisa 

 

Culture is so multifaceted thing as you know.  It involves language, general background, 

traditions, and something else. 

The impact is tremendous of course.  Like language skills, you cannot underestimate 

those.  Because to do well in graduate level class, you have to have good language skills 

of the country you are studying in.  I am fortunate enough that I had my undergraduate 

major in English; it was much easier for me than probably for some other students.   

I believe GRE examination that I took before enrolling did a great service to me although 

it was very hard to get ready for it especially after so many years of being out of any kind 

of school at my age.  It was hard but it really helped.  Because I can see some real help 

from that.  Actually, I studied for GRE before I got admitted into the program.  My study 

started probably in January of 2003 physically and technically because I was studying 

GRE first to be able to enroll in school.   

The input of the culture is big, too.  You cannot hide what you are and where you are 

coming from.  You know everything comes in one package.  You bring your insights and 

sometimes positive impact on your online activity and online learning.  Sometimes, it 

may stay in your way in a sense that your cultural differences may be misunderstood or 

may hinder your communication and your understanding of the class over somebody 

else’s input.    

Also, my final research proposal in research methods class was about Russian 

immigrants, which I could really relate to the subject.  That is probably the best example 

of the impact of my culture on my studies.  I chose that subject because knowing Russian 

people in general and knowing about their immigrant situation from other Russian-

language resources as well as personal acquaintances, I could better understand that topic.  

As far as impact of my language skills is concerned, sometimes I am using Russian search 

engine as well.  I can find some information in Russian with the links to the English 

language resources, which will enrich the information I can find and can provide on the 

topic.  Doing search in several languages is better than doing search in one.  

Sometimes I come across a word I did not even see before, much less used myself.  Of 

course, it is an obstacle.  But overcoming that obstacle enriches my knowledge of 

English!  So in the end I would not say that language is much of an obstacle.  Like I said, 

GRE especially helped a lot.  I think that no foreign student should be waived from that 

requirement.  Because to be in a graduate school is such a pressure that you have to read 

really different kind of texts and you have to deal with so many other serious issues that 

you have to be well versed in English to be able to keep up. 

Jane 

 

Depending on your past experience and skills you acquired through education and 

personal would be on how you would know how to corroborate everything.  

As you found the information and are using the information, culture is in the way you 

interpret things.  It is somewhat included in the skills I mentioned.  

Just the way you would interpret it or maybe understanding exactly what the instructor 

would want.  Interpretation maybe. 

John 

 

I do not think culture plays a direct role for my information needs.  In terms of language, 

it takes more time. 
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Table 8.1 
 continued 

Ruth  

 

I do not think culture is a factor at all.  I know I do not have to deal with the German 

language while I am here for my coursework.  Maybe if I were a native German speaker 

that might be an issue.  For me it really is not.  I am very well supported by the American 

community whether it need be things I need for my classes.  As far as my courses, if I 

have had an instructor that English is not their first language that has not been an issue.    

I do not think it impacts it at all because English is my first language.  I do not see a 

hindrance.  I think, if anything, it is more of help for me to have a command of English as 

my first language.  It does not provide me any advantage or disadvantage at all. 

Bill 

 

Sure, it played a role on a very basic level.  I think I make a point whether it is students, 

instructors, or whoever, address them with respect and give everyone the benefit of the 

doubt if you are participating in a group process.  I guess it is hard to put all of that in 

words but I think it just had to do with conveying respect and empathy for others 

regarding the work we are doing, whether it is together or separately or what the 

instructor is trying to get across on a basic level.  

Knowing about languages and communication comes in to all those things, too.  I just 

keep going back to the one where there was the conflict…I guess if I can lend a hand, I 

do.  If I cannot, I try to stay out of it, since too many cooks in the kitchen spoil the soup.  

That is kind of basic philosophy.  If I can help, great.  If I cannot, it is probably better not 

say anything.  I believe that at the very least, you can make the effort to understand others 

in class, if there is someone struggling or having trouble, you can empathize with them.  

Those are real basic things when communicating with others.  This absolutely includes 

people from different cultures as well.  Especially in the case where English is not their 

native language.  As a language instructor, I feel the need to convey that I understand 

how difficult that can be. 

I think it played a significant role.  I am guessing it has an effect on our search strategies 

too.  If I need to find some journal articles for a course that deals with a given topic, you 

know, my language skills come in to play.  Also, living in the host country here, being an 

American, and growing up American, I believe that play a big part too. 

I would say yes, knowing a second language is truly an advantage.  There were times 

when I could actually search on Italian websites, too.  So it multiplies the number of 

additional resources I can utilize and help. 

As far as any disadvantages, I cannot think of any.   

Beth 

 

I am sure culture does affect.  I cannot talk that much from my own experience because 

Western European culture is not that different from American culture, as far as I can tell.  

I am also married to an American, so I did not have any issues culturally during the whole 

coursework. 

I think most of my classmates were Americans.  There were very few from outside of the 

States.  So they were a lot of similarities.  Even I am not American, but I am a western 

European, so the differences are not that significant.  When it comes to having people 

from all over the world, whose culture might be largely different to your own, I would 

think there would be more differences. 
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Table 8.2 Culture – Language: its impact on student information needs  

Mary 

 

Using language is not much a problem.  Maybe the assimilation is the problem.  The paper 

and document that you have to read: Coming from where I am coming from, you have to 

read it, try, and translate it to your language.  People from here just read and go.  For me, I 

have to read three or four times.  It is not because I am not fluent in English.  That is 

because it is secondary to me.  Naturally, what I was born to speak comes to me first than 

my second language. 

The way you speak, even though I am speaking English, to me I feel that it is not somebody 

who has English as your first language.  I try as much as possible to speak and as best as I 

can.  Sometimes the words we use are different.  Like coke.  Back home, it would be soft 

drink.  Here they call it soda.  If I need something and you go and try to tell them, 

sometimes they do not understand you.  Even it is English they are speaking.  The term we 

use is different.  So if you are not here for a long time, there are some expressions you do 

not know and you do not understand.  

The only impact is that it would take me longer to assimilate.  

It does impact our interaction with your classmates.  Sometimes, you need something but 

you have to forget about it.  But you have to go on with whoever and whatever you need.  

Bottom line is that the language is the critical factor. 

For instance, the way I was pronouncing something here and back home is different.  Back 

home, even though somebody back home pronounced it the same way to you, there is too 

much difference. 

Earlier we gave soda example.  Here people call it soda.  Back home, we call it mineral.  I 

think language plays an important role in culture. 

Erin 

  

Well... because of my language training, when you do not know certain words, you talk 

around that word to explain yourself sometimes.  You might do the same thing if you realize 

somebody does not understand that word that you just said.  You might try to explain this by 

using different words.  Because of the language training, I would do the same thing in 

English.  I could use my second language if necessary.  Also, I can get information from the 

sources that are in this library.  

The primary advantage is to be able to communicating better.  Understanding the basis of 

another culture can be usually as part of language training you would study the culture that 

language came from and some history and background. 

A particular language is generally associated with a particular culture or community.  The 

language in general might be a carrier of a culture so I would include language as an 

element of the culture. 
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Table 8.2      continued 

Dave 

 

On one side, online classes were a blessing.  When you are communicating in Ichat, first, 

there is the way of communicating where you do not have to express your full sentences, for 

instance.  You have to say what your general idea and what they want to say, so everybody 

is at the same level.  Second, nobody knows your accent.  They may notice that you are 

coming from a different language because of the way you use your grammar or filter.  

People are not criticizing your accent.  They kind of understand you.  You take your time.  

Other than that, the difference between face to face and online is that because I came from a 

different language, even though I write in English, I was still getting used to different 

grammar or different way to write so the way I understood how to write something was not 

probably the best way to express in English language.  So when I used to submit work, 

assignment, or paper, I kept getting a lot of grading notes.  If you are going to be in this 

field, you should write in a different way, this way or that way.  That has to do with 

language, not my understanding of the English language, but the way I keep writing 

because I came from a language that is other than English 

There are about 30 countries that speak Spanish in the Americas.  I came from an island.  In 

the island next door, even though we speak the same language, there are some differences.  

Culture has something with language especially in that kind of isolated instances.  Culture 

and language is really related.  Even terminology is different even though we both speak 

Spanish.  We use “guagua” for bus in English. I believe that the term in the island next door 

is an offensive term for women. 

Even in the same island, 34 by 100 miles, we are divided by different mountain ranges.  

They are very regional sections in the island.  Usually a term people use in one section of 

the island is different from the terminology that use on the other side of Island.  One 

example of that terminology is for cooking pots: On the one section of island uses a 

different term and the other side of the island use is completely different name for the same 

thing.  The differences are coming from geographical division in the island.   
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Table 8.2     continued 

Lisa 

 

Like language culture: I am not talking about correct expressions.  What two American born 

would say and I would say probably are a little bit different, but still understandable.  But I 

am talking about the manner, the style of speaking, and the style of communicating.  Being 

Russian, I would say the whole Russian language probably is not as polite and avoiding 

“sharp edges.”  We are more straightforward.  If you want to say something, we just say it.  

That was my personal difficulty in some classes because, sometimes, I just get straight to the 

point, like if I go over somebody else’s individual website and I have to give my input how I 

feel about it.  I do not dwell upon how wonderful the website is, but I just get straight to the 

point usually.  I point out the mistakes or something that can be improved, which is really 

the point and the subject of the input should be.  But when I got input from some other 

students, everything, I would say, was “politically correct”, but really doesn’t bring any 

content, or any good input for me to work better on my website.  We did an individual 

website in the same class and I could feel this difference.  I tried as much as I could to make 

it more diplomatic and more polite, more looking like some issues expressed with good will, 

which they were intended, not to fool somebody to point his mistakes and to make it better, 

to make it helpful for the person.  From my perspective, generally in English, there is so 

much talk and speech that really does not mean much.  “How are you doing?”  “I am doing 

fine”.  “How you doing yourself?”  “I am great.”  All these so many words really do not 

mean anything to anybody.  That is my perspective overall and applied to the school 

experience.  That is how I feel that I should get straight to the point and my note would 

probably help the person if he wants to take the help.  One side of the cultural difference, I 

just got so deep into this subject. 

Let us think.  What else?  I can say that some examples that even in information policy class 

when we were discussing some information policy issues.  I could bring examples from my 

previous experience in Russia, which is still not much a democratic country, is still 

struggling to be one.  I could bring some insights to other students, I guess they appreciate 

that some perspective brought from outside.  Because they say the big issue is better seen 

from a distance, not just when you are here and everything is around.  Sometimes they do 

not just notice it.  But some outsider’s look helps you understand the issues better 

The concept culture definitely includes the language as one of the major carrier of culture. 

Jane 

 

I think disadvantage.  You tend to interpret things differently when you have primary 

language is different than English.  As an advantage, you would have two different outlooks 

and interpretation maybe…  Each culture would have a different language and how they 

understand different concepts. 
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Table 8.2      continued 

John 

 

It really affects…Even though we have some ideas or thoughts, sometimes we cannot 

express the same way I thought or reacted.  We just simplify even though I have very 

complicated ideas.  

Also, my information needs or information seeking may be limited because if I read 

journals or articles, it takes more time than America students, so I have little less 

opportunity than other people.  Language is a disadvantage.  

On the other hand, if I speak Korean and English, I can find some resources in Korean.  For 

example, sometimes I look at Korean journals or I search it in Korean Google site, so I get 

my resources from Korean sites and Korean language.  Then I try to find some articles in 

English.  This is an advantage.  Mostly I use both Google websites 

It is actually related to culture.  Language should be included in the definition of culture.  

Language includes people’s lives and people thoughts.  Language is changing according to 

generations.  Old generations may use different language or different tongue.  New 

generation may use different language because they are in a different time or world.  Culture 

affects language. 

Ruth  

 

Yes, it does make things easier with where I am at.  In web-based classes, it is more of a 

friendly nature.  If someone else speaks the language, I can speak with them.  In regard to 

this set of online courses, I would say not at all.  

I think language is a variable of culture because it is an important and integral part of where 

you are.  If demographics is a part of culture, where you are, and language go hand in hand.  

The majority of the population will speak one language, depending on where you are in the 

world.  It is not one hundred percent; I think especially where I am now.  I think language is 

a big part of it.  We only have two other American families in our whole village where we 

live.  Because we are good 26 miles or so away from the nearest U.S. military community, I 

have to rely on language because of the culture that I am in now.  For here, if I wish to 

speak with someone, if I wish to order bread or have my car fixed, if I have someone come 

to my house, I have to rely on the language.   

Bill 

 

I think it plays a big role.  Just off the top of my head, I think it affects the language ability 

and culture.  I am guessing it has an effect on our search strategies too.  If I need to find 

some articles that deal with a given topic, find something really pertinent, you know, my 

language skills come in to play.  

I would say yes, there may be some advantages.  Definitely there were times I could 

actually search on Italian websites, too, so it multiplies the number of additional resources I 

can utilize for help. 

I think I have always assumed that [language] has to do with culture.  Language has to do, 

specifically, with communication.  For example, I am just thinking in a general sense about 

Italian; so much can be conveyed without spoken words through intonation, gestures, and 

things like that.  I think these things fall in to ways of communicating, customs.  I would 

think it does play a part per se.  The language itself is not maybe dissected that way, but I 

think there is often a strong connection between culture and language, so yes, I would 

include it.   

Beth 

 

Even though I use some resources and can communicate in German or French, impact of my 

English is very minimal in my web-based courses because I have been very comfortable 

with and I have been using it for a long time.   
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Table 8.3 Culture – Race or ethnicity: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

In web-based courses, it does not affect me.  My color or my ethnicity I don’t think affect me 

a lot because you don’t see each other in an online class.  For me it is good thing.  This is 

because nobody knows who I am or who is talking.  When you compare to face-to-face 

class, you do not even want to contribute because of your accent or because you are too 

scared about your accent.  For web-based classes, it does not affect me much but face-to-

face classes are different. 

Erin 

 

Not very much.  Again it is what every person brings to the table. 

Dave 

 

Yes, but not in online as much as that in face to face 

Lisa 

 

I do not think ethnicity is.  It was interesting for some people that there was somebody from 

Russia.  Sometimes we joke around and send a couple of questions kind of jokes.  In 

general, it did not play any negative impact against me.  “This Russian is coming and telling 

us what to do…” or something like that. 

Jane 

 

I do not think so.  No. 

John 

 

No, I do not feel it played any role. 

Ruth  

 

No, not at all. 

Bill 

 

I do not know whether ethnicity comes into play.  In thinking about WAYS different ethnic 

groups’ communicate as a people, I guess that is not directly related to your ethnicity.  It is 

more about customs, traditions, location, and the practices of that place, so I guess I would 

say I do not know. 

Beth 

 

I do not think so.  Not really because you could not see each other.  A lot of times you did 

not know what race anybody was.  You did not even know which gender they were.  

Basically, sometimes you wondered.  No, not really.  You would listen to words or read the 

words.  That is the only contact you want with those other people or what they said.  You 

did not see any skin color.  From the names, you could guess where they are from.  They 

remain on the screen basically.  They were not people you find in front of you. 
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Table 8.4 Culture – Geographic location: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

Let us think about Internet access, for example.  Back home, you do not have that much.  It 

is very expensive to go online.  You are not used to it; that is one part.  People here are used 

to it.  It is everywhere.  They can go online and they do it whenever they want to.  But back 

home, it is not like that, it is maybe expensive.  It does not become part of you. 

While in Ghana, I had Internet access and it was from where I was working.  I never got it at 

home.  It was not available the same way here.  For instance, you go to library and use it but 

the access is not like here in the United States.  

Back home, you learn by the book.  You do not learn by practical examples.  You have to 

know one plus one is two.  No explanation for that.  Here they make studies more practical.  

By one plus one, they would give things to show why one plus one is two.  Back home, you 

have to know that one plus one is two.  What happens is that you go through the school 

system cramming stuff but not really understanding it.  You may ask for clarification and 

the teacher may try to explain it to you.  But it may not make sense to you.   

I had an associate degree in data processing.  I am trying to compare that degree and the 

degree that I got here.  Like here, you have access to the resources.  When teacher writes a 

program, he would write and run it for you to see how it works.  Back home, it is not like.  

The teacher will write the program and tell you this is it and it works.  You cannot 

experiment it.  

What happens is that like online classes here you get good examples from students.  For me, 

it is difficult to give like a very practical example.  Maybe I will.  Practicality is a problem.  

Definitely, I am enjoying my study here because I am getting a good and enjoyable 

examples here in my program.  These examples might not be available if I had been back 

home.  Key players here are my peers, my instructors, and the resources available. 

Erin 

 

I think so.  One thing I could tell is because I lived in [this city] pretty much all my life and 

since I have gone to school before and I worked here for a long time, I understand the 

campus culture.  You know the campus bureaucracy and student and teacher interaction so I 

have that sort of background beginning understanding to start with.  If I lived somewhere 

else, I may not be identified with that.  Plus I come into the library and go and pull the 

books of the shelves, so that makes difference, too.  I have more immediate access to paper 

materials.   

Also, I guess physical environment, trees, and the surroundings.  Is it a temperate climate?  

That might impact your mood, too.  Sometimes it is raining all the times and it is completely 

dry all the times.  These factors could be included part of geographic location/ 

Dave 

 

It plays a role.  But it has to do with technology.  If I live in Porto Rico and attend classes 

here, it would cost me long distance, so it is financial.  Also, by the time I was in Masters’ 

program in my Porto Rico, the technology could not support this kind of online courses but 

it is now developing.  It is now available.  I would now get the same resources from Porto 

Rico.  

Everything depends on the financial cost for connection.  If we are talking about accessing 

databases and you have to do it online, you have to pay for being online and then you have 

to think of twice do I really need these six databases.  Access is the issue. 

Lisa 

 

I would say it makes a tremendous difference.  Actually, that is what we call culture shock 

when we come here the fist time, which I had this culture shock in 1994 when I first came 

here. 
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Table 8.4       continued 

Jane 

 

I think it would.  I think there are different time zones and each person has to log on 

differently and what types of sources they have available.  My location did not affect me 

negatively.  It affected positively because I am learning.  I have the opportunity to learn 

even though I am way down here in…The only thing that I would have been able to do if I 

were there (on campus); I would have more contact with the school.  

I imagine my experience would be different if I had located outside the U.S., depending on 

availability of the connection and how the person’s web sites are available to them and what 

type of communication they would use to connect: Connectibility.  I think you would say, 

including any other outside resources of the university.   

John 

 

Yes, it had much more pressure.  I started my degree in another country so I have to 

accomplish my mission.  For example, I would be more relaxed if I started my study in 

Korea. 

Ruth  

 

Yes, that played a part.  When I researched and found [this university], I was actually 

looking at the other schools, I needed something to fulfill my needs, my personal needs, as 

far as if there was a residency requirement, if I could do it online and if I had the proper 

hardware here, like my computer online and again the time change was consideration for 

me.  Geographic location was the big part. 

Bill 

 

We just got back from Italy.  Living in a small Italian town, you are surrounded by walls 

everywhere in the city and noises that echo and reverberate.  Geographic location has to do 

with climate and how much time people spend outdoors, how much they see each other etc.  

I think it is very important in that it influences everyday communication patterns, which 

play a key role in online learning, well, all learning. 

Beth 

 

Not much.  It played a little bit of role when I told them I am in Switzerland and everyone 

wanted to visit Switzerland because it is a beautiful country.  It made the class a little bit 

more exotic.  We offered where are you from, what is the weather like if there is some kind 

of a storm going through in …?  It gave a little spice, but I do not think as far as information 

needs are considered, it gave some added information.  It made all the classes a little more 

“exotic.”  For information needs, I do not think it changed a lot.  

University of Zurich has an excellent library, they have about four million things in their 

collection, and half of them are English.  I think I might have been better off than some web 

students from West Virginia, who was living somewhere far away from a big town where 

there was a good library.  That was I do not know whether that was a cultural difference, I 

happened to be in a place where I could get all these books and all the information, they 

have databases there, too, that I have access to.  I was very fortunate.  

It is part of location and it depends where you are.  If somebody is out in the Boonies and 

wants to take a web-based course, they need much more information straight from the web.  

Some of us have access to information right where they live.   
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Table 8.5 Culture – Gender: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

No problem.  With my web-based courses, it is neutral and I do not think it does have any 

affect on my web-based courses. 

Erin 

 

Maybe.  For one thing, I have to explain this at the beginning of very class that I am a 

woman, not man, because of my name.  When we were talking about certain topics, it 

seemed like some of the women more comfortable talking about the topics than men or had 

certain swamp on the ideas that we are talking about.  Sometimes, men at least in some of 

the group discussions seemed a little more, it was not necessarily what we were discussing 

personal things in group chat, like “where do you work” and “do you have children” or that 

type of things.  Sometimes, we would get on the topics that men may not be very 

comfortable with.  I think it has something to do with the experience.  

In web-based contexts, you do not have the face-to-face clues as to what somebody is 

thinking.  Sometimes when you say things, it sounds like stupid things, or you might type 

something and it does not come out the way you were thinking of it.  Somebody else says, 

“Wait a minute!”  “What do you mean by that” then you say, “Wait a minute?  Let me think 

about it” 

In my case, I think gender did not play any role in fulfilling my information needs in web-

based courses. 

Dave 

 

I did not perceive any effect on my ethnicity or gender.  I would tell if it had affected or not. 

Lisa 

 

I do not think gender was an issue. 

Jane 

 

I do not think so. 

John 

 

No, I do not think gender is an issue.  It more depends on their personality.  If they are more 

outgoing people or more active people in web-based classes, personality may play a role.  

Not gender, I think, is an issue.   

Ruth  

 

Again, I think, being 2004 or me being female was not an issue at all. 

Bill 

 

Traditionally, at least from what I remember hearing somewhere, we men tend to speak up 

more in traditional classrooms.  —That is we tend to dominate conversation.  But online, I 

would say I never felt that that was the case.  Women as well as other men in my classes 

seemed to be equally willing to request help with their information needs.  Again, it is tough 

to say. 

Beth 

 

Not really.  I do not think that made much difference, either. 
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Table 8.6 Culture – Age: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

My age I would say is a factor.  As one advances in age, your ability to learn fast 

diminishes.  I think I am not as really brilliant as I used to be when I was younger.  It takes 

me more time to really understand things or comprehend things, compared to my early 

years.  If you want to know my age, I am 35. 

Erin 

 

It might have played some role.  I ended up being one of the more experienced people in 

some of the groups and I ended being the leader for both of my groups.  It was an 

advantage.  It was fine.  Nobody else wanted to be the manager or the leader.  I am not 

always really comfortable for being leader so it was kind of actually change for me.  

Compared to other people in the group, I guess I was more familiar with the topic.   

Dave 

 

That affects me face-to-face again.  I have a physical appearance.  Comparing to an 

American, I look like a teenager or I look like a kid.  I really look younger.  People cannot 

figure out I am 37 and I have two kids.  That affects face to face in the way people treat me 

because of my appearance.  It is an advantage online because people are not looking at my 

appearance or making judgments. 

Lisa 

 

When online, everyone is so young.  As long as you can press the keys on the keyboard, it 

does not matter your age.  Probably, some people, of course not probably, definitely, with 

the age, and would get more wisdom hopefully, would get more experience and we can 

bring probably more something to class and to discussion than some 22 year old students.  

This is how I think.  But, no negative impact… nobody said anything that you are so old 

and why you are here in this class… nobody would ever say that.  I understand American 

style now.  Everything is politically correct.  I do not know what other people think.  I 

personally know some people much older than me.  I am 47.  I do not have to hide my age.  

But I had some students some about 60 years old in our class.  I was just amazed that I felt 

so much… you feel nothing but respect for older aged people enrolled in classes.  I was 

surprised that some students showed like the age of 26, they already have one degree, and 

they were going for another one.  That is amazing to me, too, to me, because I can probably 

do only one.   

In some face-to-face classes, I do not know if I would be very comfortable going to classes 

with some twenty-year-old people.  But online, like I said, everybody is young.  That does 

not even make any difference unless you read a person’s profile and you can figure out what 

their life experiences were and work experiences were and you can probably figure out their 

age.  Otherwise, you cannot even know how old he is.  You do not really care as long as he 

is interesting for you to communicate with. 

Jane 

 

I do not think so either.  The students range from different age groups and we really do not 

discuss our age groups or our ages within the courses.  If some of students have gotten some 

personal level with each other, but lot of the students we have not discussed our age.   

John 

 

Yes, it plays a role from time to time.  I feel pressure, as I am getting older.  I think people 

getting older tend to have more responsibility.  I feel more responsible for the work.  This is 

the only pressure I feel.  The older I am the more pressure I get. 

Ruth  

 

No, I do not think it has affected it.  It has been interesting to see wide variety, but I think 

there again I am pretty much in middle of the road. 

Bill 

 

It was important.  Again, I saw in more than one occasion and I can say regular basis, I can 

tell again it was clear there was a difference in the ways of communicating and ways of 

expressing things. 
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Table 8.6     continued 

Beth 

 

No problem.  The only time that I found how old everybody was when we had these little 

bios we had to hand in.  Some people when they handed in their bio handed in their age in 

the bio and they had a picture.  I just did not.  It was nice to know to see “There is a 

grandmother.”  I am a grandmother, by the way now.  It did not make a difference because 

you did not have this in mind when you were on the computer talking to somebody or 

working together with somebody on a project, because you did not see the person.  It was a 

person that you worked with.  It was not necessarily a female.  It was not necessarily a 

young person.  It was not necessarily an old person.  You worked with another person or 

with another human being as far as most of time my consciousness went. 
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Table 8.7 Culture – Nation of origin: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

It affects your confidence.  It shows.  Ghana is a third world country so it is a poor country.  

It is not a richest country.  As a country, you know we are always behind.  It is not a lot 

perhaps.  It does affect you in a way.  

You do not get any kind of help from anywhere, such as financial aid.  I think that is a 

problem.  Because you are an international student, you are definitely facing a problem, 

compared to somebody born or raised here.  Even though you speak the language of the host 

country, English in this case, as fluent as someone who is born and raised in the host 

country, if you are an international student, you still face some problems because you are an 

outsider. 

Erin 

 

Yes, that has something to do with it.  Also, besides being American, I have been to other 

places and also studied in Costa Rica, so I have been exposed to other cultures through my 

studies in Art History.  I have also been exposed to history of other cultures.  I borrowed the 

difference example of Japanese cultural differences, some of those what we studied in Art 

History.  Those kinds of differences and how they influence the art so in some ways I guess 

that is why I can pick up on that within interactions of groups somewhat. 

Dave 

 

It did not play a role.  In many cases, people did not even ask. 

Lisa 

 

I believe that it is a plus - being of a different national origin than most other students: we 

have some different experience; we can use some other resources available in our native 

tongue (I actually did use some Russian language search engines to find some information 

in Russian – for the web-based courses!).   

Jane 

 

I do not think so because we do not discuss that. 

John 

 

I don’t think it played any role 

Ruth  

 

I do not think.  It helped make it easier to choose an American School but, no I think it had 

very little to do with it. 

Bill 

 

I would say it might play a role, but not nearly as significant as other factors, such as, 

language, personality, age, and culture. 

Beth 

 

I am German and I feel fairly comfortable speaking English.  It would have been hard if you 

do not speak English.  Sometimes, I think people think a little differently.  Humor is 

different in different countries.  Language is different.  There is a little bit of different 

thinking from different nations.  It did not make much difference.  As I said, it added and 

touched of little bit of spice to find out somebody from somebody from Korea, somebody 

from Turkey, and somebody Germany.  I did not find it made much difference than we 

ought to know and we wanted to know. 
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Table 8.8 Culture – Social class: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

I am from the middle class, meaning not very poor or not very rich.  It is relative but, to me, 

it might be.  For example, if I want to buy a book and if I do not have the money, it does 

financially impact.   

Erin 

 

Maybe to a certain extent.  It has helped me to continue my education and there has been as 

much class as my particular family that stresses education is important.  Family impact as 

well. 

Dave 

 

Again, it didn’t play any role in online 

Lisa 

 

I would not say so.  Also, speaking of this country, I think, somewhere in Yale, it is very 

visible in some high scale graduate schools.  In my country, I am from working class 

family, born in Russia.  None of my ancestors had higher education and I had one.  I am just 

doing what I need to do and it does not matter what social class I am coming from, because 

I almost lost touch with social class and I am still working here.  It does not matter but my 

work is related to education and it just pushes me to get more of education.  That is how I 

feel.  It really does not matter probably in this country.  The important thing is to get just the 

funding for the school, which I am very fortunate to work for the city and I get help.   

Jane 

 

I do not think so.  I think for some students whether they are able to get financial aid or not.  

Maybe that may be a factor.  I consider myself to be in middle social class (not too rich not 

too poor) 

John 

 

I am from the middle class.  I do not think it played any role.  Although I would want to be 

in a higher class because I could have money, I am happy with my social class. 

Ruth  

 

I would say yes, not necessarily in regard to my information needs or my needs with my 

class.  Financially yes, I do think it has something to do with it. 

Bill 

 

I would say it would probably does even if I might like to think it does not.  I do not know 

how to measure this sort of thing in numbers but I would guess it does.  Those who have not 

had the same advantages that I have had, those less fortunate…  I come from a family that 

was able to help send me to college and help me quite a bit.  Not everybody has that, so his 

or her perspective on things is going to be very different.  Although, whether this comes 

across in web-based learning, it is hard to say for me. 

Beth 

 

I had no idea what social class that my classmates were in.  I did not know they dressed in 

styles or they were wearing jeans and t-shirts.  I do not think it made a difference.  Since all 

of us were fairly well educated and since I am not American, I could not tell from the way 

people talked or wrote on screen whether they are from lower and higher education or 

social classes. 
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Table 8.9 Culture – Level of education: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

It helps a lot.  The exposure to obtaining an associated degree and a bachelor’s degree has 

made the whole online class easier.  The adjustment process was much easy. 

Erin 

 

Yes, definitely.  It gave a background.  I learned how to learn especially the computer 

part and computer education and experience I had, a lot of which I learned by just doing it 

and by using equipment at the library and by working.  I basically taught myself how to 

use computers at home, learning how to learn and also I read a lot.  This includes my 

formal education. 

Dave 

 

It was completely indifferent.  My first masters’ degree was in traditional library.  It was 

library before the Internet.  When I came here, everything was technology.  I am glad that 

it was like that because I have now two masters’ degrees and it could see different.  I have 

two different perspectives. 

Lisa 

 

Definitely it did.  First of all, English is a foreign language to me so you have to do well 

in the language to be able to do online or face-to-face classes does not matter.  I would 

say, not meaning to criticize American education system, which is not the point of your 

study of course.  I would say our BA, which we do not call it (We call it higher 

education) is of a higher level than BA in U.S.  It is more like a U.S. masters degree.  If 

you want to do dissertation like you working towards now, it would be next level – 

doctors.  Otherwise, what they call BA here is what my educational level was evaluated 

here before enrolling me at ...  Russian BA is more comprehensive and on a more serious 

scale than a U.S. Bachelor’s.  I am sorry to say that.  I had the same impression from face 

to face classes from the … in my one-year graduate program.  I know that some higher 

education institutions, like universities in Russia, their degree supposed to be BA degree 

is so high-scaled universities that they are accredited as graduate education.  Some, like 

Moscow University, are very high educational institutions.  Graduate from that school 

does not even need to go to graduate school over here to be accepted as a masters’ level 

student. 

Jane 

 

I think it sure does.  The more knowledgeable you are the more access you have to be 

able to do the work and make the better grades.  It includes both formal learning as well 

as informal learning. 

John 

 

Yes, compare to other students who have studied in the U.S., education environment is 

different.  I think American students are more creative, but they process slowly.  When I 

do a group project with them, their project work system does not make sense to me.  They 

are crazier.  Instructors say it is a great idea.  But I could not understand because it is 

very simple thing.  I called American more creative because of different learning 

environments or class environments.  We in Korea just want to observe the teacher’s 

style, we did not interact much, and we think by ourselves.  Here there are a lot of 

activities during the class, and there are a lot of group or other projects, so students here 

have more creativity than we may have in Korea.  

Their prior educational experience or knowledge is important.  If someone has more than 

one master’s degree or higher degree before coming to our graduate program, they may 

have higher motivation.  They may have more professional experience.  They may have 

higher desire to learn.  Also they may have more passing knowledge as to how to find 

solutions to their problems.  Maybe they may have some practical skills or they may 

prefer some resources.  It is a positive advantage to those who have prior higher level of 

education, but it does not mean it is a disadvantage to those who do not have. 
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Table 8.9      continued 

Ruth  

 

I believe that is very important to have prior knowledge.  Even though we are in the same 

boat, still individual differences make differences. 

Bill 

 

I would say it was pretty important.  It gave me a good deal of confidence, even when 

things were not working correctly.  I knew what was required.  I knew I was capable of 

doing the work. 

Beth 

 

It certainly helps me because of my education, skills, and knowledge. 
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Table 8.10 
Culture – Communication and interaction skills: its impact on student information 
needs 

Mary 

 

Like I said, me not talking much may affect me.  Lets say a teacher will count the number 

of interactions I am making in the class and then will give a participation grade based on 

number of interaction.  Because I did not talk as much as somebody else it may go against 

me.  It somewhat affects me.  The fact I am not talking does not mean I do not know.  It is 

a culture thing!  My interaction with others including other cultural groups is the same. 

Erin 

 

Yes, I would say.  I can communicate in a variety of formats and also understand cultures 

or differences.  With humanities background, you study usually wide variety of topics and 

subjects.  You can always find some common ground or understanding into most people.  

This also includes my interaction with everyone in the classes. 

Dave 

 

What I can tell you is that I am a shy person in American standards.  When we have with 

groups or conversation, I can be quiet kind of person.  In online when we have to do a lot 

of group work or discussion, I know that I was not collaborating that much.  It was not 

that I was not ready for it and it was not that every person was aware when chatting.  

I was satisfied with my participation with the exception that, for example, a professor is 

grading participation and counting how many times I participated in ichat.  Somebody 

that did a hundred and fifty and somebody who had hundred and twenty, there is 

difference in the number of participation.  But we are not talking about quality of my 

participation. 

When I was interacting with other people and groups of people, there was no problem 

with that at all.  I was able to communicate constantly online with American people while 

in America, and we a lot of people from Korea.  We have a big Korean community here.  

We have some students from Korea in almost in every class.  I was able to communicate 

on the same level with everybody 

Lisa 

 

I guess it has been so far.  I could communicate and I could understand other people.  Just 

like I say, I have always to remember to be more American in style of communicating 

some issues, like some sensitive issues for somebody.  I guess the motivation is the key 

that I wanted to learn and I am not afraid to ask questions.  Outside the class even, I could 

send email to somebody not even in my small group for the project.  I could send email 

and I would receive an answer.  I did not have any problems with communication with 

anybody.  This includes my instructors.  Most of the instructors were great. 

Jane 

 

Definitely.  You have to be able to know how to ask a question, who to ask, and how to 

interpret the response.  

Also, when you are interacting with others, it definitely plays a role.  Being able to 

communicate to them as they have a question.  They do not understand so I could help 

them out. 
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Table 8.10       continued 

John 

 

Yes, it plays a role.  If you interact more and communicate well with other people, you 

can get more information from them by conversations.  If I did not communicate or 

interact with other people, I could not get anything.  

I did not interact at the beginning in the life in America.  As time goes by, I interacted 

more with people just talking about their life. 

Actually, at that time, I had lower motivation about the course.  If I am not interested in 

web-based courses, I do not have any high motivation to participate in the class.  Also, 

another problem is my English.  Before I type in English, I have to think about that.  If it 

is a correct sentence or incorrect sentence, people may laugh at my sentence.  I hesitate 

to type something.  They really did not laugh at all, but I just think that way. 

Ruth  

 

I actually think this has been a plus.  I do not think it affected it but I think it has been a 

plus.  It has been good conversation pieces that we had introduced ourselves in each and 

all of my classes.  It has helped facilitate some of the groups that I am in.  I found through 

my courses that there are other people over here that are in the same boat.  I am able to 

have small support system because we are on that.  

My command of language has impacted here.  It has been a learning environment, but 

especially early on, it was especially difficult.  With regard to the school, no, it has not 

been.  With regard to my geographic location, yes, I think at the level in which I am able 

to speak German that has impacted me. 

Bill 

 

I think it does play a role.   
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Table 8.10        continued 

Beth 

 

Nothing unusual.  Some are more communicative than others.  When you look for ichat 

sessions, some names came up more often than others did.  They just like to talk.  I think 

one thing one has to learn that is not always easy when you are doing ichat is when to say 

what.  There are a couple of examples I might want to give.  

When the instructor asked the question, everybody answers.  It is like constantly 

everybody screams without the sound.  Because all the entries are coming and you are 

trying to read and process all these answers and probably relating to your answers at the 

same time can be kind of confusing especially at the beginning.  When you are face to 

face, you raise your hand; instructor calls on you and you say yours answers.  Then, 

instructor calls on another student and they say their.  In the web-based, everybody talks 

at the same basically or a lot of times at least.  That can be a lot of information that you 

have to process at the same time while you try to do something yourself.  That is 

something of an issue of communication that I don’t know some instructors provide more 

guiding that people set a little bit and there are others and other instructors that let us 

form free.  

Another thing in web-based classes because of anonymity, people say things more easily, 

sometimes, also in a type of more aggressive and negative way.  Also, there is the private 

chat button that you can do even you want to communicate privately somebody during the 

ichat session.  Sometimes, some people did not know which button to push and what was 

supposed to be a private conversion was public suddenly for everybody to read and they 

might have made a comment about it, sometimes not very complimentary.  

Those communication skills are something one has to learn between you and your 

classmates as well as between students and instructors basically I think because you do 

not see each other.  We are just typing into computer, so given take is not the same as in 

the face-to-face to find a balance there is not always easy. 
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Table 8.11 Culture – Length of stay in host country: its impact on student information needs 

Mary 

 

It does play a very important role.  For me, where I was coming from has very much role 

like in an online class.  You get here… and … Being here for a long time even though I 

did not have online classes.  Being here for a long time, playing with computers gives me 

confidence to even go ahead and take an online class, comparing to somebody who just 

come here, first time and taking online class.  I think it is the more you stay the more you 

get used to it, get comfortable and get confident. 

Erin 

 

Oh...Yes.  It was definitely helpful because you understand in this particular case it is not 

only country, it is the actual city and the university.  Local knowledge and knowledge of 

resources  

Dave 

 

Very indirectly.  Not that much.  It was not in my experience.  Where I come from is an 

American territory.  Technologically, it is similar.  You can access to the Internet from 

there.  If I put myself over there and at the same time I was taking online courses there, I 

would have had no major issues taking the class at distance.  The only issue could have 

been technological infrastructure there.  Online connections would go up and down and 

my modem probably may not work as good as over here.  I took a vacation back there 

while I was here, I connected, and I actually took some classes with my laptop in Puerto 

Rico while I was over here.  There was no technological problem. 

From the language point of view, I was good at English over there better than average.  

But I have to recognize that being here for now eight years and better, I am using the 

language on a day-to-day basis.  My English has improved.  At the time I took my online 

courses, I was here for about three years.  Even then, I had a lot of improvements on my 

language.  Of course, the more you stay the better you speak.  From language point of 

view, yes, length of stay in host country plays an important role.   

Lisa 

 

It is very important to better understanding and better blending into this culture to have 

better online and overall experience with the American students and coworkers and 

everything else.  The length of stay is really important.  Probably it would have been 

much more different if I started this program during my second or third year of stay.  Of 

course, it was very different when I was enrolled in that student exchange program.  Of 

course, it was completely different and I was like from Mars and Americans from Venus 

or something.  It was really different. 

Jane 

 

I do not think this has anything to do with distance learning, you have access no matter 

where you are at.   

I think this may affect students who are coming from different countries; depending on 

what kind of resources they have to access to or technology they have available to them.   
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Table 8.11       continued 

John 

 

In my first or second semester or first year, it was very difficult time.  I think it is a 

different education environment.  Also, relationship between student and teacher is 

different.  Also, I have never had an opportunity to take online courses in Korea because 

at that time there were not any online courses available.  I did not very actively 

participate in the class.  After two years later, I am getting used to the environment.  So I 

can be a little bit confident to take part in the class.  Also, I did not ask question to 

teacher or instructor much.  But, now if I have some curiosity, I can ask or send email. 

After one and half years later or the fifth or sixth semester from I started, I started 

gaining my confidence.  I think it is getting better.  In related to my information needs, in 

my first or second semester, I did not know what I needed.  I did not know what I needed 

to solve a problem.  I did not know where I could find some kind of information.  I do not 

know what I need to find information.  There are many diverse resources or various 

resources.  For example, I was not exposed to English journals in Korea. 

Ruth  

 

Yes, my entire program will be taken over here.  Hopefully, I wont have to retake 

anything.  My plan and my goal was to finish the program, the entire master’s degree 

before we move back to the States.   

Bill 

 

When I was doing my course work, I was here in the States.  I did all of my work here 

and I was born and raised here.  I would say yes, the host country and length of stay are 

important.  

I can imagine somebody coming here, like one of my cousins from Italy, living here and 

doing courses online.  Even if their English is very good, it would bring more challenges 

for them.  I am thinking about only language.  I realize it would be hard for them to 

verbalize certain problems or what it is that they need.  I think living in a host country for 

a number of years, like I lived in Italy for about over 3 years of my life and different 

times of my life, it definitely have strong influence my ability to resolve my problems 

when I am there.  It works that way for me from here, too just like it would for somebody 

coming to the U.S. 
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Table 8.12 
Culture – Culture proximity to culture of host country: its impact on student 
information needs 

Mary 

 

I really do not see that much role that because you leave your home, you anticipate 

differences you are going to face any way.  Sometimes it is difficult to understand but I 

do not think it is that much important.  It is part of culture shock. 

Definitely there are a lot of differences between the culture I was raised in and the culture 

where I am now.  An example would be that I could see how people work back home and 

how people work here.  It is very different.  Here it is like a consumer or a customer is the 

number one.  Back home, it is not like that. 

 Education here is more practical than back home.  In Ghana, it t is like it depends on the 

quality of who your teacher is.  For instance, they have computers but not in an 

abundance.  But here computer labs and computer resources are available to you.  

Another example I was thinking is library databases.  You did not have any access to 

library databases when I was back home.  But here it is abundant.  It supports the 

education.  Back home, they just talk about it but you may come across once or twice.  To 

have all resources available 24 hours like here is not available in my home country.  To 

some degree, this affects me. 

Erin 

 

Yes, that has something to with it.  It facilitates everything… 

 

Dave 

 

Again, I would not see any difference because education system over there is mirroring 

the American one.  The libraries over there are mirroring the libraries over here.  I got my 

first master degree from the American University of Puerto Rico.   

Lisa 

 

It has its influence because I was raised in and I particularly grew up in different culture.  

When I moved here, I was 37 years old grown up person.  My cultural belief, my habits, 

and everything, it was not so easy.  American culture is different in the way of 

communicating.  I had to adjust and had to try to be easier to deal with.  I am still 

learning even at work and dealing with people face-to-face, you always notice some 

differences.  

In my culture, we would do it differently.  It is not necessarily that I like the way we do it 

in my culture.  Because there are so many things in American culture that I like much 

better.  It is just historically how we do it in Russia.  They do it differently than we do it 

here.   

I hope it was a positive impact in a sense I could bring some outside look at American 

experience and American life.  I hope it was valuable to other students to see something 

from the other side.  

To me, sometimes it hindered me in better communicating, like I mentioned before my 

cultural background.  Sometimes it did help also.  Because I could bring something and I 

felt better about it that I could bring some insights from the other standpoints.  You 

cannot just define it either positive or negative.  The impact is complex.   

Jane 

 

Yes, I would think it would.  If students are not familiar with here and their state differs 

from what we have here or if they are not accustomed to the same culture, I think it 

would. 
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Table 8.12       continued 

John 

 

Culture is very different in Asian countries, Korea included.  We are very considerate of 

relationship between people.  We are not individuals.  We are very connected to other 

people.  In America, they are very individualistic and they are only one person.  

It is different in class environment.  In Korea, we do not have much group projects.  It is 

different.  In America, there are many group projects.  Even though in their life styles 

they are very individualistic, in classes there are many group projects, so I do not know 

why.  

Also, in Korea, there is one direction in teaching.  Here, there are many discussions.  

Teacher gives some information to students and students observe that information without 

any question.  Even though they have some questions, they just self-study.  Even we do not 

point out “Professor or teacher your mention is wrong,” but we just think, “He is 

wrong.”  Because in our generation’s thought, they may oppress.  Even though they know 

they mention something wrong, if students mention that, or say, “I don’t agree with your 

opinion” or “your mention is wrong,” they may oppress.  That is why we do not because 

it may affect the grades.   

My thought here has changed.  As times go on, many American students point out their 

opinions.  The relation between students and teachers is very different.  It is kind of 

professor servicing here.  Here professors’ role is mostly guidance and encouraging.  Not 

authority as in Korea. 

In America, they respect personality more than that in Korea.  If someone has a picky 

personality, we really do not like him.  We just exclude him.  In my case in America, 

even though they do not like him, they do not try to exclude him, just they think, “that is 

him,” or, this is his personality. 

Ruth  

 

I think it has been negative.  For that, I have not been able to network with my instructors 

in person.  I have not been able to visit the school.  I have not been able to visit the library 

for class needs.  I have not been exposed to some of the extra curricular things that are 

going on within the school that may or may not help life after the graduation.  I think that 

has impacted it. 

Bill 

 

I think it plays a significant role on in general sense; it allowed me communicate and 

understand others much more easily than it would be for someone who has not been born 

and raised in the U.S.  To the majority of students were from the U.S. 

Beth 

 

I am German myself so Swiss culture is not that different to my original culture.  I am 

married to an American and I lived in the States for a number of years.  We still go to the 

U.S. and visit our families there.  I am kind of very comfortable with both cultures.  I do 

not see any issue there for me personally.  It might be different if somebody had taken a 

course from India and never been to the states, I do not know.  For me, there was not 

much difference because I have been living in all these cultures already for a number of 

years.  These are part of my mixed up culture right now. 
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CHAPTER 9 

OVERVIEW, LIMITATIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This chapter starts with an overview of this instrumental case study and presents 

the implications of the study using the three research questions to discuss the issues 

involved.  It provides insights into the experiences of multilingual graduate students in 

web-based learning contexts in fulfilling their information needs, and into their 

perceptions of how culture and information needs are related.  The study findings 

supported by pertinent literature and recent research provide indicators for improvement 

of web-based learning systems and contexts to better support multilingual graduate 

students. 

Overview of the Study 

Web-based learning is rapidly expanding as a method of delivery in higher 

education.  Nationally and internationally, more and more graduate degree programs are 

using this methods as a viable alternative to traditional campus based face-to face 

education.  Educators need to examine the extent to which information needs of students 

are being met in web-based contexts.  Because the majority of students enrolled in web-

based courses do not live near enough to their host institution to take advantage of 

traditional information resources, they may not have the same opportunities to meet their 

information needs.  Therefore, careful assessment and examination of student information 

needs is very critical to provide appropriate student services and to ensure student 

success.   

In addition, more research is required to explore the information needs of specific 

populations, such as multilingual students studying in web-based contexts.  This 

instrumental case study was concerned with culture and information needs of 

multilingual graduate students in web-based learning contexts.  Specifically, it aimed at 

answering the following research questions:   
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o How and in what ways do multilingual graduate students in web-based degree 

programs perceive that their culture affects the way they meet their information 

needs in web-based learning contexts?    

o What do multilingual graduate students in web-based degree graduate programs 

perceive as their information needs?  

o What are the main characteristics and primary uses of information to satisfy 

multilingual graduate students’ needs? 

The study used the Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking by Johnson 

(1997) as a theoretical foundation.  The target population for this study was multilingual 

students who had partaken in a graduate level web-based learning degree program and/or 

course.  This research employed semi-structured interviews as the primary data gathering 

technique. 

Limitations of the Study 

 My involvement with some of the study participants as an instructor at the School 

had both advantages and disadvantages in conducting research.  This role supported a 

positive trusting relationship with some of the participants.  In addition, my language 

skills helped the participants to feel comfortable in expressing their needs and 

frustrations, which in turn supported the exploration of the problems relating to culture 

and information needs that multilingual students encounter.   

The degree program in this study is considered to be successful by the University. 

The School has the objective of providing educational opportunities to everyone, 

regardless of geographic location.  Nonetheless, this study indicated that there are some 

problems that may be attributed to lack of face-to-face interaction between students and 

instructors in the web-based courses.  

The wording of my research questions and exploratory nature of my study design 

confirms the bias of my expectations.  Since I lacked knowledge of the demographics of 

language skills of graduate students at the School, I attempted to reach as many 

multilingual graduate students as possible to ensure that the picture I provided was as 

accurate as possible and that the research questions were answered appropriately.  The 
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results of this study are representative of the study participants only.  Nonetheless, the 

findings and implications of the study may be useful in supporting multilingual graduate 

students to fulfill their information needs in web-based courses at the School and similar 

graduate schools and degree programs. 

One of the drawbacks of the methodology pursued in this study was that it did use 

direct observation of the students as they fulfilled their information needs in their web-

based courses.  Therefore, I had to rely on the participants’ individual perceptions and 

explanations of those activities.  

Current research supports my conclusions that the experiences of these 

participants are similar to those of other students enrolled in web-based courses at other 

higher education institutions. 

Implications for the Theoretical Framework 

This section discusses implication of this study’s findings for Johnson’s 

Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (CMIS) (See Figure 3.1).  The CMIS 

describes how individual information seeking has become a critical element in 

determining health behaviors and proposes a comprehensive model of information 

seeking synthesizing the health belief model.  While The CMIS was developed to explain 

information-seeking related to health behaviors, and was tested with cancer patients, it is 

the only model that acknowledges that information seeking takes place within a context 

and must be understood as impacted by context.  This study adapted this model to 

describe how antecedent cultural factors influence the information seeking behavior of 

multilingual graduate students enrolled in web-based courses. 

The CMIS describes information-seeking behavior in terms of its antecedents, 

information carrier factors, and information seeking actions.  It is a causal model, with 

antecedents influencing the individual’s response to the information carrier(s), which in 

turn influence the actions that the individual will take or not take to seek information.   

 Antecedents are factors that exist prior to the commencement of the information 

seeking process.  The phrase “antecedents to information seeking” mainly “focuses on 

the imperatives that motivate” individuals to fulfill their information needs (Johnson, 
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1997, p. 40).  The CMIS has four primary antecedents: demographics, personal 

experience, salience, and beliefs.  Demographics and personal experience are background 

factors that affect the choice of communication channels for fulfilling one’s information 

needs.  Demographics informs this study in that general principles applicable to certain 

groups of individuals help information professionals and educators offer good and 

appropriate learning programs and services.  This concept is also important to 

understanding underlying factors influencing individuals’ satisfaction in their information 

needs.  Some of the elements tested in this study were explored under this concept, such 

as: language, race, ethnicity, gender, geographic region, nation of origin, social class, age, 

and length of stay in host country. 

Prior personal experience is an important element when an information need 

arises.  The degree to which an individual has personal experience might determine his or 

her success in fulfilling his or her information needs.  Therefore, I asked all participants 

whether they had an example to share, which would help me understand their individual 

personal experiences. 

Personal relevance factors include an individual’s perceptions of the relevance 

and applicability to a need.  Namely, salience and beliefs are two concepts I attempted to 

understand in relation to culture and information.  Information that is salient is that which 

can be used to bridge a gap, solve a problem, or resolve troublesome ambiguity (Dervin, 

1989) in all contexts.  Therefore, salience is a key motivator affecting a student’s 

decision to look for information he or she needs. 

The concept of beliefs explains the individual efficacy of various information 

problems associated with web-based learning and beliefs as an element of culture.  

Beliefs are both facts and self-efficacy in meeting information needs in web-based 

learning contexts.  Again, part of my primary research question — How and in what 

ways do multilingual graduate students enrolled in degree programs perceive that their 

culture affects the way they meet their information needs in web-based learning contexts?  

— was informed by this particular concept. 
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The study results indicate there are other factors that cannot be explained by the 

concepts of demographics or direct experience in the CMIS.  These factors relate to web-

based course contexts in which the students are enrolled in to pursue their graduate 

degrees.  Specifically, these include factors related to the School where web-based 

courses are being offered, factors related to web-based courses, factors related to 

technical issues in web-based courses, time related issues in web-based courses, and 

factors related web-based course resources.  
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Figure 9.1: Extended Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (ECMIS) 

According to the findings, the CMIS was revised and renamed Extended 

Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (ECMIS) (See Figure 9.1).  Context 

relevance factors are added to allow the factors pertinent to a context and applicability to 
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a need to be represented; therefore, a new concept, situation, was identified to explain an 

individual’s relation to a situation in a learning context and information.  These factors 

exclude any factors relating to individual demographics and factors explaining experience 

of individuals in a context.  Rather, this concept explains other factors related to a context 

itself.  

Information carriers are “the primary repositories of information available to 

individuals within their information fields” (Johnson, 1997, p. 27).  According to the 

model, there are three primary classes of information carriers: channels, sources, and 

messages.  There are numerous channels, such as print sources and electronic sources, 

websites, persons, televisions, and websites; from which students enrolled in web-based 

learning contexts may acquire information.  Within each of these channels, there are 

various sources, each of which may contain a variety of messages.  Sources represent a 

particular location/node of information.  Although some channels may share some 

similarities, individuals would recognize critical differences between channels.  These 

information channels and sources were explored in this current study, specifically in the 

third research question by exploring what information carriers multilingual graduate 

students enrolled in courses in web-based learning courses use.  Under each channel, I 

explored what sources the students use to get information they need and asked them how 

they make use of each source.   

Implications for Information Practice 

 This research incorporates facets from several aspects of Information Studies (IS) 

education, information behavior research, use of information sources and services, and 

the implications of the implementations of web-based learning tools in IS schools.  The 

results of the study and knowing how multilingual graduate students in web-based 

learning fulfill their information needs are of interest to various stakeholders of web-

based learning programs in higher education for practical reasons.  The results can be 

summarized as a set of recommendations that all stakeholders in web-based learning 

might wish to consider.  
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First, in the case of Information Science and Studies schools and departments, the 

trend in the direction of increasing use of the Internet by higher education institutions to 

deliver educational programs is likely to continue and grow.  Therefore, researchers in 

several disciplines should benefit from the results of this research in order for higher 

education institutions and programs offering web-based courses as part of their curricula 

by adopting the results of this study and conducting recommended further research to 

understand the needs of their student populations well and to provide better services to 

them. 

 Second, this study sheds some light on which variables and factors influence the 

needs of students.  Various stakeholders, including, but not limited to, instructors and 

faculty members, administrators of student support services, educational policymakers, 

instructional designers, librarians and information professionals should take into account 

the results of this study for future planning about web-based learning and multilingual 

graduate students’ information needs.   

 Third, to some extent, it is now clear how bilingual and multilingual graduate 

students in web-based learning programs fulfill their information needs and what cultural 

elements affect them in meeting their information needs.   

Additionally, reported barriers related to language and certain cultural elements 

for on-campus multilingual students in face-to-face classes continue to be problems for 

the similar group of students in web-based learning contexts.  This research provides 

detailed information about information needs of bilingual and multilingual graduate 

students in web-based learning contexts; therefore, information professionals should 

design and provide appropriate services, such as offering training programs about their 

resources and services, for their users according to the results of this research. 

The presence of non-native English speaking students in United States colleges 

and universities has been increasing for years.  The results of the study suggest that 

information sources, services, and libraries continue to be used by the same population 

taking web-based courses.  Therefore, information professionals and institutions offering 

web-based degree programs should plan better use of information resources and services 
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for their multilingual graduate students in web-based learning programs to help them 

meet their information needs and use academically oriented information sources in their 

online classes by providing physical and digital services at the same time. 

Understanding of information needs of bilingual and multilingual graduate 

students in higher education is an important step for planning all services, improving 

existing services, and helping create better teaching and learning environments.  This 

study tested Johnson’s Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (CMIS) in a web-

based learning context and provided findings that can assist in the design and 

development of web-based learning courses and degree programs.  In addition, higher 

education administrators as well as faculty and/or instructors should be able to make 

informed decisions in web-based contexts: 

o The theoretical model was revised and renamed the Extended Comprehensive 

Model of Information Seeking (ECMIS) (See Figure 9.1); the ECMIS can be used 

to explain how individuals fulfill their information needs in other educational 

contexts;  

o In preparation and evaluation of web-based delivery of degree programs, 

instructors and administrators should consider the factors influencing individuals 

and their experience with the context.  In addition, program related factors, 

technical factors, time related factors and resource related factors should be taken 

into account; 

o The study results showed the students in web-based courses use diverse 

information channels and sources to satisfy their needs.  The resources required to 

support well designed web-based learning programs, particularly as relate to 

satisfying student needs, should not be limited to electronic and print resources.  

The students in the study identified several types of facilities, such as libraries, 

and computer labs; equipment such as computers; persons, such as librarians; 

training and workshop programs; and other resources; 

o Additionally, the students make use of traditional library books as well as 

electronic resources.  Even though course websites and other online resources 
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available to them through universities and other means are heavily used 

information channels and sources, they still use traditional sources, such as 

textbooks, print books, and other library materials;  

o The selection of course development products to assist faculty and instructors in 

designing online courses over the web is very important in terms of having proper 

support services to help students fulfill their needs;  

o The selection of course delivery products and technologies is very instrumental 

particularly as they relate to providing support services for students in web-based 

courses; 

o Because students are geographically dispersed in web-based classes, access to 

various resources available to students is very crucial; therefore, easier access to 

academic resources via the Internet should be ensured;  

o In addition, providing assistance with technology used in web-based courses is 

important.  Students must be trained to troubleshoot technological problems 

related to web-based courses.  Online tutorials and training modules for the 

technology used in courses should be readily available;  

o Educators should know who is enrolled in web-based courses and what student 

population are targeted in web-based courses and then develop necessary 

information services and systems accordingly; 

o Universities, colleges, schools, and programs offering web-based degree 

programs should assure multiple points of contact with the institution are 

available and easily accessible for students in web-based courses.  Educators and 

information professionals should be trained to understand the technical problems 

students may experience, know what services are available and how to access 

them, provide accurate information, and provide prompt and user friendly service.  

Asynchronous resources, i.e., web pages, should be easy to access and contain 

accurate and up-to-date information; 
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o Instructors and information professionals should be encouraged and supported to 

develop technological expertise using variety of methods of course delivery, and 

include interaction with students in their courses; and 

o Finally, the relationship of students’ information behaviors and perceived culture 

was explored to explain which factors students perceive to affect their 

information needs and behaviors.  The students’ perceived needs are affected by 

cultural elements such as: language, level of education, geographic region, 

communication and interaction styles, age, cultural proximity to culture of host 

country, and length of stay in host country; 

Recommendations for Future Research  

Many areas of further research recommend themselves from this research.  This 

study focused on multilingual graduate students in web-based learning at the School with 

no special emphasis being given to a specific language.  A follow up study could be 

conducted focusing on the same group of students at other graduate schools and degree 

programs offering web-based courses to find out whether multilingual graduate students 

in web-based courses perceive that their culture and information needs are related.  In 

addition, future research could explore how multilingual graduate students at other 

colleges and universities offering graduate web-based courses meet their information 

needs and what the main characteristics and primary uses of information to satisfy 

multilingual graduate students’ needs are. 

 In light of the results of this study, a descriptive study could be conducted to find 

out how language, geographic location, level of education, communication skills and 

interaction styles, length of stay in host country and cultural proximity to culture of host 

country impact graduate students in web-based courses.  Similarly, research is needed to 

explain why multilingual graduate students in web-based courses at the School utilize the 

information channels, and sources reported in this study.  

Another possibility for future research would be to use a comparison group in 

traditional classes.  Multilingual graduate students in web-based courses and multilingual 

graduate students in face-to face courses could be studied to compare their perceptions of 
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culture and information needs as well as characteristics and uses of information to fulfill 

their needs. 

Furthermore, research can be conducted to study both multilingual graduate 

students whose native language is English and multilingual graduate students whose 

native language is other than English to explore and understand their perceptions and 

experiences of culture and information needs as well as characteristics and uses of 

information to fulfill their needs in web-based contexts. 

A new study could focus on monolingual graduate students in web-based courses 

as to how and in what ways they perceive that their culture and their information needs 

are related and what the main characteristics and primary uses of information are. 

Based on the results of this study, future research could explore how and in what 

ways instructors in web-based courses would perceive that culture and their information 

needs of multilingual graduate students in web-based courses are related and what the 

main characteristics of primary uses of information of multilingual graduate students to 

satisfy their needs are. 

Finally, the participants in this study were enrolled in web-based courses.  

However, the growth of the Internet use for delivering courses in higher education 

institutions leads to interesting questions about the use of more sophisticated media, 

applications, interfaces, and instructional tools.  Future research might look for 

differences and similarities in the impact of instructional tools on the ways multilingual 

graduate students fulfill their information needs and how their culture and certain cultural 

elements influence their information seeking, retrieval, and use behaviors.  
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APPENDIX A: DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Asynchronous is digital communication (as between computers) in which students 

are not required to participate in class activities simultaneously and precisely at the same 

period and time by using the World Wide Web. 

Culture is a set of factors comprising language, race or ethnicity, gender, 

geographic location, nation of origin, social class, communication and interaction skills, 

age, cultural proximity to culture of host country and length of stay in host country.   

Distance learning is broadly defined as any educational or learning process or 

system in which the teacher/instructor is separated geographically and/or in time from his 

or her students; or in which students are separated from other students or educational 

resources.   

Distance learning student is a person enrolled full or part time in courses 

delivered at a distance. Synonyms are off-campus student, distance learner and distance 

student. 

Graduate student is a student who is engaging in studies beyond bachelor’s 

degree. 

Higher education is defined very broadly as education beyond the secondary level 

or education provided by a college and education.   

Internet is an electronic communications network that connects computer 

networks and organizational computer facilities around the world. 

Information need is the "condition that the individual does not have enough 

knowledge or conceptual congruity to perform tasks, solve problems or resolve 

uncertainty" (Su, 1993, p. 10).   

Multilingual student is a student who can express himself or herself in two or 

more languages with equal fluency. Bilingual students are considered multilingual for the 

purposes of this study. 
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Need is a challenge faced by a web-based learning student that may or may not 

relate directly to course work. Examples include unfamiliarity with the institution, 

personal problems, and lack of necessary skills for student’s course activities. 

Online learning takes place when a system and especially a computer or 

telecommunications system (such as the Internet and the WWW) is used to bridge the 

instructional gap. See also Web-based learning 

Online learning student is a person enrolled full or part time in courses delivered 

using a type of online learning. 

Synchronous is digital communication (as between computers) in which students 

are required to participate in class activities simultaneously and precisely at the same 

period and time by using the World Wide Web. 

Web-based learning takes place when an instructor or teacher and student(s) are 

separated by physical distance and the World Wide Web (WWW) is used to bridge the 

instructional gap. Although technically web-based learning is just one type of online 

learning, in practice web-based learning and online learning are often used 

interchangeably.  

Web-based learning student is a person enrolled full or part time in courses 

delivered using the World Wide Web.  Synonyms are web-based learner and online 

learner.   

World Wide Web is a “network of networks” that links computers around the 

world. Synonym is Web. 
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APPENDIX C: PERMISSION LETTER TO STUDY SITE 

 

May 15, 2004 

Dear ________________: 

I am writing to request your permission to interview some of graduate students in the 
School of Information Studies for my doctoral dissertation.  I propose to explore information 
needs of bilingual or multilingual graduate students taking web-based graduate level courses and 
to understand whether students’ perceptions of culture and their information needs are related. 
Also, my research explores how these students perceive that their culture influences their 
information needs in web-based learning contexts and how other factors affect the way that they 
meet their information needs in web-based classroom settings. 

In order to allow for different patterns of information needs and behaviors to emerge, 
rather than the testing of specific hypotheses, and see if there is any relationship between 
students’ perceived culture and information needs of the graduate students, this study employs 
case study research design. The target population for this study is graduate level degree seeking 
bilingual and multilingual students who have partaken in a graduate level web-based learning 
degree program and/or course.  

I have selected the School of Information Studies as the site for this case study because 
it has a strong masters’ level graduate online degree program with a diverse student body that 
includes bilingual and multilingual participants. For data gathering purposes, this research will 
employ interview and focus group methodologies. Specifically, I will need to recruit 5 to 10 
students who meet my selection criteria to be interviewed for approximately 90 minutes and up to 
12 students, including those previously interviewed, if necessary, will be to participate in a focus 
group for about 90 minutes. 

In conclusion, I’d like to ask your permission to study some of our graduate students for 
this research.  I have enclosed a copy of my Human Subject Committee application as well as my 
invitation and informed consent form for this research.  Should you have any questions or 
concerns regarding this letter or my research, please contact me at my email address above.  
You may also want to contact Dr. Kathleen Burnett, major professor, at burnett@lis.fsu.edu. 
 
Sincerely, 

Arif Dagli 
Ph.D. Candidate 
 

 
Enclosure 

 

925 E. Magnolia Dr. Apt. N-8 
Tallahassee, FL 32301 
Tel: 850-877-3263  
Email: add5394@fsu.edu 
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APPENDIX D: INVITATION LETTER TO STUDENTS 

05.05.2004 

Dear Student:  

I am a Ph.D. candidate in the School of Information Studies under the direction of Dr. Kathleen Burnett in 

the School of Information Studies at Florida State University. Your name was provided by your school to 

receive a copy of this invitation letter for your possible participation in this research.  

As an attempt to explore how students fulfill their information needs while taking courses being offered 

through web-based delivery methods, I am studying multilingual graduate students’ information needs in 
web-based learning contexts and my aim is to find out how students’ cultures affect their information needs 
in web-based learning contexts. Projected title of my study is Culture and Information Needs in Web-Based 

Learning: A Case Study.  

I will be recruiting between five and ten multilingual graduate students for this study. The subjects will 
participate voluntarily and no incentive will be offered. The interview participants must be 18 years old or 
older, be able to speak more than one language fluently and be currently or previously enrolled in at least 
one web-based course taught any term of the academic year. Also, each participant must have completed at 
least one term of graduate study to participate in this study. Fluency is regarded as the ability to speak 
smoothly and rapidly to express one’s self.  For this study, all participants must be able to speak and 
express themselves fluently in English in addition to at least one other language.  

Your participation in this study is totally voluntary; nevertheless, your participation in interviews and/or 
focus groups will contribute to the success of this research and will be greatly appreciated. Your 
participation will contribute valuable information to the knowledge on information behavior in web-based 
learning contexts. All your responses and any identifying information, including your email addresses other 
electronic information in electronic correspondence, will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law, 
and you may simply send your interest in participation in this study to me by replying back to this email 
message. Before your participation in this study, you must send the attached copy of your informed consent 
form after you sign and date to me by faxing it to me at (850) 644-6253 or 644-9763, by scanning and 
sending it to my email address at add5394@fsu.edu, or by sending it to my postal address at 925 E. 
Magnolia Dr. # N-8 Tallahassee, FL 32301, USA. 

I’d like to assure you that your consent to participate will not affect your grade or your program in your 
institution and that you have the right to not participate or withdraw from participation at anytime without 
prejudice, penalty or loss of benefits to which otherwise entitled. Finally, the results of the research study 
may be published, but your name will not be used.  

Should you have any questions concerning this research study, please call me at (850) 877-3263 or email 
me at add5394@fsu.edu. In case you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this 
research, or should you feel you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects 
Committee, Institutional Review Board, through the Vice President for the Office of Research at (850) 644-
8633.  

Best wishes in your study and thank you for your time and help in advance. 
 

Sincerely Yours, 

Arif Dagli  
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APPENDIX E:  DATA COLLECTION DECISION TREE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Determine eligible sites for this research 

2a.YES 3. Contact another eligible site 

3a.NO 

8c. In person 8a. Email 8b. Postal mail 

2b. NO 

6. Contact subject(s) and send an email inviting them to participate in research 

9. Setting a time and a place to conduct interview 

8. Returning informed consent form and instructions for participation in research 

5. Contact instructors who teach web-based 

courses in a semester to identify eligible 

students 

2. Contact administrators at a site and ask for permission 

4. Contact administrators, such as, Dean’s office and 
student advisors, to identify subjects 

6c. NO 

6a.YES 

6b. Not available 

7. Send a thank you card – No participation in research 

12. Having the respondent review the transcribed interview text 

13. Sending a thank you card for his/her participation 

10. Conducting the interview 

11. Transcribing the interview 

14. Asking the participant if s/he recommends anyone  

7. Sending instructions to participate in research and reminding the participant to submit informed 
consent form 

8d. Fax 
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APPENDIX F: DEMOGRAPHIC DATA SURVEY 

 

STUDENT NAME: ____________________(Please use your initials here) 

 
Instructions: Please answer the following questions that are related to your demographic 

data.  These questions will help me know you more and ask some follow-up questions, if it 

becomes necessary.  Please note that each question here is optional and feel free to skip 

any or all of these questions if you choose not to answer.  

 

o What language skills do you have in which languages?  

o How fluent are you in speaking each language?  

o What ethnicity do you consider yourself to be? 

o What is your national origin or what country are you a citizen of? 

o Where are you living/residing while enrolled in this program?  

o Have you relocated since you started your degree program? If so, what other 

places have you lived? 

o What was your highest level of education before you entered this program? 

o What is your degree program?  

o What is your academic concentration area, if any? 

o Why did you choose this academic institution for your graduate degree? 

o When did you start this program? 

o What is your academic status (i.e., full time degree seeking, part time degree 

seeking)? 

o How many credits have you completed successfully? 

o Do you have any fellowships, scholarships, or assistantships currently? 

o What do you do for living while pursuing your graduate degree?  

o How many web-based-learning courses are you taking this semester? 

o When did you take you first distance learning course?  

o How many web-based-learning courses had you taken as a graduate student in 

your current degree program, including this semester?  

o Have you taken any web-based-learning courses as a graduate student at another 

institution or degree program prior to or during your current degree program?  

o Are you taking any face-to-face course towards your degree at this institution this 

semester? 
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o Have you taken any other courses towards your degree at this institution before 

this semester? 

o When do you plan on graduating (in semesters)? 

o What information resources are you familiar with that you use in your academic 

work?  

o What computer skills do you have?  

o Do you own a working computer to use for your degree program requirements? 

o In addition to your own computer, what other computer resources are available to 

you that you use for your degree program requirements? 

o How do you log on to the Internet? 

o Is there any other piece of information that I need to know related to your web-

based course successes and experiences? 
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APPENDIX G: INTERVIEW METHODOLOGY QUESTIONS 

 

STUDENT NAME: ____________________(Please use your initials here) 

 

o How do you define information needs of graduate students in web-based courses? 

o What types of information needs do you have in web-based education courses? 

o How do you think/perceive your information needs differ from one web-based 

course to another?  

o How do you think your information needs differ from one person to another in 

web-based courses?  

o What differences do/did you see in the ways individuals meet their information 

needs in web-based courses? 

o How significant are these differences among your classmates in your web-based 

courses in fulfilling your information needs? Any examples? 

o What factors do you think/perceive that affect you as a graduate student when 

fulfilling your information needs in web-based courses? 

o What were your experiences in finding, getting, and having information delivered 

to you in web-based education courses?  

o What problems did you experience or what were your experiences like in 

receiving the information you need in web-based education courses? 

o How do you define culture? 

o How does culture affect the way you fulfill your information needs in web-based 

courses? 

o How do your language skills affect the way you fulfill your information needs in 

web-based courses? 

o How do your geographic location affect the way you fulfill your information 

needs in web-based courses? 

o How do your ethnicity or race affect the way you fulfill your information needs in 

web-based courses? 

o How do your gender affect the way you fulfill your information needs in web-

based courses? 

o How do your age affect the way you fulfill your information needs in web-based 

courses? 

o How do your nation of origin affect the way you fulfill your information needs in 

web-based courses? 
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o How do your social class affect the way you fulfill your information needs in 

web-based courses? 

o How do your level of education affect the way you fulfill your information needs 

in web-based courses? 

o How do your communication and interaction skills affect the way you fulfill your 

information needs in web-based courses? 

o How do your length of stay in host country affect the way you fulfill your 

information needs in web-based courses? 

o How do your cultural proximity to culture of host country affect the way you 

fulfill your information needs in web-based courses? 

o What are the main characteristics of information utilized by you in web-based 

courses to satisfy your needs when you have the information you need? 

o Where do usually you get the required information you need for work required in 

your web-based courses? 

o Specifically, what sources do you use to fulfill your information needs in your 

web-based courses? 

o If you were to choose three most often used sources in your web-based courses, 

what would they be?  

o What types of tasks that required you to use any or all of these sources you listed 

in your answers to previous questions in your web-based courses did you have? 

o Could you give me an example where you were to fulfill your needs for an 

INDIVIDUAL task required in a web-based course you have taken, by using any 

or all of these sources (if any)?  

o Could you give me an example where you were to fulfill your needs for a 

GROUP task required in a web-based course you have taken, by using any or all 

of these sources (if any)? 

o How different were your information needs in your individual and group projects? 

o How different were your information needs in synchronous and asynchronous 

web-based course activities? 
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APPENDIX H: DATA ANALYSIS CODE LIST –  

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA SURVEY 

 

Q.S.R. NUD*IST Power version, revision 5.0 

Licensee: Arif Dagli 

 

 

____________________ 

(1)  /Language skills/Defined language 

language skills, number of language  

____________________ 

(1 1) /Language skills/Fluency  

Fluency in speaking each language  

____________________ 

(2) /Ethnicity 

ethnicity or race 

____________________ 

(3) /National origin 

national origin or citizenship  

____________________ 

(4) /Residency 

Current residency 

____________________ 

(4 1) /Residency/Relocation 

Relocation after starting degree program 

____________________ 

(5) /Prior Level of Education 

highest level of education  

____________________ 

(6) /Degree Program 

Graduate program, degree 

____________________ 

(6 1) /Degree Program/Concentration 

Academic concentration area 

____________________ 

(6 2) /Degree Program/Reasons 

Reasons for choosing this academic institution  

____________________ 

(6 3) /Degree Program/First semester 
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Date for starting this program 

____________________ 

(6 4) /Degree Program/Academic student status 

Full time degree seeking, part time degree seeking 

____________________ 

(6 5)  /Degree Program/Earned credits 

Total number of credits completed successfully 

____________________ 

(6 6) /Degree Program/Financial aid 

Fellowships, scholarships, or assistantships 

____________________ 

(6 6 1) /Degree Program/Financial aid/jobs 

Jobs, works 

____________________ 

(6 7 1) /Degree Program/Courses/Current courses  

Number of web-based courses this semester 

____________________ 

(6 7 2) /Degree Program/Courses/First web-based course 

Date or time for the first distance learning course  

____________________ 

(6 7 3) /Degree Program/Courses/Total web-based courses 

All web-based-learning courses  

____________________ 

(6 7 4) /Degree Program/Courses/Other web-based courses 

Any web-based courses at another institution or degree program  

____________________ 

(6 7 5) /Degree Program/Courses/Face-to-face courses 

Face-to-face courses  

____________________ 

(6 7 6) /Degree Program/Courses/Other courses 

Any other courses at this institution 

____________________ 

(6 7 7) /Degree Program/Graduation date 

Date for graduating  

____________________ 

(7) /Information Resources 

Types of information resources  

____________________ 
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(8 1) /Computer Resources/Skills 

Description of computer skills  

____________________ 

(8 2) /Computers Resources/Ownership 

Ownership of a working computer  

____________________ 

(8 3) /Computer Resources/Additional resources 

Other computer resources are available  

____________________ 

(8 4) /Computer resources/Internet connection 

Logging on to the Internet, connection type 

____________________ 

(9) /Participant/Other information 

Other web-based learning related information 

____________________ 
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APPENDIX I: DATA ANALYSIS CODE LIST –  

INTERVIEW METHODOLOGY 

 

Q.S.R. NUD*IST Power version, revision 5.0 

Licensee: Arif Dagli 

 

___________________________________ 

(1)   /Information needs/ 

Definition of information needs  

___________________________________ 

(1 1) /Information Needs/ Types 

Types of information needs  

___________________________________ 

 (1 2) /Information Needs/Courses  

Course Information need differences  

___________________________________ 

(1 3) /Information Needs/Individuals 

Individual information needs differences  

___________________________________ 

(1 3 1) /Information Needs/Individuals/Differences 

Types of individual differences  

___________________________________ 

 (1 3 2) /Information Needs/Individuals/Significance 

Significance of individual differences  

___________________________________ 

(1 4) /Information Needs/Factors 

Factors affecting graduate students when fulfilling your information needs 

in web-based courses 

___________________________________ 
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(1 5) /Information Needs/Experiences 

Experience in finding, getting, and having information delivered  

___________________________________ 

(1 6) /Information Needs/Problems 

Problems in finding, getting, and having information delivered  

___________________________________ 

(2)  /Culture 

Definition of culture, individual perceptions of culture  

___________________________________  

(2 1) /Culture/Information Needs 

The ways culture affect in fulfilling information needs in web-based 

courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 1) /Culture/Information Needs/Language  

The ways language affect in fulfilling information needs in web-based 

courses 

___________________________________  

(2 1 2) /Culture/Information Needs/Geographic location 

The ways geographic location affect in fulfilling information needs in 

web-based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 3) /Culture/Information Needs/Ethnicity or race 

The ways ethnicity or race affect in fulfilling information needs in web-

based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 4) /Culture/Information Needs/Gender 

The ways gender affect in fulfilling information needs in web-based 

courses 

___________________________________ 
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(2 1 5) /Culture/Information Needs/Age 

The ways age affect in fulfilling information needs in web-based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 6) /Culture/Information Needs/Nation of Origin 

The ways nation of origin affect in fulfilling information needs in web-

based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 7) /Culture/Information Needs/Social Class 

The ways social class affect in fulfilling information needs in web-based 

courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 8) /Culture/Information Needs/Level of Education 

The ways level of education affect in fulfilling information needs in web-

based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 9) /Culture/Information Needs/Communication and interaction skills 

The ways communication and interaction skills affect in fulfilling 

information needs in web-based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 10) /Culture/Information Needs/Length of stay in host country 

The ways length of stay in host country affect in fulfilling information 

needs in web-based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 11) /Culture/Information Needs/Cultural proximity to culture of host country 

The ways cultural proximity to culture of host country affect in fulfilling 

information needs in web-based courses 

___________________________________ 

(2 1 12) /Culture/Information Needs/Other  
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The ways other cultural variables affect in fulfilling information needs in 

web-based courses 

___________________________________ 

(3 1) /Information use/Characteristics  

main characteristics of information utilized  

___________________________________ 

(3 2) /Information use/Information Carriers  

Information channels and sources used 

___________________________________ 

(3 2 1) /Information use/Information Carriers/types 

Types of information channels, sources, and resources  

___________________________________ 

(3 2 2) /Information use/Information Carriers/Most often used 

Most often used channels, sources, and resources  

___________________________________ 

(3 3 ) /Information use/Tasks 

  Tasks and activities for information use 

___________________________________ 

 (3 3 1) /Information use/Tasks/Individual tasks 

Individual task examples 

___________________________________ 

(3 3 2) /Information use/Tasks/Group tasks 

Group task examples  

___________________________________ 

(3 3 3) /Information use/Tasks/Differences 

Differences  

___________________________________ 

(3 3 4) /Information use/Tasks/Time 

Synchronous tasks, Asynchronous tasks 
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