
The Six Frames of Information Literacy: Explaining the framework of this 
course

It is not essential that you read this document in its  entirety at any point, but you may find it a useful guide to why 
this  resource site is constructed in the way it is. The five topics which follow this introductory topic, that is, topics 
2-6, each correspond with a particular type, or frame, of information literacy. The extract given below, from a paper 
by Christine Bruce, Sylvia Edwards  and Mandy Lupton, explains  how these different frames emerge from differing 
views about what information literacy is - and indeed what teaching and learning are. 

They explain how each frame of IL gives rise to different problems, different views of what good IL practice should 
be, different ways of  assessing this practice, and so on. 

We have then tried to make the site as a whole an example of what Bruce et al call the relational frame of IL 
education - a place in which you, the learner, can ‘explore variation’ in the way that they interact with information. 

-------------------------------
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Six Frames for Information literacy Education: a conceptual framework for interpreting the 
relationships between theory and practice.
Christine Bruce, Sylvia Edwards, Mandy Lupton

Abstract 

Information literacy  educators are daily challenged by an environment in which colleagues and students bring very 
different perspectives to curriculum design, teaching and learning, and by  the need to apply theories of learning to 
information literacy education in coherent ways. The purpose of this paper is to propose a model, Six Frames for 
Information Literacy Education, as a tool for analysing, interpreting and understanding these challenges; and to 
explain the relational frame in more detail.  In the first part of this paper we provide an overview of the different 
ways in which teaching, learning, and information literacy may be approached. We also introduce the Six Frames 
for information literacy education. In the second part, we explore some challenges and techniques of applying the 
relational frame for information literacy education in more detail. Finally, we suggest some ways in which using 
the six frames may assist practice.
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People see information literacy, learning and teaching differently 

The purpose of this paper is to propose a model, Six Frames for Information Literacy Education, and to explain the 
relational frame in more detail. We contend that information literacy (IL) is not  a theory of learning, but rather that 
peoples’ approaches to IL and IL education are informed by the views of teaching, learning and IL which they 
adopt either implicitly or explicitly in different contexts. IL educators, including discipline-based academics and 
librarians are challenged daily  by an environment in which administrators, teaching colleagues, students and others 
bring very different perspectives to the processes of IL education.

 In this section we explore the idea that teaching, learning and IL are seen differently by participants in the 
teaching-learning context, and suggest ways in which IL education might be affected. Variation across these aspects 
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of the IL education context inform the Six Frames for Information Literacy Education – which we introduce in this 
paper as tools to help us analyse and reflect on aspects of IL education and their contexts.

 “People see teaching and learning differently” This is a deceptively  simple proposition, supported by  much 
research, which has a profound effect on our daily engagement with teaching and learning in its many forms. 
(Marton and Booth, 1997; Bowden and Marton, 1998; Prosser and Trigwell, 1999; Ramsden, 2003) 

Figure 1 summarises different ways of seeing, or experiencing, teaching and learning; and invites you, the reader, 
to consider your view of learning and teaching, or that of your group. It is common for individuals to adopt 
different views of learning and teaching in different contexts, and it is also common for different group members to 
adopt varying views, particularly if these remain unarticulated. Such variation might be expected to influence 
information literacy politics, curriculum design, relationships between lecturers, librarians or students, and the out 
workings of curriculum in classrooms.

 

Figure 1: Variation in ways of seeing teaching and learning

“People also see information literacy differently” As there are different  ways of seeing learning and teaching, 
there are also different ways of seeing IL (Bruce, 1997; Limberg, 2000; Lupton 2004; Maybee, in press). Further, 
Barrie (2003) reports a clear relationship  between ways in which university  teachers see teaching and learning and 
their approaches to teaching graduate capabilities of which IL is one. We may infer from this that our ways of 
seeing IL, and ways of seeing teaching and learning are likely influences on our approaches to, and experiences of, 
IL education.

Figure 2 summarises outcomes of some IL research and invites, you, the reader, to consider your views of IL, or 
those of your colleagues or students. You may  also like to consider other ways of talking about IL emerging from 
recent research. For example, the idea that IL is ‘a way of engaging with and learning about subject  matter’ (Bruce 
and Candy, 2000: 7); that  IL is ‘a way of knowing’ (Lloyd, 2003: 88) or that it  is an ‘approach to learning’ (Lupton, 
2004: 89). The existence of variation in ways of seeing IL raises questions. For example:  How do different views 



of IL influence approaches to learning and teaching? How do different views of IL influence interest  in IL in 
different parts of institutions? and the level of curriculum integration? or the ways in which we choose to assess? 

Such variation invites us to consider further questions. What are the challenges of environments where teaching 
and learning and IL are seen differently? Or how can we use an appreciation of different ways of seeing to progress 
the practice of IL education?

 

Figure 2: Variation in ways of seeing information literacy.

Six Frames for Information Literacy Education

This section explains a series of Frames for Information Literacy Education through which many elements of IL 
education might be experienced. They were developed as a conceptual tool to help participants in the IL education 
arena reflect on, and analyse, the varying implicit or explicit theoretical influences on their contexts. These frames 
have been developed through bringing together thinking about variation in approach to teaching, learning and IL 
with thinking about approaches to curriculum design (Eisner and Vallance, 1974; Kemmis et al, 1983; Pratt et al, 
1998; Toohey, 1999), and the idea of viewing problems through identifiable frames (see for example, Bolman and 
Deal, 1997). Altogether, six frames are presented:

(1) The Content Frame 

(2) The Competency Frame 

(3) The Learning to Learn Frame 

(4) The Personal Relevance Frame 

(5) The Social Impact Frame and 

(6)The Relational Frame. 

 



Each frame brings with it a particular view of IL, information, curriculum focus, learning and teaching, content, 
and assessment. Some elements of the frame apply to both the substantive content and to the IL component where 
these are taught together. In describing each frame we provide a brief example of some aspect of IL education that 
typically illustrates practice primarily implemented through that frame.

Users of the Content Frame (Figure 3) usually 
adopt a discipline orientation. Their focus is on 
what learners should know about IL. 
Assessment of IL typically quantifies how 
much has been learned. A typical example in 
relation to IL education might  be teaching IL 
sessions within a discipline based subject and 
providing lectures on a key set  of information 
tools and techniques. This might be followed by 
a test of recall. 

Figure 3 The Content Frame 

Users of the Competency Frame (Figure 4) 
usually  adopt a behavioural or performance 
orientation. They ask what learners should be 
able to do, and at what  level of competence? A 
program of instruction is usually followed to 
acquire the required competencies. Assessment 
of IL typically  seeks to specify  what level of 
skill has been achieved. A typical example in 
IL education might be the design of sequenced 
instruction to teach the use of an electronic tool; 
supplemented by testing to determine the level 
of skill that has been attained by the learner at 
specified points in the learning process Figure 4: The Competency Frame 



Users of the learning-to-learn frame (Figure 5) 
usually  adopt a constructivist orientation. They 
ask what it  means to think like an information 
literate professional, for example an architect, 
engineer, journalist or landscape designer. They 
are also interested in what will help learners 
construct knowledge appropriately, and develop 
learning processes that foster the development 
of professional thinking patterns. Assessment of 
IL seeks to determine how information 
processes have informed learning or learners 
approach to the problem at hand. A typical 
example might be setting a real life problem in 
which the need to access, evaluate and use 
information from a range of sources is central 
and appropriately supported. 

Figure 5: The Learning to Learn Frame 

  

Figure 6 The Personal Relevance Frame 

Users of the Personal Relevance frame (Figure 
6) usually adopt an experiential orientation. In 
relation to IL education they need learners to 
develop a sense of what IL can do for them. 
They  are interested in the kinds of experiences 
that are required to enable learners to engage 
with the subject matter. Assessment is typically 
portfolio based and learners self-assess. A 
typical example might be participating in a 
community  project that required engagement 
with relevant information services and 
providers; then subsequently reflecting on the 
experience and what was learned about both the 
subject and information use in that context. 

Figure 7 The Social Frame

Users of this Social Impact frame (Figure 7) 
usually  adopt a social reform orientation. Their 
interest is in how IL impacts society, in how it 
may help communities inform significant 
problems. A typical example might involve 
focussing learners' attention on various issues 
and values associated with problems 
surrounding the Digital Divide, and proposing 
tasks related to policy, technology or training 
designed to assist in bridging that divide. 
Learners would be assessed in terms of their 
understanding of how IL could influence the 
social problem. 

  



Figure 8 The Relational Frame 

Users of the Relational frame (Figure 8) are 
oriented towards the ways in which learners are 
aware of IL or specific relevant phenomena 
associated with IL. They are interested in 
designing experiences that help learners discern 
more powerful ways of seeing the phenomena 
in question. Assessment is designed to identify 
which ways of seeing IL, or other relevant 
phenomenon, students have learned to discern. 
Reflection is one strategy to encourage students 
to discern more complex forms of the 
phenomenon. A typical example might involve 
helping students learn to search the internet  by 
designing experiences that focus their attention 
on previously undiscerned aspects of the 
experience (See Case A examined later on in 
this paper). 

The first five frames are more likely to be recognisable to readers; we have made brief comments about each of 
these. Toohey (1999), or Ramsden (2003) would serve as useful texts for further exploration of ideas underlying 
these frames. The relational frame (see for example, Ramsden, 2003; Prosser and Trigwell; 1999; Bruce, 1997; 
Edwards and Bruce, 2004; Lupton, 2004), is explained here in more detail as it  likely  to be less familiar. It  is also 
the primary frame through which the applications described below have been developed. 

Of particular interest is the status of the relational frame as one through which the content, learning to learn, and 
experiential frames are mediated, or brought together. Users of the relational frame are interested in both content 
(phenomena); and how that content is seen or experienced. Learning in this frame is understood as coming to 
discern things in new or more complex ways. This view of learning has been more recently formalised and labelled 
‘variation theory’ (Marton and Tsui, 2004;  Pang and Marton, 2003).  

Variation theory  proposes that  learning occurs when variation in ways of understanding or experiencing are 
discerned. For example, music is learned when different sounds are discerned, reading is learned when the 
relationship  between written words and spoken sounds is discerned, IL is learned when different ways of 
experiencing it are discerned, information searching is learned when different ways of experiencing that  are 
discerned. In the latter example, a person must discern the difference in searching based on knowing that a 
database is structured, and searching without understanding the structure, to appreciate the powerful influence of 
structure on searching. Bringing about learning through widening experience, and thus revealing variation, is the 
underlying principle.

Implementing the relational frame

The basis of a relational frame is that students experience information literacy in a range of ways that are more or 
less complex or powerful. Learning is seen as being able to adopt these more complex and powerful ways of 
experiencing. Therefore, teaching and learning activities should be designed to enable students to develop more 
complex understandings. 

It should be noted that a relational frame does not see the student and information literacy as separate entities; 
rather, it sees the relationship between the student and information as one entity. Therefore, information literacy is 
not a set of skills, competencies and characteristics. It  is a complex of different ways of interacting with 
information which might also include: 

•         knowledge about the world of information (content frame)



•         a set of competencies or skills (competency frame)

•         a way of learning (learning to learn frame)

•         contextual and situated social practices (personal relevance frame)

•         power relationships in society and social responsibility (social impact frame).

Bruce (1997: 60, 174) adapts a number of Ramsden’s (1988: 26-27) relational principles of learning (in bold) and 
relates them to information literacy education:

•         Learning is about changes in conception – teachers need to assist students in developing new and more 
complex ways of experiencing information literacy

•         Learning always has a content as well as a process – students need to learn about discipline content as 
they seek and use information

•         Learning is about relations between the learner and the subject matter – the focus is not on the student 
or the teacher or the information, but on the relation between these elements

•         Improving learning is about understanding the learner’s perspective – teachers need to understand the 
variation in students’ conceptions of information literacy.
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