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This articfe investigates. on a comparative basis. the current status of information literacy at school level in both the
Netherlands and in South Africa. It is argued that information literacy has become one of the most important skills in the
information society and that governments have a specific responsibility towards their citizens to prepare them for the
challenges posed by the era in which we are living. The concept of information literacy is introduced and the link between
information literacy and information education is illustrated. The current Dutch and South African educational systems
are discussed from an information literacy perspective. It is concfuded that both governments understand the importance
of information literacy. but still focus on leT literacy. It is furthermore argued that libraries can play an important role in
the introduction of information literacy at school level.
Introduction
There is general agreement in the academic literature that we are currently living in the so-called information era. It is
however clear that there is no standard definition of the information era and that the information society means different
things to different people and is described amongst other as 'post-industrial society', 'information societies', 'knowledge
societies', or 'network society' and more recently 'experience societies' (Webster, 2002:21).
However, three common themes dominate the recent era. These can be summarised as follows:
• Information and knowledge have become the most important assets of society.
• The primary economic questions no longer deal with scarcity, but focus on the management of the abundance of
information which has become available as a result of technology (Dumort & Fenoulhet 1997). This can be seen as
the introduction of advanced capitalism and the globalisation of the economy (Stiglitz, 200 I). According to Grulke
(1997) this economic model has shifted from 'the economics of scarcity' to 'the economics of plenty'. Hand in hand
with this goes the emphasis on the exchange value of information versus its use-value (Lyotard, 1984).
• The rapid development of information and communication technologies (ICT) has become the engine in the process
of globalisation.
In this process access to information and the use of information technology have become the most important criteria for
this new form of advanced capitalism. Those who 'know' and those who 'don't know' are therefore categorised according
to these criteria. Rifkin justly expresses this distinction, stating that
the information and telecommunication technologies and global market forces are fast polarizing the world's
population into two irreconcilable and potentially warring forces - a new cosmopolitan elite of 'symbolic
analysts' who control the technologies and the forces of production, and the growing number of permanently
displaced workers who have little hope and even fewer prospects for meaningful employment in the new high
tech global economy (1995: xvii).
This concept has contributed to the perception that communities who do not have access to modern ICT and who are
not able to access and use relevant information, do not form part of the global information economy and are therefore
regarded as information poor (Kingma, 200 I : 97 ; Britz & Blignaut, 200 I : 64).
Therefore, to be able to function adequately in a society that is oriented towards information and ICT, people need to
become more information literate than ever before. These skills are partly learned in daily life but ought to be a part of
the school curriculum for systematic learning. National governments have a specific responsibility here, as they determine
the content and form of the educational system in which pupils are prepared for their future lives as responsible and
participative citizens (Swaan, 1988: I).
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To prepare their citizens for successful lives in the globalised information society both the Netherlands and South
Africa emphasisethe importance of life-long-learning, which includes information literacy programs and ICT training. The
question remains, however: is the current education in both the Netherlands and South Africa adequate to enable people
to become information literate? This question introduces the purpose of this article. What is the reason for comparing
these two countries?
The reasons for comparing the two countries are threefold. The first is that both countries value the importance of
ICT for development, secondly that the Netherlands presents a developed first world country and South Africa
represents a developing country (which would make a comparison rather interesting), and thirdly that the one author
resides in the Netherlands and the other in South Africa.
The article will be structured in the following manner. First it will introduce the notion of information literacy,
emphasisingits importance for the information society. This description will create the basisfor the second part, in which
current state of information literacy programmes at school level in the Netherlands and South Africa will be explored.
The article ends with a conclusion and summary of findings.
2 Information literacy
The term 'information skills' was first introduced in 1974 by Zurkowski to refer to people who are able to solve their
information problems by using relevant information sources and applying relevant technology (Zurkowski, 1974). The
concept hasevolved since then and the most appropriate definition is offered by the American Library Association, which
defines it in the Final Report of the American Library Association Presidential Committee on Information Literacy:
To be information literate, a person must be able to recognize when information is needed and have the ability
to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information (American Library Association, 1989).
Based on this definition of information literacy it can be stated that information literate people are those who have
learned how to learn. They know how to learn becausethey know how knowledge is organised, how to find information
and how to use information in such a way that others can learn from them (Foster, 1993: 344). It furthermore enables
individuals to recognise the value of information and use it to make informed choices in their professional, social and
personal lives by developing the skills to search, find and use information effectively.
Information literacy also implies the knowledge of how to use the various technologies, be it information and
communication technologies or others, to gain accessto and retrieve relevant information. It is important to emphasise
the fact that knowledge of ICT alone does not constitute information literacy. ICT or computer literacy can only be seen
as one of the elements of information literacy.
Since the introduction of the term 'information literacy' the concept has been widely discussed. In the I 980s and
I 990s the term moved away from user education and library instruction in school contexts towards a broader context,
and for some years has meant a concept of competences needed for learning to learn and social responsibility. All
definitions and descriptions presented over the years can be summarised in three concepts:

I. The leT concept. Information literacy refers to the competence to use ICT to retrieve and disseminate information.
2. The information (re)sources concept. Information literacy refers to the competence to find and use information
independently or with the aid of intermediaries.

3. The information process concept. Information literacy refers to the process of recognising information needs, the
retrieving, evaluating, use and dissemination of information to acquire or extend knowledge.
The third option, however, is the most comprehensive and most useful one, asthis concept includes both ICT and the
information (re)sources concept. In this concept humans are considered as information systems that retrieve, evaluate,
process and disseminate information to make decisions in order to survive, for self-actualisation and development.
At the same time, information literacy is not a static, but a dynamic concept. It is adapted continually to keep up with
the demands in different historical, economic, social, cultural and technological contexts. When it was first introduced by
Zurkowski, it referred to the application of information resources in a work environment. After a period of emphasis on
information use in a school environment the use has extended to competences needed in every phase in a person's life
and in every context worldwide. It should also be noted that while people mature physicallyfrom childhood to infancy to
adolescence; they also develop their minds, enabling the understanding of abstract thinking and mathematical reasoning.
As they reach full maturity, ethical aspects become relevant.
The process to locate, access, retrieve, use and disseminate information (information literacy) can be visually
represented in the following model:
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Figure 1. Information literacy model

Although mainly linear in character, information literacy is a complicated process with intermediate loops, and based on
the relevance/non-relevancy of information retrieved, adjustments are made. These adjustments are for example the
formulation of new search strategies.
Information literacy and information education
Information literacy is normally the product of a process of information education whereby the necessary knowledge,
attitudes and skills are acquired. As such it can be viewed as the outcome of the process of information education (Boon,
1990:2).
Information education has the following aims:
•
•
•
•

To
To
To
To

understand the notion of information
create an information awareness and attitude
equip individuals with skills and competencies to access and use information
create an information culture enabling the effective use of information in society.

Information literacy and the 'hidden curriculum'
Apart from explicit learning according to the established curriculum, the so-called 'hidden curriculum' plays a very
important role. According to IIlich (1973) many things that are learned at school have hardly anything to do with the
formal content of subjects. For example, until the sixties the hidden curriculum taught children that their role in society
was to be seen and not to be heard. However, the hidden curriculum is not restricted to behavioural rules. It can also
include the learning of skills to use certain technologies.
The hidden curriculum also has a bearing on the teaching of information literacy skills. For example, the development
of an effective infostructure at school level (bulletin boards, library, school newspaper, computers, Internet access, school
websites, and pupil's home pages) is important because it will expose pupils to an information environment where they
will be able to learn (although in an informal way) how to access and use information to function effectively.
It has been argued so far that information literacy is one of the most important skills that are needed in the current
era. Information literacy is a product of information education but can also form, in an informal way, an integral part of the
so-called hidden curriculum. In the next part of the paper the current status of information literacy at school level in both
the Netherlands and South Africa will be explored.

3 Information Literacy in the Netherlands
3.1 The Dutch educational system
The Netherlands has compulsory education for all children aged five to sixteen years. They begin their school careers at
the age of four in primary (BO) or special education (SO). This is followed by secondary education (YO). Students can
choose between pre-university (VWO 6 year), senior general secondary (HAVO 5 year), junior general secondary
(MAVO 4 year) or pre-vocational (YBO 4 year) education. After the first stage of secondary schooling, pupils move on at
around the age of sixteen to secondary vocational education or the second stage of HAVO or VWO.
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Since 1993 the secondary education system has been divided into two phases. The first stage (starting in 1993) of
secondary education is called 'Basic Secondary Education' (Basisvorming). This Basic Secondary Education is meant for
pupils between the ages of 12 and 15years and lasts no more than three years. The emphasis is on acquiring skills, which
is based on an integrated curriculum.
In August 1998 the 'Second Stage of Secondary Education' was introduced. It is organised according to the concept of
'Place of Study' (Studiehuis = Home of Study). The emphasis is on learning instead of teaching, and pupils are encouraged
to take an active, independent approach to learning. Instead of being able to choose whatever combination of subjects
they wish, pupils from the fourth year of HAVO and VWO upwards opt for one of the following four subject
combinations:
I . culture and society;
2. economics and society;
3. science and health care;
4. science and technology.
3.2 Introduction of leT and information literacy programs in schools in the Netherlands
ICT (which is here understood in a broader context than just the Internet) was introduced in the 1960s in schools in the
Netherlands in response to the enthusiasm of individuals, and the teaching thereof was only done in an informal way. At
the end of the I 970s and beginning of the I 980s there was a rapid interest in ICT (specifically the computer) as a social
phenomenon. Due to the fact that the Dutch government strives to maintain a leading role in technological
developments, large sums of money were made available to schools to acquire computer and related technologies. In the
late I980s computer science had established itself as a separate subject at school level.
Although information literacy (information education) had not yet been formally introduced into the Dutch
educational system during the early I990s, it was taught in an informal way at selected schools. The focus was however
more on acquiring ICT related skills than on information literacy skills (Boekhorst & van Veen, 1996: 134).
3.3 Subjects

3.3.1 IT Studies (Informatiekunde)
With the introduction of Basic Secondary Education (Basisvorming) in 1993 a new subject, called 'IT studies'
(Informatiekunde) was introduced 1 , the main aim being to introduce and orient pupils to the world of informatisation2• It
comprises five different fields, including data processing, information literacy, data systems and a study of the social
impact of information technology on society. Although IT Studies is a compulsory subject, there is no national
examination requirement.

3.3.2 Information technology
Information technology was accepted as a subject for the Second Stage of Secondary Education. It can be taken as an
elective and has the following main objectives:
• to familiarise pupils with the world of computers
• to give a functional understanding of data processing systems, including the organising, processing and distribution of
data and
• to acquire insight into the social significance of information technology.
Although there is no central national examination for this subject, there is an internal school examination.

3.3.3 Other subjects
A description of ICT is included in most other subjects on the Basic Secondary Education level. Most read more or less as
follows:
In the subject Economics ICT is used to process texts, images and numeric data with an emphasis on economic
calculating.
In the subject Geography ICT is used to process texts, images and numeric data with an emphasis on (digital)
aerial photographs and maps.
I. The Dutch name for the subject is 'Informatiekunde'

which means 'knowledge

of information'.

The Dutch ministry

lish version publication on the Dutch school system the word 'IT studies'. This is a good illustration
it is further elaborated.
2.
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increasing use of computers.
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opment.

and communication
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3.4 Teaching aids
ICT training tools were also introduced at an early stage into some schools. The 1991school survey reported 17 different
packages used. Most of these products focused on the learning of software skills such as word processing and
spreadsheets (Boekhorst & Van Veen, 1996:124).
3.5 School libraries
School libraries are run fairly individually by schools and there are no formal regulations. A large percentage of school
libraries do offer some form of library instruction (library literacy). The instructions vary from a general introduction to
the library (explaining how to use the catalogue) to instructions on how to search for and retrieve information. Most of
the libraries focus on the use of their own systemsand materials (Boekhorst & Van Veen, 1996:47).
It is interesting to note that specific emphasis is given to the role of school libraries in the Second Stageof Secondary
Education. Two reasons can explain this emphasis. One is the introduction of more computers, with Internet
connections, to schools. Libraries are seen as an ideal place to locate these computers. The second reason is that school
libraries are increasinglyperceived as learning centres where pupils will be able to find and use information for research.
3.6 Kennisnet
Kennisnet is a project that was initiated and introduced during 1998 by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science.It
is a computer network that connects all relevant groups in education: pupils, teachers, school management, parents and
other relevant organisations.This enables all relevant groups to communicate with one another. The vision is to connect
all schools, with the exception of higher education, to this system. At the end of 1999 400 schools were already
connected. Kennisnet aims to connect an estimated number of 10 000 institutions eventually. The following categories of
information can be accessed on Kennisnet: teaching materials, school addresses, information on projects, general
announcements and discussion groups. The connection itself, the use of the connection and some of the electrical
facilities, will be paid for by the ministry (see www.kennisnet.n/).
4 Information

literacy in South Africa

4.1 The South African educational system
For a proper understanding of the current educational system in South Africa it is important to make some brief
comments. The history of education in South Africa is marked by segregation and inadequate schooling for most black
people. Since the abolition of Apartheid and the establishment of the Government of National Unity, South African
society has been involved in a process of comprehensive political, social and economical change, focusing on the
establishment of a non-racial democratic society. This process was confirmed by general elections in 1994 and 1999.
Education is considered one of the most important vehicles to achieve not only these political aims but also to make
South Africa a leading nation (economic aswell as social) in the world.
This implies a radical change in the educational system. The new system empowered the different provinces but also
kept a central role for government. To accommodate this, a national Department of Education and nine provincial
Departments of Education were established. Thus, in respect of organisation, the education system of South Africa
changed from a racially differentiated system to a geographically differentiated system, thereby eliminating some of the
duplication of the previous system (Van Wyk, 1998:13). In the discussion of the South African qualifications and
educational development it should also be born in mind that several problems (administrative as well as content related)
were experienced in the change in the curriculum. There was also a need to delay the introduction due to the fact that
some teachers had to develop competencies in many areas.
According to the South African government this new educational system must lead to:
... a strong foundation of general education, the desire and ability to continue to learn, to adapt and develop
new knowledge, skills and technologies, to move flexibly between occupations, to take responsibility for
personal performance, to set and achieve high standards, and to work co-operatively
(Republic of South Africa, 1995: 15)
This new educational system is in essence outcomes-based. Critical and specific outcomes are distinguished. Critical
outcomes focus on general outcomes which will enhance self development within a given social and economic
environment. Specific outcomes focus on specific aspectsof learning basedon specialisedfields (Olivier, 1998: 17).
A 'National Qualifications Framework' (NFQ) and the 'South African Qualifications Authority' were established in
1995to ensure the implementation of the outcomes basededucation.
The education system comprises of three phases.These are:
• General Education and Training Band
• Further Education and Training Band
• Higher Education and Training Band
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General Education and Training Band can be described as basic education for pupils between the age of seven and
sixteen. The Further Education and Training Band comprises a period of three years and can be described as vocational
oriented education.
In Table I the new educational structure is given.
Table I National Qualification Framework (ABET = Adult BasicEducationandTraining)
NQF Level

Band

Types of Qualification

and Certificates

Doctorates

8
7
6

Further

Research

Higher

Higher Degrees

Education

Professional

and

First Degrees

Training Band

Higher Diplomas

Degrees

Qualifications

Diplomas,

5
Further

Occupational
Education

Certificates

and Training Certificates
School/ColiegefT

raining certificates

4

Further

Mix of units from all (NGOs)

Education

3

School/ColiegefT

And

Mix of units from all (NGOs)

Training Band

2

School/ColiegefT

raining certificates
raining certificates

Mix of units from all (NGOs)

Senior Phase Grade 7-9

ABET Level 4

Intermediate

ABET Level 3

General
Education
And
Training Band

Foundation
Pre-school

Phase Grade 4-6
Phase Grade

1-3

ABET Level 2
ABET Level I

4.2 Introduction of leT in schools in South Africa
There was initially no organised effort by educational authorities in South Africa to supply computers and related
hardware and software to schools. No official curriculum existed for computer education or information literacy. The
introduction of computers and other related information and communication technologies into South African schools
was, as in the Netherlands, the result of the enthusiasm of a few people. It was furthermore mainly restricted to private
schools.
During the mid-nineties radical changes regarding ICT and education came about. In 1995 the Department of
Education organised a conference on ICT and education and this was followed up in 1996 by Technology Enhanced
Learning Investigation (TEll). The report focused on several pilot projects pertaining to ICT and education. Of
importance is the specific mention of information literacy in one of these projects:
C. Developing a generic information literacy course for use in schools, community centres, industry-based
training sites, and other appropriate sites of teaching and learning
(TEll, 1997:4).
South Africa's blend of first and third worlds is also reflected in the availability and maintenance of ICT. This has a major
impact on the ability of schools to introduce and teach ICT skills - even though it might be part of a national curriculum.
Some schools do not have electricity or lack the necessaryfunds to maintain these technologies. This situation is reflected
in a shocking report (based on the official Schools Register of Needs) presented to Parliament in September 1997
In the Eastern Cape only 19% of schools have telephones, Free State 25% and the Northern Province 32%.
Compare this with Gauteng (85%) and the Western Cape (88%). Less than half the schools in the country
have a power supply. In the Northern Province 79% of schools have no power, in the Eastern Cape 77%, and
Kwazulu-Natal 61%. In number terms, the Northern Province has 3 280 schools without power, whereas in
the Western Cape the number is 191.
(Marquard 1998)
Although much has changed during the past seven years, there is still a big difference between the rural schools and
schools in the more wealthy townships and cities.
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4.3 Subjects
It has already been illustrated that there existed no official curriculum for computer or information literacy in schools in
South Africa. Teachers, on an individual level, and with the support of interest groups, developed and introduced
computer literacy programmes in some schools. This eventually led to the establishment of Computer Studies as a
separate subject at school level. Information literacy as a separate subject was only introduced later at a few selected
schools in South Africa (Boekhorst 2000: 148). It was mainly based on existing library instructions and did not form part of
an official curriculum. This was confirmed by conversations that the authors had with selected school librarians.

4.3.1 Curriculum 2005
The new educational system in South Africa is organised under the name 'Curriculum 2005' (1997). It is based on the
South African Qualifications Authority Act (SAQA) from 1995 and the National Education Policy Act from 1996 (1996).
The mission for SAQA is described as follows:
'To ensure the development and implementation of a National Qualifications Framework which contributes to
the full development
large.'( I995:page?)

of each learner and to the social and economic development

of the nation at

Curriculum 2005 is based on the philosophy of life-long learning and consists of eight so-called learning areas. These are:
• Language, Literacy and Communication
• Numeracy and Mathematics
• Human and Social Sciences
• Natural Sciences
• Arts and Culture
• Economic and Management Sciences
• Life Orientation
• Technology

4.3.2 Information literacy
Although information literacy skills are essential in each of these learning areas, it is of specific importance in the learning
areas Language, Literacy and Communication. The following two specific objectives of Language skills have, for example,
a bearing on information literacy:
• Learners access, process and use information from a variety of sources and situations.
• Learners use appropriate communication strategies for specific purposes and situations.
The description of Literacy as part of Language, Literacy and Communication learning areas has an even more direct
bearing on information literacy. Six different categories of literacy are distinguished. These are:
a Cultural literacy - Cultural, social and ideological values that shape our 'reading' of texts;
• Critical literacy - The ability to respond critically to the intentions, contents and possible effects of messagesand texts
on the reader;
• Visual literacy - The interpretation of images, signs, pictures and non-verbal (body) language, etc.;
• Media literacy - The 'reading' of media such as TV and film as cultural messages;
• Computer literacy - The ability to use and access information from computers
(Curriculum 2005, 1997).
It is striking that information literacy is not mentioned as a separate form of literacy. What makes this more interesting is
the fact that information literacy is not a new and unknown phenomenon in South Africa. Authors such as Behrens, Van
der Walt, Sayed and others have published substantially on the topic (Behrens 1990, 1991, 1992, 1999; Van der Walt,
1992 Sayed, 1998). One would have expected that it would be listed as one of the categories of literacy in South Africa.
The broad definitions of each of these categories however opens the door for interpretation and the possible application
of information literacy.
4.4 School libraries
School libraries are not separately mentioned in the School Act of 1996. Functional libraries are limited to those schools
that have enough resources to fund and manage them. Most schools in South Africa do not have the means to run
libraries. The Department of Education is currently considering plans to make libraries more accessible to schools,
especially in rural areas (Boekhorst, 2000: 203).
4.5 SchoolNet SA
Schoolnet SA is a national organisation that was founded in 1996. It supports schools that want to develop their level of
education by offering expertise, coordination and effective partnerships. It aims at creating Learning Communities of
Educators and Learners that use ICT.
An outcome of collaboration between government and business, SchoolNet SA has the following objectives:
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• to develop

and support

the use of ICT in education

• to help address the inequalities
• to support

the introduction

• to provide

communication

in South Africa;

of the past;

of Curriculum

2005;

channels for teachers and learners throughout

• to provide the School Mail service, a low-cost
(See: www.schoolnet.org.za)

South Africa; and

E-mail service for all schools with a computer

and telephone

line.

5 Conclusions
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