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Does this look relevant to you? 

Using insights from information 
retrieval studies to facilitate student 
source selection, reading, and use

Anne Jumonville Graf  (Trinity University)
Presentation at the Innovative Library Classroom, Williamsburg, VA, 6/2/23

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Intro
Me
Presentation
Hope: share some theoretical insights that I believe can be useful for our teaching practice, and create space throughout for moments of reflection
I am looking forward to hearing your thoughts, questions and reactions so have left some time for those at the end



There aren’t any articles on 
my topic

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Story of interaction with student searching for the cemeteries of Empuries: a search problem, lack of information literacy, or relevance problem?

What do we gain by viewing this as a relevance problem? A vantage point for our own learning and curiosity.



Presentation outline

Relevance in practice 
• Definition
• Information retrieval studies
• Relevance and information literacy teaching & learning
• Insights & applications (5)
• Conclusions and questions



meriam-webster.com, n.d.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/relevance

The basic definition already hints at the challenges:
 
“matter at hand” – what does this mean
Who determines whether the user’s needs are satisfied? 



“

”Relevance is the central concept 
in information science.

Saracevic, 2016

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Quote: Saracevic, T. (2016). Chapter 8 Relevance: In search of a theoretical foundation. In Theory development in the information sciences (pp. 141-163). University of Texas Press.

The reasoning for this thinking: IR – study of information retrieval systems and their use – is a major branch in IS. And the information systems are designed and tested to retrieve is relevant information. Therefore, “relevance” is a central concept. 



The development information retrieval studies

1700s-1800s 1900s 1930s 1940s-1950s 1960s 1970s-80s 1990s-2000s 2010s-2020s

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Outline based on Saracevic, T. (1975). Relevance: A review of and a framework for the thinking on the notion in information science. Journal of the American Society for information science, 26(6), 321-343.

Back up: info retrieval studies: what is that and what are we talking about? 
Historical overview
IR begins w/ a specific kind of information – scholarly scientific information. 
Journals
Organizing info in the journals
“Subject view” – “relevance” used in an evaluative way, like, “this is relevant to the field” 
Automation, early computers
Testing those systems
User view
More users and more systems
WWW, ranked relevance, page algorithms
AI – recommender systems, algorithmic “For you” pages; content generation

Current IR studies look more like eye tracking, neuroscientific methods (less on what a user says) – not digging into that
More interested in the ideas that emerged conceptually about which form of relevance should guide system design – user/destination view? Subject? And also, how experience with current algorithmic platforms impact concepts like “information seeking” and information need.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is from my own head – not IS field expert! Any of these could be subdivided much further. Overlaps are not visually significant. Purpose is to show you where info retrieval sits as far as the literature, in part so you can see how far it is from information literacy.



“Relevance” and 
information literacy 

instruction

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Despite the centrality of relevance in Info Science – not explored much in IL. Those two things split off from each other in lots of ways. They have cousins in common but different scholarly homes. 
Passing references to relevance in the ACRL framework.  
Also the practical - most of us want to help students find relevant sources – and we may also have had experiences that bring to the surface the challenge in doing so. But we don’t often engage as a profession with the concept of relevance as such. Instead, we’ve come up with all these other way to divide and name processes of searching for and selecting sources. The language of searching as separate from evaluation is a prime example. 

This presentation is, in part, a effort to knit back together IL and IS (specifically IR). And it is a question, to you, of whether conceptualizing relevance more intentionally can reveal anything about our teaching. In other words, can it be a prompt for reflection and learning.



The relevance of  relevance for teaching librarians

• Learning to make relevance judgements is a key component of  information 
literacy development

• Paying attention to relevance judgements creates micro moments for 
reflection, metacognition and conversation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
My view: relevance an inherently complex concept to operationalize and a frequent presence or thorn in our field.  And: new wrinkles in the idea of “relevant information” are emerging. Give example of students in GNED course and their discussions of social media – relevance is not something you select for; it is selected for you.

How are we going to bring this home? How is it going to be relevant for you? Next: share 5 insights from IR studies, and ask you to consider some questions/applications in response. Number on the top so you can track where we are.



Relevance
Dimensions
(Saracevic, 2016)

• Subject view (knowledge, 
literature)

• System/algorithmic

• Cognitive (“pertinence”)

• Situational (“utility”)

• Affective (“motivation”)

1/5

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Saracevic: the major thinker in raising, defining, and complicating the notion of relevance in information science
Saracevic, T. (2016). Chapter 8 Relevance: In search of a theoretical foundation. In Theory development in the information sciences (pp. 141-163). University of Texas Press.

“Subject view:” relation between topic of query and topic of results; subject literature vs subject knowledge
Ex: knowledge developed by botanists, experienced gardeners, landscape and ecosystem about what grows best in this climate
Subject literature: how that knowledge is represented in books, plant databases, classes, etc.
System: relation between query and info retrieved
Plant database (look up native zone 8 plant drought and shade tolerant)

Cognitive: relation between state of knowledge and information object. Ex: information that is already known to someone may not be perceived as “relevant” even though it is on topic.
Turk’s cap
Situational: relationship between the task at hand and information; degree to which information will help the user complete the task at hand
Large plants – more useful, look established more quickly, but are less useful in that they are more expensive. For me, $ wins out – so I select plants by what’s available in smaller sizes.
Affective: intentions/goals/motivations of the user. If the motivation is to learn for learning’s sake, certain types of info will be more relevant. If the purpose is to cite a corroborating piece of evidence in a paper, different motivation and different types of information may be selected.
(146-147)




Application

For teachers

• What facet of  relevance—subject, system, cognitive, situational, or 
affective—do you emphasize when you work with students to select sources? 
What do you de-emphasize? 

For students

• Are you seeing any differences in the way you understand your ideas and how 
you see them expressed by others? What about how they are represented by 
the information systems and platforms you are using? 



Visual Application

The subject view

openknowledgemaps.org

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Another option for emphasizing subject knowledge and subject literature view – brought to my attention thanks to my colleague Audrey

Circles’ size represent quantity of information, specific papers represented 

https://openknowledgemaps.org/


“

”

“There seems to be a paradox in the user-based view: On the 
one hand, information needs and relevance criteria are seen as 

strongly individual and subjective. On the other hand, it is 
assumed that research about users may uncover some general 
principles that may be used to design information systems.”

Hjorland, 2010, p. 223

Variance in relevance judgments

2/5

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Introduces notion of “the user-based view” but is really a critique of it (back up – cog, visual, affective regarded as “user” view, system/subject, “objective”).

On the surface, seems easy to agree that people are individual and do things in different ways. And yet…to connect back to information literacy…often many assumptions about how things “should” be done or are done “best.”



Application

For teachers

• What assumptions of  “user behavior” do you have about students?  Hint: 
think about sequences and scripts you regard as the “best” way to do 
research or develop information literacy.

For students

• Ask students to compare their selection of  a “most relevant result” on a 
particular topic with a classmate and explain their reasoning. What similarities 
or differences appear? 



“

”

…there can be a rich set of  cognitive, affective and visceral 
outcomes happening as a result of  resonance including senses

of  coherence, heightening or deepening of  emotions, 
transcendence, alignment of  beliefs and concrete actions.

-Ruthven 2020, p. 562

The experience of  relevance (“resonance”)

3/5

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
My favorite paper (“Resonance and the experience of relevance”). What if we conceptualize relevance as “resonance?” 

Considers what it feels like to experience relevance. Allows for emotion, senses, acknowledges the role of belief, and asks – now what.



Application

For teachers

• How do you account for the affective dimensions of  the information search 
process in a class context?

For students

• What about these results draws your attention? What do they make you want 
to do next?

• What are you uncertain about at this point? What do you feel intrigued by? 



“

”

The systems view is often described as “objective,” but it has been 
demonstrated that each element is subjective in one way or 

another. The issue is not whether they are subjective, but in what 
way they are subjective—and in what way they should be 

subjective, i.e., what activities, goals, and interests they are meant 
to support.

Hjorland, 2020, p. 220

Systems and Objectivity/Subjectivity

4/5

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
1) Information retrieval systems must have some sort of ranking or organizational principle for providing results in response to a query. Otherwise they’re not functional.
2) Systems are designed by people, who come to their work with specific views and biases, and embedded in particular cultures and practices. We can all think of examples of this that effect information and library systems, e.g., algorithmic bias, Western Eurocentrism in academic literature, whiteness of LC subject headings, and more.

So the easy part is saying that systems of info retrieval are not “objective.” But the challenge is, as Hjorland indicates, in what way they should be subjective. What is the position behind the design? Whose information needs should be addressed, and whose should not? How should systems differentiate that? 



There aren’t any articles 
on my topic.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Lack of research in certain areas – students can and do discover these gaps. Sometimes because they have a unique or niche interest. But sometimes because the literature of the field reflects a lack of engagement in their topic due to biases of what’s considered worthy of scholarship. The pain of not finding relevant information in the systems we recommend is real. Ex from my experience: student searching Black women in CEO positions; women’s health and chronic pain.



Application

For teachers

• How and when do you acknowledge systemic bias in information retrieval 
systems?

• How do you account for the affective dimensions of  the information search 
process in a class context?

For students

• What’s missing or surprising to you about your search results? What did you 
expect to find but haven’t yet?



Noble, 2018, p. 180

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
“The issue is not whether they are subjective, but in what way they are subjective—and in what way they should be subjective, i.e., what activities, goals, and interests they are meant to support.” –Hjorland

Connect to Noble’s imagine engine – color picker as an alternative mechanism to page ranking, with its inherent hierarchy and cooptability by different interests. Image described in Algorithms of Oppression (book); image here is from a talk given at UCI Dept of I
http://opentranscripts.org/transcript/algorithms-oppression-search-engines-reinforce-racism/

There has been a lot of great work by librarians in critical information literacy about how to engage in these issues in info lit instruction. Anticipated the idea that not all information from systems we recommend is relevant.�



“

”

The IR (information retrieval) process is dynamic and the 
users’ relevance assessments change in measurable ways as 

they progress through the ISP (information search process)

-Taylor, Cool, Belkin, and Amadio, 2007,  p. 1082

Relevance and search process

5/5



Yes, and how is 
information “seeking” 

changing?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Information seeking vs…
Encountering
AI – recommendation systems

To what extent are we making relevance judgements as much as some of the literature that deals with more traditional database structures or search processes assumes? 



My takeaways

• relevance as lens

• small set choices

• “satisfying the need of  the 
user”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Perspective: systems – always trying to see what’s the lens I’m using in this instructional moment. As it relates to relevance: am I appealing to on facet more than others? Why? 

Making judgments about relevance is source evaluation/critical thinking, and setting up practice moments to create space to reflect is key. But this can get overwhelming quickly. Choose between a small set, not many choices (Jam experiment- 
Sheena Iyengar’s When Choice is Demotivating: Can One Desire Too Much of a Good Thing? Study)

Finally, bringing it back to the “subject view,” even as we have to contest what gets to be considered subject knowledge or subject literature. My focus as an instructor is often research as a process. But research is also a product. 

But I have to remember that while information in the abstract makes sense as a goal to me, students need, more than ever, to see how everything we are asking them to practice will lead to the knowledge they need. (fridge metaphor) – help my student with the ancient cemetaries question, but also students who use systems in which “searching” is not really part of meeting an information needs at all.



Thank you!

And special thanks to my Trinity University library colleagues Lacey, Colleen, and Audrey, 
who listened to an early version of  this presentation and offered invaluable feedback.

Questions? Thoughts? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I hope you’ve gotten some ideas for your own teaching from our tour through relevance studies this morning, and that this has sparked some ideas or thoughts or questions for you. 



References
Anderson, T.D. "Relevance as process: Judgements in the context of  scholarly research." Information Research: An 
International  Electronic Journal 10.2 (2005): n2.

Bates, M. J. (1989). The design of  browsing and berrypicking techniques for the online search interface. Online review, 
13(5), 407-424.

Hjørland, B. (2010). The foundation of  the concept of  relevance. Journal of  the american society for information science and 
technology, 61(2), 217-237.

Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Relevance. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary. Retrieved May 25, 2023, from 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/relevance

Noble, S. (2017, December 8). Algorithms of  oppression: how search engines reinforce racism. [Presentation]. UCI 
Dept of  Informatics. http://opentranscripts.org/transcript/algorithms-oppression-search-engines-reinforce-racism/

Ruthven, I. (2021). Resonance and the experience of  relevance. Journal of  the Association for Information Science and 
Technology, 72(5), 554-569.

Saracevic, T. (1975). Relevance: A review of  and a framework for the thinking on the notion in information science. 
Journal of  the American Society for information science, 26(6), 321-343.

Saracevic, T. (2016). Chapter 8 Relevance: In search of  a theoretical foundation. In Theory development in the information 
sciences (pp. 141-163). University of  Texas Press.

Steinerová, J. (2008). Seeking relevance in academic information use. Information research, 13(4), 13-4.

Taylor, A. R., Cool, C., Belkin, N. J., & Amadio, W. J. (2007). Relationships between categories of  relevance criteria and 
stage in task completion. Information Processing & Management, 43(4), 1071-1084.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/relevance
http://opentranscripts.org/transcript/algorithms-oppression-search-engines-reinforce-racism/


Information & Everyday Life syllabus

• In giving this presentation at The Innovative Library Classroom (2023) I 
mentioned a course I teach on information seeking in everyday life. In 
response to a request, I am adding a link to that syllabus here. Feel free to use 
or adapt the syllabus for your own learning and teaching purposes: 
bit.ly/trinityGNED3321

• Contact me at ajumonvi@trinity.edu if  you have other questions!

mailto:ajumonvi@trinity.edu
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