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ABSTRACT

The study was based around United Kingdom’s Barnet Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) information dissemination to its clients.   The study investigated a comparison on information search and retrieval between high and low literacy users accessing information tasks with different levels of task difficulty.  The participants were expected to solve information tasks assigned.  The high and low literacy participant navigation measures were based upon time spent, total information pages visited, unique pages visited, revisits, lostness and user post task difficulty.   The results showed low literacy users performed much worse when navigating and searching for information than high literacy participants. This suggests that we should design differently when designing systems for user groups such as those of the CAB, which include low literacy users.
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1. INTRODUCTION

As information technologies are expanding far beyond the traditional personal computer to public information kiosks systems and ATMs, when designing these systems should take into consideration the target audience and their level of literacy. 

Barnet CAB is a local charity providing free, impartial, confidential advice and information (to people who live, work or study in the London Borough of Barnet regardless of race, gender sexuality or inability).  They provide information and advice on benefits, tax credits, consumer goods services, debt, education, employment, financial product services, health, community care, housing, immigration asylum and nationality issues, legal aid, relationship and family advice, signposting and referral, travel transport and holidays, utilities and communications, and on other related issues to its citizens.

The current study was based around the touch screen Information kiosks system at the Barnet CAB.  The study investigated how the level of literacy among the users influenced the behaviour of information search and retrieval.  Experiments were carried out using pre defined tasks (information tasks) which were of different levels of difficulty.

2. WHAT IS LITERACY

There is no universal definition or a specific method to measure literacy.  In general, literacy is the ability to read, write and speak depending on the expectations of the social economic environment a person lives in (Longdale, M. & McCurry, D. 2004).

Current definition on literacy is the ability to read, write and count in one’s primary language, taking advantage of the information sources available and having the ability to compose short meaningful statements (Baynham, M. 1995, Chlebowaka, K. 1990, Stifelman, L.I. et. al 1993). Literacy screening has been carried out since World War I, the Army Alpha and Beta test at the time was tested on about 1.9 million men (William, J., et al. 2003).

The literacy screening method used in our experiment was the Skills for Life Survey which divided literacy into Low Literacy as (Entry Level 1, 2 and 3) and High Literacy as (Level 1, 2 or above) (William, J., et al. 2003). The National Skills for Life survey tested on reading, writing, listening, prose document and quantitative skills along with several grammar and spelling questions.  It comprised of 40 questions, 8 listening, 16 reading and 16 writing which is spread across different literacy levels.

3. OUR STUDY

We identified the most frequently requested information by the Barnet CAB clients during Apr 2005 to May 2007. We then used this to develop a scenario and six information tasks for our study.  Each information task leads to a specific goal and different task were of different level of difficulty (Easy, Medium and Difficult).  Each task difficulty level represented 2 information tasks.

The kiosks log files with URL navigation, time stamps along with the video recordings were used to measure the clients total time spent during an information task, number of pages visited, unique number of pages visited, optimal path, back button use, average time spent, task completion success, user feedback on task completion success, information task difficulty to user. An interview took place right after the participant completed the kiosks experiment. The interview helped to further elaborate the participant’s behaviours during the experiment. The Skills for Life national adult literacy survey was used as the base to measure clients literacy levels.

4. SUBJECTS

There were 12 subjects who volunteered for the experiment where 5 were females and 7 were males with an average age of 42.  Six of the subjects were high-literate and the remaining were low-literate.

5. RESULTS

The low and high literacy subjects collectively reached specific search goals.

Literacy Level
% Obtained the Goal
% Subjects Assumed they Obtained the Goal

Low Literacy
17%
64%

High Literacy
61%
94%

Our results are summarised next.

Time Taken - Low literacy subjects spent longer time and visited more number of pages during and information task than the high literacy subjects.

Time spent - Low literacy subjects spend more time on a page and pretended to read the contents, while the high literacy subjects just browsed through the contents.

Back Button use - Low literacy subjects had a high usage on the back button and had a tendency to get agitated as the tasks got difficult, while the high literacy subjects used the back button to a minimum.

Page Revisits - Low literacy subjects seem to visit the pages visited previously and did not seem to know they had visited them previously, where as high literacy subjects had few revisits.

Reaching the Goal - Low literacy subjects assumed they have reached the goal and abandon the search early and only 17% of them were able to reach the goal.  The high literacy subjects seemed to over look details and abandon the search just before they reached the goal.

Lostness - Low literacy subjects seemed to be lost, where the high literacy subjects did not seem to be lost during their information task..

6. CONCLUSION

Depending on which survey results we use, the occurrence of low literacy in the UK is between 16 to 20% of the population. We would expect that this level of low literacy be higher in the less developed countries. With the increasing use of information technology to provide self-help information with a corresponding reduction of real people to help such users, it becomes increasingly important for designers to recognise that interfaces designed for the higher literacy users does not work the same way for low literacy users. We need to develop new designs that do not “dumb down” the interface, i.e. we should not introduce designs that are compatible with the low literacy users because they use simple language or pictographs, but instead, should introduce ‘power’ features that enable low literacy users to find the information need. These tools should leverage an understanding of the different ways in which they find and make sense of the information.    This study identified a number of significant differences in the information search and retrieval between high and low literacy subjects. Most of the information requires a reading level that prohibits optimal access by low-literacy adults.  The low-literacy adult population is a potential audience for Citizens Advice Bureau information kiosks systems. The results showed low literacy users performed much worse when navigating and searching for information than high literacy participants. This suggests that we should design differently when designing systems for user groups such as those of the CAB, which include low literacy users in order to reduce the barriers and help them obtain necessary information. How this can be done, what form will the ‘power tools for low literacy users’ take, will be the subject of future research.

7. FUTURE DEVELOPMENT

It was difficult to make firm conclusions due to the small sample size which influenced the results observed.  We believe that the findings with a larger sample size will help confirm the previous findings, conclusions and observations made. It will also be worthwhile to determine the relative importance of different literacy levels in comparison to socioeconomic and cultural factors in effective use of the Citizens Advice Bureau Information Systems.

Future work will identify the factors that will help optimise information systems in an effective manner to help citizens to obtain information. We need to design technologies that lowly motivated low-literate users require technologies are able to use to navigate and obtain the information they need in an accurate and speedy manner. To improve these types of systems Topic Maps and Semantic Networks could be used to ease the find ability of information and its representation.  Audio technologies could be build into public kiosks systems and, mobile handsets which would be the way forward.
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