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Patterns of Differentiation of Students’ 
Competencies: A Comparative Study 

Ewa Głowacka, Małgorzata Kisilowska, and Magdalena Paul*

The study focuses on the issue of how much information competencies are universal 
in the globalized, internet-connected world, and/or to what extent their perception 
depends on local conditions and individual needs. The aim of the project is threefold. 
First, it offers a comparative analysis of the information literacy skills of Polish and 
Spanish students, regarding both their self-assessment and belief in the importance 
of information literacy. Second, it focuses on differences and unique IL needs of 
students of courses rooted in social sciences and/or humanities. And third, due to 
these differences, it discusses the role of academic librarians in profiled IL training, 
integrated with the specific courses. Quantitative methodology was applied. The 
comparative study covered subgroups of humanities and social science students 
from Poland and Spain. Competencies in information searching, processing, evalua-
tion, and communication/dissemination were taken into account. The results indicate 
some common ways of perception of valuing information competencies and major 
differences in assessment of IL self-efficacy. Students’ reluctance to visit libraries is 
another argument to enhance profiled IL training being realized in close cooperation 
of academic librarians and the faculty. 

Introduction
In the information society, the knowledge, skills, and attitudes associated with understanding 
and using information are crucial. They affect educational achievements and, as a result of this, 
an individual’s position on the labor market, participation in society, and quality of life. In 
this context, it is worth looking at the competencies of young people, many of whom already 
belong to the generation of digital natives. What is also important is to observe the acquiring 
of these competencies and identifying barriers in this process. In this article, we take up this 
topic on the example of students of humanities and social sciences of selected universities in 
Poland and Spain. 

In the following paragraphs, we discuss the specifics of information literacy (IL) of the 
students, their beliefs on the importance of particular competencies and self-assessment, refer-
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ring to the results of Spanish and Polish projects, including respondents from social sciences 
and humanities.1 The aim of the project was threefold: 

• A1: the comparative analysis of information literacy skills of Polish and Spanish students, 
regarding both their self-assessment and belief in the importance of information literacy; 

• A2: to analyze similarities, differences, and unique information literacy needs of students 
of social sciences and humanities;

• A3: to discuss the potential of profiled IL training offered in close cooperation between 
academic librarians and the faculty, and integrated with the specific courses. 

We hypothesized that the image of Polish students’ beliefs and self-assessment regard-
ing information literacy will be quite similar to the Spanish results. Verification of this 
hypothesis, as well as the general results of the project, led us to another research ques-
tion, which is discussed in detail in the following sections. The question concerns further 
exploration of IL needs that were revealed in the study, and the potential adaptation of 
information literacy training to specific learning outcomes to be achieved by the graduates 
of particular courses. 

Significant differences among students in different courses of study (history, journal-
ism, library and information sciences) indicate consideration of training derived from the 
IL education needs depending on the course, and particularly the set of competencies to be 
achieved by its graduates. 

Differentiation of Information Literacy Levels: Previous Research Findings 
To be information literate, a person must be able to recognize when information is needed and 
have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use the needed information effectively—this statement 
of Presidential Committee on Information Literacy is often quoted as most relevant, most 
recognized, and the most frequently cited definition of IL.2 There are numerous conceptions, 
standards, and frameworks surrounding the IL subject. We would like to draw attention to 
its important aspect, often overlooked, but important for the subject of this study. Namely, 
there are two interconnected aspects of information—external and internal, derived from more 
subjective reality. In an attempt to explore the internal aspect of the information, we used an 
IL-HUMASS survey. It is described as a three-way internal lens comprising the dimensions 
of motivation, self-efficacy, and preferred source of learning, and provides an internal vision 
of the IL situation among the surveyed population.3 

Self-efficacy is one of the major concepts of Albert Banduras’ social learning theory4 
(renamed as social cognitive theory5). If we define efficacy as a power to produce the effect, 
then self-efficacy or perceived self-efficacy is an awareness of one’s ability to be effective and 
to control actions. Self-efficacy is not concerned with specific skills but rather with the judg-
ments of what a person can do with those skills.6 Self-efficacy is a highly contextual concept, 
related to a given situation in a certain field. Therefore, its measurement scales should be also 
customized to the studied domain.7

The level and scope of information literacy among students of different disciplines have 
been researched in different projects and compared among countries and universities. Con-
sidering the relation of these trainings to the students’ perceptions of their skills, the types 
of researches to be mentioned here are obviously evaluations of education activities. They 
include, for instance, pre/post tests showing their effectiveness.8 Most of them prove to be an 
improvement in students’ information literacy skills as a result.9 
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Information literacy of the LIS students was analyzed in the international interdisciplinary 
research of the IL and students’ behavior conducted in 18 countries, with particular emphasis 
on the differentiating characteristics in relation to a given country.10 The respondents revealed 
IL attitudes and behaviors similar to the others. They considered information retrieval and 
assessment as quite an easy task (however, relying mostly on search engines), and starting 
research inquiries (defining precise topic and scope) as more difficult.11 Differences between 
countries were also reported, for example, concerning the usage of Wikipedia (more intense 
among students from France, Bulgaria, Turkey, Portugal, and Poland) or research databases 
(more popular in the United States, Australia, and Singapore). Respondents from Turkey, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Lithuania, Singapore, France, and Portugal found evaluating web sources 
more difficult than the others.12 These dissimilarities become an evident incentive to the com-
parative analysis of information competencies in two dimensions: among students of different 
courses and countries. 

Effective IL instructions should be dedicated to the scope of the discipline being studied. 
This recommendation has been often repeated in literature13 and realized mostly as train-
ing focused on information resources and searching strategies adapted to research and/or 
education needs of students and lecturers of specific courses. Jiři Kratochvil14 presented the 
results of the medical students’ survey concerning their perception of e-learning IL course 
and mentioned (among others) adaptation of curriculum to future needs of the respondents, 
depending on the discipline being studied.

Surveys concerning students’ self-efficacy in terms of their information literacy are help-
ful in determining the content of IL curricula. Khalid Mahmood15 confirmed that students 
felt more competent in their skills related to the use of ICT than information retrieval skills, 
and—interestingly—a statistically significant relationship between the IL level and the field of 
study, involvement rate, English language command, and access to a home-based computer. 
Moreover, students’ self-assessment is usually higher than their actual skills.16 Self-efficacy 
and evaluation of actual skills are the main focuses of the projects concerning students’ in-
formation literacy. 

Students’ Self-efficacy
Young people highly evaluate their online skills, especially the ones concerning searching.17 
However, such high self-efficacy is hardly justified, since, in fact, they are often not able to 
find the required information. Actually, they overestimate their knowledge and skills, con-
fusing information literacy with internet navigation, particularly if they consider a task easy 
to perform.18 Such an opinion is also confirmed by a study on MA business students—the 
comparison of their perceptions of their information literacy with the results of the skill tests 
reveals some discrepancies between the actual (low) and perceived (high) level of their skills.19 
Generally, the students assess their ICT and the internet searching skills higher than their 
information retrieval skills, use of digital libraries, library catalogs, and advanced search. 
The studies showed no statistically significant relationship between IL and gender or social 
background.20

It is very interesting to look at the competencies of students in the field of library and 
information studies. The LIS students rate their information literacy high, as confirmed by 
the surveys in Turkey,21 Australia,22 and Israel.23 The Israeli survey, related to the self-efficacy 
of the information retrieval behavior, showed the statistical association of the IL with age 
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and the study cycle. The older group reported an impact of experience, emotional state, and 
friends feedback. In turn, the research of American students, librarians, and teachers on 
information literacy development during the first year of studies shows some differences 
between students according to the learning methods. Students who were more engaged in the 
education process, with individual assignments to be realized, assess the efficacy, importance, 
and influence of IL training on their own competencies higher than the students who were 
not engaged. They rate their skills higher, and the importance of education influence lower, 
than the librarians and teachers.24 This result is in line with the findings of previous projects, 
like one of the first-year college students25 and the systematic review of 53 English language 
studies that assessed and compared people’s self-reported and demonstrated information 
literacy (IL) skills. In 34 studies (64%), the evidence clearly showed that the participants 
overestimated their self-reported IL skills compared to their actual skills.26

The Actual Level of Students’ Information Literacy
Apart from the self-efficacy research, results also show the actual low information literacy of 
students. The project conducted in 2010 in 25 American universities indicates that, in terms 
of their studies, the respondents limit their search to manuals, Google, and the most popular 
databases. They usually employ search engines, Wikipedia, and friends’ assistance to find 
everyday information. Regarding information quality evaluation, the students mainly verify 
their origin (internet or library).27 Similar conclusions stem from other studies.28 Interestingly, 
if the respondents manage to find some information, both the employed strategy and the 
sources become their searching routine. Moreover, they rely on internet rankings more than 
on their own evaluation of the search results.29 

It seems that cooperation of academic librarians and lecturers would be an optimal way to 
attempt to strengthen students’ information competencies. It includes librarians’ participation 
in courses (syllabuses, assignments, final tests, and so on) design and actual teaching,30 and 
online courses as well,31 focused on information literacy and research skills. Cooperation of 
the librarians and the faculty enables customization of the IL content and teaching methods 
to the specific needs of a course being studied, as well as future work requirements. It has 
been observed in different types of sciences, including, for example, music,32 engineering,33 
pedagogical studies,34 and sciences and technology.35 Other examples have been discussed in 
literature reviews on this topic.36 Additionally, it not only improves students’ skills but also 
presents in a more attractive and practical way the role of information skills, as well as librar-
ies and other information units in research and professional activities. Educational projects 
of this kind conclude with significant success; that is to say that the students’ assignments 
demonstrate substantial improvement of their information and research skills.37 The lectur-
ers appreciate this kind of cooperation, observing actual librarians’ contributions and unique 
knowledge.38

Information Literacy Education at Polish and Spanish Universities
Fundamental similarities come from the fact that both countries are members of the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area (EHEA), offer studies in BA+MA system, and participate in the 
student exchange system. What is more important, though, is that EHEA incorporates digital 
competency, (regarding searching, gathering, processing, and evaluating information and 
using it critically), among other key competencies of lifelong learning. 
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In both countries, traditional information literacy teaching was provided in two forms—
through library training and as part of classes at the university. Since the implementation 
of the Bologna system in Spain, it has been noted that attempts have been made to increase 
the integration of information literacy education within the framework of the courses (pro-
gramme ALFIN). The role of the libraries has increased as courses provided by Spanish 
university libraries are often acknowledged with ECTS scores and/or librarians identify 
subjects in which IL issues are approached for interdisciplinary work with teachers.39

Against this background, Poland is still at an earlier stage of advancement. Despite the 
efforts of mainly academic librarians, there has been no single program of library training 
based on the literary information concept. The libraries of medical schools that have devel-
oped the standards and the concept of education called MedLibTrain are a notable exception. 
There are also no initiatives from representatives of the administration responsible for the 
entire education system. Higher education standards in the field of information education 
refer mainly to technical skills.40

Furthermore, the level of digital skills (that is, skills connected with using computer and 
internet), as well as communicating and problem-solving using these technologies,41 seems to 
be comparable among young people in both countries. It is also quite similar to the distribu-
tion of the variable for the European Union, as shown in the graph below. In this context, it 
is important to scratch beneath the surface and try to find if and in what way perception of 
young people’s competencies in two analyzed countries is similar as well. 

Research Design
The original Polish project42 referred to previous Spanish studies43 of information literacy 
in selected social sciences and humanities. As the latter, it was based on the IL-HUMASS44 
questionnaire to survey beliefs of importance (BIM) and self-efficacy (SE). The IL skills were 

FIGURE 1
Assessment of Digital Competencies in 2017

Based on: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/digital-economy-and-society/data/database

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/digital-economy-and-society/data/database
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grouped into four categories: information searching, retrieval, evaluation, and communication. 
We further compared Polish and Spanish results to find potential similarities or differences 
in the attitudes and beliefs of the respondents. 

The methodology of research conducted in Spain was precisely described in the fol-
lowing works of Pinto and Pasqual.45 Polish research was conducted between May and July 
2017 at two Polish universities: the University of Warsaw (UW) and the Nicolaus Copernicus 
University in Toruń (NCU). It targeted students from three fields of study—history, journal-
ism, and library and information science—and included three levels of study (see table 1). 
An auditorium questionnaire (in other words, questionnaire to be filled out by the respon-
dent in writing) was conducted on randomly selected days, on randomly chosen classes, and 
during breaks between them (therefore, students had approximately 15 minutes or more to 
complete the survey), among all students available during the probe and willing to take part. 
The researcher’s role was to hand out and collect questionnaires, present the purpose of the 
research, and explain any inaccuracies. The students’ task was to determine how the compe-
tency is important to them, how they assess their skills, and how they achieved it—for a set 
of 26 competencies. Students were instructed to take their time. They were also informed that 
the survey was anonymous so they could (and were encouraged to) give honest answers, to 
avoid the bias of perceived researcher expectations. To increase their motivation, we reported 
that the research was conducted at various universities and in many units, and the answer of 
each person was important to give the complete picture of information competencies among 
students. 

At NCU the study was successfully completed among 51 percent of BA and 36 percent of 
MA students of LIS, 25 percent of BA and 55 percent of MA history students, and 73 percent 
of BA journalism students (there are no MA studies in this discipline at NCU). At UW these 
percentages were distributed as follows: 17 percent of both BA and MA LIS students, 13 per-
cent of BA and 5 percent of MA history students, and 5 percent of BA and 4 percent of MA 
journalism students. In general, 47 percent of the population (out of 283 students in total) at 
NCU, and 7 percent at UW (out of 2,675) were surveyed. Therefore, the sample was not rep-
resentative; however, it is a common issue in case of auditorium questionnaires, and a quite 
sufficient part of the population was covered. For example, in the Spanish surveys mentioned 
above, the percentages of LIS undergraduates from the second and fourth year were similar 
(9%) and the percentages in the third and fifth year were slightly higher (13%). The highest 
participation was from first-course students (34.7%). Graduates accounted for 18.6 percent.46 
In the survey of social sciences students of five Spanish universities, the sampling amounted 
to approximately 20 percent of the surveyed population, and the one concerning history stu-
dents included 252 validated cases (17.8% of the population) from three universities.47 

At NCU no PhD students were available at the time of the survey. At UW two PhD stu-
dents of journalism and one of history took part in the study. Because the PhD students group 
is relatively small in comparison to other study cycles, and only a few of them were reached, 
they were included in the graduate students subgroup in the following analysis, assuming 
that their competencies and expertise may be quite similar.

A detailed structure of the research sample is presented in table 1.
A total of 216 women and 103 men were surveyed. Twenty-one respondents chose not 

to disclose their gender in the survey. The surveyed LIS students ranged between the ages 
of 18 and 54. 
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Summary of Results
The survey, based on the IL-HUMASS questionnaire, revealed differences in Polish students’ 
self-efficacy and beliefs in the importance of information literacy in comparison to the attitudes 
of Spanish students, depending on the discipline studied. These results are interesting and 
important in several aspects. First, they reveal attitudes of students of different courses. Those 
of social sciences display both common and different attitudes concerning the importance of 
selected information skills. The former may come from their current life stage (studies, age, 
the common experience of living in the information society), and refer mostly to searching 
and using information, writing texts, and communication. The latter potentially results from 
the field of education: history students focus on slightly different skills than those from other 
disciplines, and LIS students are better oriented in the role of ICT skills and information 
searching. 

Second, the students—rightly or wrongly—present high self-efficacy regarding selected 
categories of competencies. All the respondents feel quite skilled in internet searching; how-
ever, as some studies suggest,48 and lecturing experiences often confirm, these beliefs can be 
at least partially misleading. They are usually based on experiences with the Google search 
engine, limited only to simple, not advanced, searching. These results would require in-depth 
research of the students’ self-assessment in terms of the knowledge and usage of multisearch 
engines, deep web and specialist search engines, or subject gateways.

Third, comparisons of the results of both countries show a relatively large similarity in 
attitudes, self-efficacy, and sources of competencies. However, one might notice a few dif-
ferences. These issues are discussed in detail in the next part, but general conclusions can be 
summarized by the following:49

1. Students’ belief in the importance of selected IL skills is mostly higher than their 
self-efficacy.

2. Depending on the course students attend, they feel more competent in communica-
tion, searching, or information evaluation, but all of them assess their information 
processing skills as being less developed.

3. Gender does not differentiate the study group concerning the assessment of the 
importance and self-efficacy of IL. Students gain information skills mostly indepen-
dently or in classes, but they do not visit libraries to get or improve their knowledge. 

Due to differences in the studied populations, and a lack of control of certain variables 
(such as age), we conducted comparisons with caution. Because we did not have access to the 
Pinto and Pascual datasets, we compared the more general dependencies and conclusions on 

TABLE 1
Research Sample — NCU and UW Students

Study Cycle
Field of Study BA MA Ph.D. No Data

NCU UW NCU UW NCU UW NCU UW
Library And Information Science 41 28 14 14 0 0 1 2
Journalism 29 64 0 23 0 2 0 13
History 15 48 35 7 0 1 0 2
No Data 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
TOTAL 85 140 49 44 0 3 2 17
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hypotheses obtained in individual studies. Statements regarding similarities or differences 
are therefore based on general results, not on statistical tests carried out on two samples (that 
is, Spanish and Polish students). 

Patterns of Differentiation of Students’ Competencies 
Field of Study
According to students’ belief in importance, we can see quite significant and steady patterns of 
competencies assessment in subgroups distinguished by the field of study. Both information 
science and journalism students from Poland and Spain tend to assess communication as the 
most important dimension of all, followed by evaluation. On the other hand, history students 
from both countries consider the evaluation of information as the most important dimension 
of IL and communication as the second most important. All respondents, regardless of the 
field of study, assessed competencies associated with searching as less substantial than the 
two mentioned above, and the competencies connected with processing information as the 
least important. The ranking of BIM competency dimensions is presented in the table below. 

It seems that students are more focused on the final stages of information processes, which 
take into account contact with information recipients—readers, information users, patrons. 
This suggests a user-centered and instrumental approach to the assessment of information 
competencies. 

Analysis of the means of variables shows that Spanish students generally value each 
dimension higher than Polish students do. The biggest differences might be seen in the di-
mension of processing—information science students from Spain assessed 7.65 on average 
while among history students from Poland average score was 6.22. The smallest variation in 
assessments occurs in the highest-rated area, communication, where the average differences 
are less than 0.5. Mean values for every field of study are shown in figure 2.

When it comes to the assessment of students’ self-efficacy, some interesting phenomena 
might be observed. According to the competencies’ dimensions, the answers of Polish stu-
dents from different fields of studies created a quite homogeneous ranking (except the fact 
that history students feel more qualified in evaluating information than students of LIS and 
journalism, who value more their searching skills). This consistency might be an indicator of 
the universal character of information literacy teaching at Polish universities across different 
fields. Also, the ranking of competency dimensions (table 3) seems to be slightly different from 

TABLE 2
Ranking of Competencies Dimensions According to Belief in Importance

Belief in Importance
Country Poland Spain Poland Spain Poland Spain

BIM Dimension/Field of Study Information Science Journalism History
Search 3 3 3 3 3 3

Evaluation 2 2 2 2 1 1

Processing 4 4 4 4 4 4

Communication 1 1 1 1 2 2
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a common attitude of the generation;50 on the other hand, they may overestimate their skills, 
like the others in the countries already studied,51 confusing their internet communication or 
navigation with information retrieval.52

In the case of Spain, we see an extremely contrasting situation—the ranking of compe-
tencies dimensions varies considerably depending on the field of study. The reasons for this 
difference require further studies, for example, referring to the academic curricula. It might, 

FIGURE 2
Average Values for Competencies BIM Dimensions by Learning Courses  

for Poland and Spain

TABLE 3
Ranking of Competencies Dimensions According to Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy
Country Poland Spain Poland Spain Poland Spain

BIM Dimension/Field of Study Information Science Journalism History
Search 2 1 2 3 3 2

Evaluation 3 2 3 2 2 1

Processing 4 3 4 4 4 4

Communication 1 4 1 1 1 3
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however, reflect a more developed and curriculum-tailored program of teaching IL in Spain, 
as described in the previous section. 

Analysis of the means of variables shows some interesting differences among Span-
ish students. On average, students of LIS assessed their competences as the most advanced 
(6.84), students of journalism were only slightly worse (M=6.73), while history students were 
very critical in assessing their IL level (5.98)—even more than on average all Polish students 
(6.30). In this context, assessment from students from Poland was more moderate and more 
consistent. Mean values for every field of study according to dimensions are shown if figure 3.

In the earlier part, we focused on the dimensions of competencies; it is worth deepening 
reflection and analyzing individual skills. In the Polish study, history students valued mostly 
the group of information evaluation skills, and information searching as second, which is 
slightly different from the results of other projects.53 BIM and SE levels concerning operating 
automated catalogs, the knowledge of the source terminology and typology, and the most 
relevant authors and institutions within the subject area are rated higher in this group in com-
parison with other students. They also do not value competencies related to communication 
and dissemination generally and do not feel skilled in this area.

FIGURE 3
Average Values for Competencies SE Dimensions by Learning Courses  

for Poland and Spain
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In comparison with the results of the Spanish study, there is only consistency in the nega-
tive attitudes (low evaluation of the importance of the ability to employ the ICT tools), but 
not in the positive ones. The history students in Spain value higher and feel more skilled in 
abstracting information, writing academic texts (student assignments), recognizing authors’ 
ideas and text structure. They value less the usage of bibliographic reference managers and 
database managers, as well as installing software. They also feel less skilled in the former two 
elements, in the knowledge of information search strategies and the laws on information use.54

Interestingly, Polish students of journalism think that competencies essential for future 
historians are completely irrelevant to them, as well as some of the ICT-related skills (statistical 
software, database managers, installing programs). On the other hand, they perceive them-
selves as proficient in working with texts (abstracting, structuring text) and using other ICT 
tools (dedicated to information retrieval on the internet, using spreadsheets, communicating 
through informal channels, as well as dissemination of information), which is quite different 
in relation to the Spanish group. They perceive competencies related generally to communica-
tion as most important. They also feel most capable in this area. These results seem to confirm 
those presented in the literature review section.55

Polish students of information science are most aware of the advantages of employing 
specialist tools, evaluating and disseminating information. They have a better understand-
ing of the importance of competency in information retrieval and the impact of the informal 
communication channels. In spite of their education in this area, they rate printed resources 
and OPACs or some theoretical issues to be lower. They consider themselves quite skilled 
in the areas they perceive as important; and, even if they notice some skill deficiencies, their 
assessment still reaches the medium level compared to the students of other courses.

The analysis of data on LIS students from Spain allowed the authors to identify the 
principal competencies—they consider them to be important and at the same time highly 
assess their capabilities. In the area of information searching, these include: using catalogues 
and electronic sources of secondary information and knowledge about searching strategies. 
As for the evaluation, the most important are: understanding authors’ ideas, knowing the 
typology of scientific information sources and the most relevant authors and institutions in 
the subject area. Among the competencies related to information processing, the key points 
are: using the database and bibliographic reference managers, as well as statistical programs 
and spreadsheets. The principal competencies in the field of communication are: communi-
cating in other languages, creating written documents and presentations and disseminating 
information on the Internet.56

What seems to be crucial when it comes to creating IL education is a gap between the 
students belief-of-importance and self-efficacy. Both desired and satisfactory level of compe-
tencies seems to be very subjective and contextual. According to the relational model of digital 
competencies, we do not consider that there is a universal media and information literacy 
level everyone should achieve. In this model, it is important to take into account a person’s 
lifestyle resulting from gender, age, social background, and so on, their needs at the certain 
stage of life, and functioning in different areas.57

Among the respondents, it was the highest among students of history from Spain, espe-
cially when it comes to the dimension of communication. The smallest difference between 
expectations and the level of self-assessment occurred in the case of Polish students of jour-
nalism, especially searching. Generally, students from Spain reported bigger differences be-
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tween their perception of value and their perception of the level of competencies than Polish 
students. Processing was the dimension, where the gap was the most noticeable (mean value 
1.16), followed by communication (1.14), evaluation (1.06), and search (0.81). The means for 
particular fields of study are presented in figure 4.

Gender and Level of Study
Data from Polish universities suggests some differences in BIM—women rate the importance 
of competency categories higher, and their responses are less diversified according to search-
ing and processing information, as well as communication domain. As for SE, there are no 
statistically significant differences between men and women. However, regarding particular 
competencies, men rate their skills in software installation and online information retrieval 
higher, whereas women rate their skills in the use of printed sources and presentation prepara-
tion higher. It does not confirm earlier findings; all the Spanish studies concluded that gender 
does not differentiate the study group in relation to the assessment of the importance and 
self-efficacy of IL. A small but statistically significant difference was mentioned only for the 
whole group of social sciences students in the belief-of-importance aspect.58

Polish students—all three groups altogether—show some differences among the levels 
of studies as well, either in the case of the belief of importance or self-efficacy, in regard to 
information searching and processing. The older group of doctoral and graduate students 
values competencies related to the use of ICT higher than BA students, and they assess their 
skills slightly higher in the use of printed and electronic sources and specialist databases, in-
ternet searching, recognizing obsolete materials, evaluation of information resources validity, 
knowledge about the most relevant authors and institutions of their subject area, typology 
of scientific sources, and systemizing information. As for the differentiation of Spanish stu-
dents’ competencies according to the level of studies, the results were reported in one article 

FIGURE 4
Gap between BIM and SE Means by Learning Courses for Poland and Spain
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only,59 revealing much higher scores in both BIM and SE for graduates than undergraduates 
in library and information science course. 

Sources of Acquiring Competencies 
Polish respondents, regardless of the course, declared individual learning as their first choice, 
followed by classes. Self-study as a form of learning seems to be crucially important for 
graduate students. Feeling more skillful, they are less likely to seek the support of a teacher 
or librarian. Libraries were not generally mentioned by the respondents as learning sources.

History students are also independent learners, at least in the case of the area of infor-
mation literacy.60 Most of them develop their information skills on their own; classes are the 
second choice. However, as can be seen from their assessment results, the effects of such learn-
ing are not very satisfying (in other words, the skills declared as being learned individually 
are scored as the worst). However, Spanish students of social sciences (including journalism 
and information science) declared instruction in the classroom as the main source of their 
IL skills,61 with self-learning mentioned as the second choice, and library as the last one. On 
the one hand, these preferences can be interpreted by the specifics of LIS curricula, where 
the students are actually being taught information skills in different courses. On the other 
hand, however, if lectured effectively, they are expected to know the role and potential of an 
academic library. 

For all surveyed groups, both in Spain and in Poland, the library can be found as the last 
place where the students learn or improve their information skills. The reasons for that can 
be different, depending on the academic institution, profile of studies, particular library, or 
attitude toward libraries among the students in general. Exploring this problem requires fur-
ther research. Lecturers and librarians should consider potential solutions for modifying their 
attitudes and/or improving the effects. That includes, for example, courses in self-education 
and independent learning, developing skills applicable for different types of knowledge and 
skills to be reached, or encouraging them to benefit IL courses dedicated to particular levels 
and areas of studies. 

Some authors suggest that the problem of overlooking libraries as a source of information 
competencies results from quite poor relations between libraries and academics. This problem, 
as well as cases of successful cooperation, has been mentioned in literature.62 However, it can 
be perceived as a challenge for academic librarians to fill the gap proven to exist in students’ 
perception and understanding of a library’s role, and educational competencies in particu-
lar. This recommendation stays in line with the surveys of IL skills and library usage of PhD 
candidates, who declared a need for personal contact with librarians as educators more than 
limiting library instruction to online training.63 

The other findings refer both to the content and form of IL training. Differences in at-
titudes toward IL and skills of this type among students of particular courses can become 
an inspiration in developing profiled curricula not only in regard to specialist information 
sources for different disciplines but also IL skills specific to different professions. As discussed 
above, for example, history students are better in information evaluation, as this is a specific 
competency of historians working with different types of sources and/or documents. Regard-
ing the potential of an information literacy course, a set of competencies of this category can 
be enhanced. However, information processing or communication skills, seeming to be less 
developed in this group, require more attention and improvement. Knowledge of students’ IL 
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beliefs and self-efficacy should be a fundament of IL curricula dedicated to particular courses. 
The need to strengthen the belief of the importance of evaluating information sources among 
LIS students, as well as searching and using information among students of other majors, is 
recognized. It is also essential to enhance ethical attitudes toward information usage among 
all students, with the attendees of a journalism course in particular. 

As demonstrated in the literature review, close cooperation of academic librarians and 
faculty is the most effective way of IL training. The current project confirms from the other 
perspective the need for profiled IL education, strongly related to the course-specific and 
future professional requirements, and being realized by information professionals. 

Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Research
The results discussed above deepen the knowledge about the information literacy of the 
students in different countries and make a case for further in-depth comparative studies. Stu-
dents’ IL and education needs are important information to be referred to in curricula design 
and academic teaching, regarding different requirements and target competencies specific for 
particular professions and/or areas of activity.

The study has its limitations. Only a part of Polish social and humanistic sciences students 
was surveyed. The research focused on students of social sciences and humanities. Probably 
the results of the comparison would be more precise if the research sample had been expanded. 
It would also be interesting to constantly explore information searching strategies of those 
who passed a profiled academic IL training. 

Either in Spanish or Polish surveys it is explicit, that the students do not perceive librar-
ies as key sources of learning for developing IL competencies. Academic librarians teaching 
equally with the faculty can be ambassadors of libraries—both as places of learning and/or 
leisure time and as places, tools, and/or teams effective in information retrieval. 

A training program endorsed by empirical research and freely accessible to anyone could 
provide valuable support to academic learning networks and virtual campus. Therefore, fu-
ture research should include both further in-depth surveys of students’ IL and international 
comparisons of data in disciplinary and/or national aspects, and the analysis and design of 
syllabuses including IL content into specific courses. The studies of the effectiveness of pro-
filed IL training seem also to be required, to verify the actual improvement of students’ IL 
and their preparedness to fulfill information tasks in their professional life.
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APPENDIX. The IL-HUMASS Questionnaire
No. With Regard to… Belief in 

Importance
Self-efficacy Source

of Learning
Information Literacy
Competencies-Abilities

Low High
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Low High
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Cl Class
Co Courses
S Self-learning
O Others

Searching
1 Using print sources of information (books, 

papers, and so on)
2 Entering and using OPACs
3 Consulting and using electronic sources of 

primary information (such as journals)
4 Using electronic sources of secondary 

information (like databases)
5 Knowing the terminology of your subject
6 Searching for and retrieving internet information 

(such as advanced searches, directories, portals)
7 Using informal electronic sources of information 

(blogs, discussion lists, and the like)
8 Knowing information search strategies 

(descriptors, Boolean operators, and such)
Evaluation
9 Evaluating the quality of information resources
10 Recognizing the authors ideas within the text
11 Knowing the typology of scientific information 

sources (thesis, proceedings, and so on)
12 Determining whether an information resource is 

updated
13 Knowing the most relevant authors and 

institutions within your subject area
Processing
14 Systematizing and abstract information
15 Recognizing text structure
16 Using database managers (such as Access, 

MySQL)
18a Handling spreadsheets (for instance, Excel)
18b Handling statistical programs (for instance, SPSS)
19 Installing computer programs
Communication-Dissemination
20 Communicating in public
21 Communicating in other languages
22 Writing a document (such as a report or an 

academic work)
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23 Knowing the code of ethics in your academic/
professional field

24 Knowing the laws on the use of information and 
intellectual property

25 Creating academic presentations (using 
PowerPoint, for example)

26 Disseminating information on the internet 
(through webs, blogs, and other social platforms)
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