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Region (HKSAR) suggested the extension of electronic database use to secondary and primary 

schools to empower teaching and learning at primary and secondary levels (EDB 2004). While 

substantial research has been conducted on the evaluation of digital libraries (Chowdhury, 

Landoni, and Gibb 2006), the use of such electronic databases by primary school students is 

relatively scarce. Previous studies have found that children are able to interact confidently with 

electronic sources, but their information-seeking behaviors are substantially different from those 

of adults (Bilal and Kirby 2002; Kafai and Bates 1997; Madden et al. 2006; Schacter, Chung, 

and Dorr 1998). Accordingly, the investigation of the use of electronic resources in primary 

schools is important in achieving a match between the learning needs of children and providing 

them the necessary resources. 

 

A pilot study undertaken in a local primary school in Hong Kong has shown that an electronic 
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of higher education have been shown to include teaching, research, and keeping up-to-date in the 

development of interest areas (Monopoli et al. 2002). Borgman et al. (2000), through a series of 

case studies, have demonstrated the usefulness of electronic databases in supporting research and 

teaching undergraduates. Similarly, postgraduate students have confirmed the usefulness of 

electronic databases in research when they have acquired information search skills (Chu and Law 

2007). 

 

Electronic Resources in Primary Education 
Different kinds of electronic resources, such as databases and search engines, have been adopted 

increasingly in primary school classrooms (Kuiper, Volman, and Terwel 2005). However, 

studies that have examined the use of electronic resources in the context of primary education are 

still limited, and the findings are far from consistent. A number of studies provide evidence that 

electronic resources offer benefits for students. For instance, Owens, Hester, and Teale (2002) 

found that the use of electronic databases enhances cognition in the areas of reading and writing 

among primary and junior secondary school students. Chow et al. (2007) found that an electronic 

news database boosts the quality of primary school students‘ inquiry-based projects. 

 

On the other hand, research findings have also revealed that primary students experience 

difficulties in handling vast amounts of online information resources because they do not have 

the necessary information technology (IT) skills to search online effectively (Borgman et al. 

1995; Chu 2009). Researchers have found that students have insufficient levels of information 

literacy (IL) to evaluate and analyze critically the information they acquire (Bowler, Large, and 

Rejskind 2001; Chow et al. 2007). In a series of studies, Bilal (2000, 2001, 2002) examined the 

use of a search engine ―Yahooligans!‖ by seventh grade students. Bilal found that students have 

had trouble completing search tasks because they lacked adequate information-search skills. 

Bowler, Large, and Rejskind (2001) have also reported that many sixth graders lacked the basic 

IT skills to use web-based information in doing their school assignments. 

 

Research has shown that electronic news databases have important teaching potential, and their 

use in primary school classrooms has improved the quality of teaching and learning in language, 

communication skills, and critical thinking (Trillo 2003). Such databases also attract and 

motivate young people to learn through news articles that are relevant to their daily lives (Chow 

et al. 2007). 

 

Learning Approaches 
Students undertake learning for a variety of reasons, and those reasons determine how they 

proceed with their learning and hence influence their academic performance (Biggs 1993). Biggs 

(1987a) identified two approaches to learning—surface and deep—with corresponding motives 

and strategies. A surface approach is characterized by the fear of failure and the aim for 

qualifi
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(Kember, Biggs, and Leung 2004). Webber and Johnston (2000) have suggested that pedagogical 

approaches that facilitate learning experiences and involve IL must emphasize the enhancement 

of a deep learning approach among students. 

 

Research has shown that online learning environments affect students‘ learning approaches 

(Cleveland-Innes and Emes 2005). As such, the concept of learning approaches, which provides 

a framework for understanding the dynamics between learning context and learning processes for 

individual students (Garrison and Cleveland-Innes 2005), may be relevant to the use of electronic 

databases in education. The Learning Process Questionnaire (LPQ), which measures students‘ 

approaches to learning, has been used and tested in numerous studies, yielding high validity and 

reliability across cultures (Biggs 1987b, 1992; Watkins 1998; Wong, Lin, and Watkins 1996). 

 

Research Gap 
While teachers and students have used electronic resources in primary education, evidence that 

supports the usefulness of these databases is far from conclusive. Limited research has examined 

the actual use of such resources by teachers or students. To pave the way toward an appropriate 

and effective use of electronic databases in primary education, we desire a better understanding 

of the context and experiences related to their use. This present study aimed to examine the use 

of an electronic news database in primary school learning and teaching. This expands on an 

earlier pilot project using P4 students (Chow et al. 2007), extending the implementation to 

include middle to upper primary school levels. Besides offering relevant insights into how 

primary school teachers and students use an electronic database to support teaching and learning, 

the findings of this study show the relationship between students‘ learning approaches and their 

use of an electronic database. This study thus contributes to the growing body of research that 

provides the basis for using electronic resources in primary education. 

 

Method 
 

Research Questions 
The main objective of this study was to examine the use and efficacy of an electronic news 

database for upper primary school students and teachers. We asked the following research 

questions: 

 

 How do students and teachers interact with the electronic news database? 

 How do students and teachers perceive the usefulness of the electronic news database? 
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Procedure 
At the beginning of the school year 2008–9, we introduced an electronic news database called 

WiseNews to students and teachers in the five participating schools. WiseNews draws 

information from myriad sources, such as newspapers, magazines, journals, and newswires, and 

is updated every day with content direct from about one thousand content providers and five 

hundred websites (Wisers Information Limited 2010). Containing such a vast range of 

information, we assumed that WiseNews would be a useful database to enhance teaching and 

learning at the primary education level. We negotiated with the server provider of WiseNews to 

provide one-year free trials of the WiseNews database to the schools for educational purposes. 

Informed consent was obtained from the participating schools to allow the recording of database 

activities. The service provider then recorded automatically the activities of the students and 

teachers on the online database throughout the year. Individual informed consent was obtained to 

conduct surveys and interviews at the end of the academic year to collect students‘ and teachers‘ 

perceptions of the usefulness of the news database. 

 

Data Collection 
We collected data using the following strategies: 

 

 Automatic records of online database activities. The service provider of WiseNews 

automatically recorded all online activities by the users. These were collected to 

characterize the participants‘ use pattern of WiseNews. The information included the 

mode of information retrieval, document management, sources of information, and the 

headlines viewed. 

 Surveys. We used a questionnaire with a four-

http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_appendixes#appa
http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_appendixes#appb
http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_appendixes#appc
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Methods of Information Retrieval 

There were two major methods for information retrieval in the news database: browsing 

and keyword searching. 

http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_tbles#tab1
http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_tbles#tab2
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sources with which they were familiar. While teachers retrieved information mostly from 

local sources as well, they were more likely to retrieve information from overseas 

countries, including North America (see 

http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_figs#fig4
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Figure 2. Percentage Distribution of News Database Use Frequency by Teachers 

over 24 Hours 

 

 

Figure 3. Location of the Publications Retrieved by Students 

 



http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_tbles#tab3
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schoolwork among a more diverse group of primary school students. While the use of the 

http://www.ala.org/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/slmrb/slmrcontents/volume13/chu_mak_tsang_tbles#tab4
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Table 4. Teachers’ Ratings on Various Aspects Relating to the Use of WiseNews 

 

Mean (SD) n t p-value 

Overall Usefulness 
2.98 (0.33) 30 7.92 0.00 

Ease of Use 
2.96 (0.43) 29 5.74 0.00 
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depended on the project topic. For instance, a teacher librarian (T-HOS) 
1
 said that ―the 

news database is not that useful for projects about Exploring Science, which emphasizes 

doing experiments in laboratory.‖ 

 

Difficulties in searching the news database were also reported by students, who appeared 

to have engaged in a ―cumulative and reiterative‖ search process. This strategy involves 

the users entering a term, scanning the results, and then modifying the search (Foster 

2004).Students typically recognized the need to refine the keywords for searching. For 

example, one P3 student (S-CLL) 
2
 changed the keyword from ―dirty water‖ to ―water 

pollution‖ and ―polluted water‖ to find the desired information. However, many students 

reported difficulty in formulating keywords for searching, which previous studies 

(Borgman et al. 1995; Hirsh 1997; Large and Beheshti 2000; Moore and St. George 1991; 

Marchionini 1989) have observed as typical for young information seekers. This 

consistent observation about the information search strategies of children shows the 

important role of adults in providing guidance for keyword formulation. Teachers in this 

study appear to recognize such a role, as is apparent in remarks such as the one made by a 

GS teacher (T-HWK): ―After designing the project topic, it is better for teachers to do a 

preliminary searching on the news database, then narrow down the date range for 

students to do the searching effectively.‖ 

 

Students also had trouble dealing with the vast amounts of information. They reported 

spending considerable time selecting appropriate information from the large number of 

news articles produced by keyword searching. Inevitably, some irrelevant articles were 

encountered in the students‘ search results. For instance, one P4 Student (S-LWN) 

recalled that ―when I typed in ‗East Asia Olympic,‘ some irrelevant news about regular 

sports competitions was found.‖ Besides the concern about the volume and relevance of 

information search results, previous studies have also shown that children do not tend to 

question the validity of their retrieved information (Hirsh 1999; Watson 1998; Large and 

Beheshti 2000). The participants in the present study reported the same finding. For 

instance, a P4 student (S-LCY) reported, ―my teacher pointed out that a piece of 

information I found from the news database about Picasso was indeed inaccurate.‖ -
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Study implications in relation to domain knowledge may also be discussed. Domain knowledge, 

which is the knowledge of a specific subject, affects searching processes (Hsieh-Yee 2001; 

Wildemuth 2004; Fidel et al. 1999; Hirsh 1997). It influences the formulation of suitable 

keywords and the evaluation of the relevance and reliability of retrieved information. 

Accordingly, teachers might find it useful to elaborate on project topics during lessons to equip 

students with relevant vocabulary and understanding to facilitate their search process. 

 

Limitations of the Study 
While access to the WiseNews database was provided free of charge to all the participants in this 

study, not all students had equal access to the Internet at home. This could have influenced their 

amount of use after school hours. Furthermore, the users might also have varied levels of IL and 

IT skills, which may have affected their methods of information retrieval. This study did not 

include any assessment of the levels of IL and IT skills of the users. Finally, the five 

participating schools were recruited on the basis of convenience sampling, which might limit the 

generalizability of the findings to other schools in Hong Kong. 

 

Conclusion 
This study addressed questions concerning students‘ and teachers‘ use patterns of an electronic 

news database, their perceptions of its usefulness, and associations with students‘ learning 

approaches. Findings showed that younger students tended to exclusively browse through the 

electronic database, while older students and teachers tended to enga(e)4(r stude)4(v 8lec)61s 
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