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Abstract 
This conference paper introduces "Information Didactics", defining it as a new 
didactics concept centering on the analysis of epistemic-culture-specific behav-
iour as a basis for the development of instructional activities. It broadens existing 
traditional conceptions of Information Literacy (IL) to create a universally 
adoptable didactical concept applicable not only to classical IL training but also 
to other instructional activities in the field of Information Science, for example 
the development of data literacy skills. 

Keywords: Information Didactics, Information Literacy 

1 What is Information Didactics? 

Information didactics deals with learning processes related to the handling of infor-
mation.1 One of the fundamental hypotheses posited by information didactics is the 
dependence of the specific types of information, and the respective handling of that 
information, on the epistemic culture context of the learners.2  
  
With regard to theoretical modelling, the objective of information didactics is to:  
- identify specific types of information in different social contexts (epistemic culture- 
oriented information typology), 
- describe and analyze specific types of practical information handling in these con-
texts (epistemic culture-based information practice),  
- take account of the pre-requisites involved in information handling in these contexts 
(epistemic culture-specific requirement profiles), and in addition 
- take into consideration the dominant learning practices in these contexts (epistemic 
culture-specific didactic practice).  
 
The application-related goal of information didactics consists in the (further) develop-
ment of didactic concepts capable of supporting learning processes relating to the com-
petent handling of information in line with the type of epistemic culture background 
applicable to each particular case. Information didactics is particularly relevant in in-
terdisciplinary teaching and the transdisciplinary transfer of knowledge, as here the 

1 2
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character of the teachers' epistemic culture will differ from that of the learners. This is 
the general rule within the context of practice-centered information brokerage activi-
ties. 
 
The term "information didactics" was coined by the linguist Matthias Ballod in his 2007 
habilitation thesis. Here Ballod presents arguments in favour of a general didactics of 
information transfer against the background of the digital transformation, i.e a didactics 
delivering concepts and methods for teaching those skills and abilities enabling the 
competent handling of information. Applied to information science, his concept of in-
formation didactics can be described as a didactics of information literacy in the sense 
of a didactics related to the handling of data, information, information infrastructures, 
tools for the production and provision of information, strategies of information seeking, 
and the related ethical, legal, economic and social issues. Within the taxonomy of di-
dactics in general, it is to be understood as a concept covering the whole area and in-
cluding content of interdisciplinary relevance, analogous to media didactics. However, 
while Ballod bases his concept on a semiotic perception of information and concen-
trates on its further theoretical development as the foundation of a transfer science with 
the goal of describing, designing, controlling and optimizing knowledge transfer pro-
cesses, the unsystematic empirical application examples he uses to illustrate the concept 
of information didactics in his habilitation treatise focus primarily on teaching the use 
of digital information resources such as subject databases or search engines. The prac-
tical application of information didactics is thereby not only eclipsed by the theoretical 
agenda but also by reflectance from the information science oriented discussion on in-
formation literacy teaching. 
 
In 2016, one of the authors of this article was appointed to the Chair of Information 
Science and Knowledge Transfer at the Faculty of Information Science of the FH Pots-
dam, the first known international use of the designation. Although the definition de-
veloped within the remit of this professorship, and here presented by the authors of this 
article, does indeed make reference to Ballod's concept, it also simultaneously incorpo-
rates an information science and sociological perspective into the definition by favour-
ing a fundamental enquiry into the epistemological origins of information didactics 
over a topical agenda. The next section will take a closer look at this perception of 
information didactics. The corresponding remarks are to be understood as representing 
possible approaches to further discussion. They have been developed on the basis of 
both participatory observation and initial exploratory studies conducted within the in-
terdisciplinary framework of the Professorship for Information Didactics and 
Knowledge Transfer, and have been further refined by both authors within the subject 
focus of the Information Literacy Section of the KIBA and with reference to practical 
library-related perspectives. 
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2 Epistemic cultures, information and information didactics 

Karin Knorr-Cetina defines epistemic cultures as "practices, mechanisms, and princi-
ples that (…) determine how we know what we know within a particular field of 
knowledge".3 So the question is: How is knowledge in a specific epistemic culture gen-
erated, validated and communicated?4 From an information science perspective this 
approach is productive, because it provides the analytical basis for the investigation of 
specific processes of knowledge construction both in terms of the nature of the infor-
mation generated during these processes and in terms of the information practice spe-
cific to that particular epistemic culture, in other words the testing, evaluating, pro-
cessing, communicating, and sharing of information.  
 
This approach, based on a descriptive phenomenological notion of information which 
looks at information from the perspective of empirical information behaviour rather 
than from that of the historical semantics of the concept of information, is the one fol-
lowed, for example, by Capurro & Hjørland (2003) in their examination of the historical 
development and discipline-dependent differentiation of information.5 The question re-
garding the particular concept of information underlying each different epistemic cul-
ture seems less relevant in the context of information didactics than the question as to 
what comprises information in each epistemic culture, and how information is used and 
processed in the various stages of epistemic culture construction. In addition infor-
mation is regarded as a fluid and context-dependent concept as it undergoes the meta-
morphosis transforming it from data into knowledge,6 whereby, according to North, 
data, information and knowledge are distinct categories characterized by the degree to 
which they are charged with meaning and context. However, the matter of what, in what 
context and for whom, is defined as data, as information or as knowledge is a question 
of cognitive interest and context. If, for example, a research project is concerned with 
the particular extent to which certain raw climate data have changed significantly over 
a certain period of time within a given region, then – set against the background of this 
cognitive interest and the context of this project – monthly aggregated data measuring 
the precipitation in a certain region are the result of the project and thus form a 
knowledge store. This store contains the raw climate data (=data), the interpretive se-
lection of the precipitation measurement data obtained in accordance with the research 
topic (=information) and their corresponding context-based interpretation (monthly ag-
gregation). In a second research project focusing on the question of whether monthly 
aggregated precipitation measurements are meaningful parameters for the description 
of climate change within a given region, the monthly aggregated precipitation meas-
urement data form the starting point, and hence one of the databases instrumental in 
answering the question. These data are then transformed into information on the basis 
of, for example, their relation to other measurement parameters used to calculate cli-
mate change. The interpretive synthesis of the data evaluation with reference to the 
initial research question will then represent the knowledge developed within this pro-
ject. 
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In addition to the analysis of information practices, and resulting from the fluid and 
context-dependent concept of data, information and knowledge described above, infor-
mation didactics also includes the analysis of data and knowledge practices, thereby 
aiming to develop conceptual methods of promoting competence in dealing with phe-
nomena from all three categories of the knowledge construction process. 
 
The results of the epistemic culture-based analysis of information typology and infor-
mation practice form the basis for the development of epistemic culture-specific pre-
requisite profiles for the design of information didactics-related models of information 
literacy instruction. We suggest using an example to illustrate how this praxeological 
perspective provides added value to a deep understanding of the epistemic culture pre-
requisites relating to information literacy: 
 
As a part of the curriculum development project "Design 0815" conducted by the FH 
Potsdam (funded by the Stifterverband 01 / 2016-03 / 2019, Prof. Constanze Langer, 
Department of Design; Prof. Dr. Frank Heidmann, Department of Design; Prof. Dr. 
Antje Michel, Department of Information Science), the curricula of the FHP design 
study programs were evaluated and revised regarding the integration of learning content 
aimed at enabling students to participate successfully in the digitized world of life and 
work. At the same time, this framework offered an opportunity to actively observe the 
epistemic culture(s) of the design disciplines (by conducting joint courses, for example, 
or by cooperatively supervising bachelor theses within the common research process), 
and to contrast the insights thus gained with the conventions of the information science 
epistemic culture. A sub-project designed to provide insight into the appropriate curric-
ular anchoring of problem-solving competencies in the design curricula led to the real-
ization that discrepancies in problem-solving behaviour between the information sci-
ences and the design disciplines can be characterized by differences in the way 
knowledge is generated. In the information sciences the dominating practice is episte-
mological, since it is rooted in the empirical research process, whereas in the design 
disciplines problem-solving behaviour is characterized by an iterative design-oriented 
cognition process (see Fig. 1a & 1b).   



 

Proceedings of the LILG Conference 2019 Page  of 39 133

5 

  
Fig. 1a: Human-centered design process, own graphic by FH Potsdam. 

 
 

 

 
Fig. 1b: Research process in information science, own graphic by FH Potsdam. 
 
 
Throughout the problem-solving process, agents in both epistemic cultures use different 
methods of generating, assessing, processing, and producing information, and many of 
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these methods are employed by both disciplines. However, from an epistemological 
point of view the two epistemic cultures pursue differing core interests. While in the 
information sciences the main interest lies in generating maximally generalizable, ob-
jectifiable knowledge, in the design disciplines the predominant focus is on the gener-
ation and definition of ideas, which are seen as outlines characterized by subjective 
inspiration.7 These differing attitudes lead to similar methods being applied in different 
ways, with the information generated or processed with their help also being weighted 
differently. 
For example, in both variations of knowledge generation, information retrieval is of 
secondary importance within the process. While in the information sciences the state of 
research is usually determined on the basis of an evaluation of the specialist subject 
literature, with value placed on proceeding in as systematic and inter-subjectively com-
prehensible a manner as possible, as is, for example, the case when conducting a sys-
tematic literature review8 preliminary to the actual survey, information research during 
the design process is mainly for inspirational purposes. Subject literature is only one 
information research element among many other sources of information; literature re-
search is erratic and the information often used by the researcher as a source of inspi-
ration. Information analysis and data collection are often not separated in the design 
disciplines, and data collection procedures often occur in parallel, or in direct succes-
sion, at the same early stage of the design process, together with, for example, inter-
views with relevant stakeholders within the context of the research question, for exam-
ple with future users of the product or service to be developed, or with experts. In con-
trast to the information sciences, these processes are generally not conducted according 
to social scientific principles, nor are they systematically evaluated or documented in 
any inter-subjectively comprehensible manner. In addition, the knowledge generated in 
the interviews mainly serves as inspiration, and to effect a role shift towards that of user 
or expert in order to cultivate a more diverse perspective on the subject.  
 
This application of congruent methods to diverging attitudes requiring varying episte-
mological categorization including the resulting variations in attitude towards the gen-
erated data and information, differences in the assignment of relevance and deviations 
in the use of the generated data and information suggests that the teaching of infor-
mation-handling skills cannot succeed using a single standard system. 
 
The example shows that the analysis of information practices within the specific epis-
temic culture of a specific target group is an important prerequisite for the development 
of an adequate concept for the design of information literacy teaching and learning ma-
terials. While, for example, the teaching of information research techniques in the in-
formation sciences is strongly focused on systematic literature research with its ensuing 
phases of search strategy development commensurate with knowledge generation, care-
ful source selection, search term documentation and systematic evaluation of the re-
sults, this kind of approach to the teaching of information research competence is ap-
plicable only to a limited extent to students in the design disciplines. For here, as a 
result of the very different epistemological end goal, namely that of creating ideas and 
designs, literature research is merely one of several elements involved in the generation 
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of information and data. For example, methods and tools designed to support image-
guided information handling will have more significance in the design disciplines, 
where visual literacy training plays an important role.9 Approaches to teaching litera-
ture research skills could, for example, be biased in favour of the concept of berry-
picking10 rather than more systematic approaches.11 Other relevant methods are, for 
example, image searching or indeed the use of independent surveys to generate inspi-
rational, but not systematic, impressions. It is important that any form of information 
literacy teaching based on the principles of information didactics be necessarily viewed 
from the perspective of the appropriate specific epistemic culture-based practice, re-
sulting from the varying fundamental goals envisaged by the act of knowledge genera-
tion or the development of ideas and their transformation into drafts. If instead teachers 
impose standards of information handling drawn from their own professional back-
grounds, there is a danger of obscuring the specific basic interest of the specialist cul-
ture – the "triggering" of inspiration, in the case of design – by employing practices and 
standards running counter to this interest (systematics, strictness of method, objectiv-
ity).12 
 
It should be understood that this is an idealized viewpoint. The concept of epistemic 
cultures reflects more closely than the discipline of epistemology the fact that bounda-
ries between disciplines are contingent and that there are sometimes greater similarities 
between two disciplines at the interfaces of common research areas than there are within 
a single discipline. In this respect it also should be emphasized that the descriptions of 
the information science and design-specific epistemic cultures presented here are to be 
understood as representing ideal points of view.13 
 
However, the realization that teachers must always be familiar with the practices of 
their learners' epistemic culture if they are to make the information to be communicated 
compatible with their learners' knowledge pool is nothing new. Since the advent of 
cognitivist and interactionist learning theories, such as those of Lew Wygotski or Hans 
Aebli, this has been regarded in the didactic sciences as an essential prerequisite for the 
success of teaching and learning processes.14 For teachers who come from the same 
epistemic culture as their learners, this knowledge is usually accessible as implied 
knowledge (tacit knowledge/tacit knowing).15 In practical information teaching and 
learning contexts, such as in libraries for example, this is not necessarily the case. Here 
the teachers (for example librarians) often come from an epistemic culture different 
from that of their target groups. However, information practitioners can tap into the 
knowledge-based information practices of their target groups using an information di-
dactics analysis. Since in daily practice it is possible to carry out this kind of analysis 
only to a very limited extent, we would regard the job of conducting information didac-
tics analyses of the epistemic culture-specific information practices of our target groups 
as one of the more important tasks currently facing information science. 
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3 Extending the focus of information didactics 

The above applies all the more given that continuing specialization and differentiation 
within the academic disciplines, coupled above all with the changes in information 
practices in the sciences triggered by digitization, pose fundamentally new challenges 
to the content and methods involved in the promotion of information literacy.16 Even 
though, conceptually, information literacy has always related to all these aspects of 
dealing with information in a comprehensive sense,17 the main emphasis - at least in 
the German-speaking world - has been mainly on interdisciplinary instruction in library 
use, introductions to catalogues and databases, and training in search strategies and 
search techniques.18 However, in the aftermath of digitization the need is increasing for 
the inclusion of topics such as digital publishing, open access, research data manage-
ment, and bibliometrics, thus addressing a range of complex issues related to a variety 
of data-related, legal, ethical, economic, and social issues.19 At the moment there is 
general uncertainty as to how these new skills, promoted within the context of "Digital 
Scholarship", might relate to the skills previously taught at universities - this uncer-
tainty also being reflected in the various approaches to systematization in which the 
relationship between an ever-growing and increasingly differentiated number of "liter-
acies" is described from different perspectives in the form of hierarchically structured 
models.20 
 
For information didactics, however, this somewhat theoretical systematics problem is 
of secondary importance. The field is primarily concerned with conveying the 
knowledge and skills that information practitioners in the various contexts within and 
without academia need in order to develop and create epistemic culture-based teaching 
and learning practices in all questions to do with the handling of information - under-
stood as a "place-holder" for data - information - knowledge according to the DIK-
Ladder - to suit their target groups. Information didactics competence therefore has its 
place within the context of both classical librarianship training and the qualification of 
data librarians, data stewards and other experts active in the field of digitally based 
learning and research processes. The curricula of the data and information-related de-
gree courses should therefore not only be examined to check whether requirements 
which have arisen in the course of digitization regarding the operative handling of dig-
ital data, information and infrastructures are being adequately conveyed, but also 
whether these curricula are suited to providing the persons seeking qualification with 
the necessary information didactics skills to enable them to develop epistemic culture-
based information literacy teaching and learning materials for their target groups. 
Linked to this are concrete information didactics research perspectives, such as the de-
velopment and testing of methodological instruments for the analysis of information 
practice within different epistemic cultures. In conjunction with this, a further research 
goal could be the extension and epistemic culture-enriched differentiation of the library 
didactic framework model21 as a guide for information science practice in libraries and 
other information institutions. Particular attention should be paid to the range of topics 
that have been added in the course of digitization, including digital publishing and open 
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access, research data management, and bibliometric and scientometric questions, with 
their diverse legal, economic, ethical and social references. 
 
If compiled in the form of a manual, these could help experts working in information 
literacy to methodologically identify the epistemic culture-based specifics of their tar-
get groups and, on this basis, to develop appropriate training courses with target group-
centered content and methodology, which would make a much more effective contri-
bution to strengthening information literacy skills than that effected by methods not 
based on specific aspects of information practices within different epistemic cultures. 
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