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Abstract
Beheadings, Lafayette, and Alice in Wonderland. What could these three subjects have to do with each other? For my interviewee, Mary Smith, these are key elements of her mystery novel she is currently writing. In order to write this novel, though, with these three elements, Mary had to carry out searches to better understand each element. This paper describes an interview and diagnosis of Mary’s learning style and search strategy process, as well as suggestions for ways Mary could better carry out her searches. 

Alice of Berrypicking:

The Diagnosis of Learning Styles and Search Strategies of a Novelist
Introduction


When this assignment was first proposed, one person entered my mind that would be an ideal person to interview. A friend (who will be referred to in this paper as Mary Smith) is in the process of writing several books and has mentioned from time to time that is she is researching various aspects of her plot and characters to provide a better background for the book. I was curious any way as to how she was carrying out this search process, and decided to interview her for this project. Through this interview, I was able to determine that she is a reflective observer, needed to learn about Lafayette, La., and Alice in Wonderland, and also was carrying out her own research without any assistance. This paper examines how I came to these conclusions and finishes with some suggestions as to where her search could take her if an information professional were to intervene in different ways. 

Learning Style

     Mary Smith is 22, a recent college graduate from a small liberal arts university, and has a degree in psychology, with a minor in creative writing. She is a lifelong resident of a southern state, and is using this background to frame her book. Mary is in the process of writing a murder mystery. She mentioned that she wanted to “write something different from what others are writing” and complained that Law and Order and other similar shows are “not well-researched…[the screenwriters use] the same story line over and over again” (M. Smith, personal communication, July 15, 2007). She believed that the other villains in literature and television were never believable or well developed. She wanted her “villain to be someone who is doing things, is crazy, but real, whose timing and reasons are concepts most people haven’t thought of before” (M. Smith, personal communication, July 15, 2007). Mary also mentioned her college program dabbled a little bit in criminology and she had an interest in that area. She was unable to, however, take the criminology course offered at her university, so she has done her own research. 

     As the interview went on and I thought about her learning style in terms of Kolb’s learning modes, I observed that she never took her research at face value and always went looking for more resources to confirm her original findings. She carried out this search on her own and had never thought of contacting a librarian or other information professional before the interview had occurred. Through these observations, I realized that Mary Smith was a reflective observer. She watched and read other murder mysteries, analyzing their components to see what worked and what failed (in her mind). Her constant search for confirmation of sources beyond an initial find, as well as her self-reliance, are all parts of Kolb’s description of a reflective observer (Thomas, 2004, 73). Her communication style, culture, and body language did not necessarily reflect this learning style. This diagnosis came from the interviewee’s own actions and descriptions of her search process. 

The Search Process

     As identified earlier, Mary Smith’s need was to locate information that would help better frame settings, and develop characters and the plot of her murder mystery novel that she is in the process of writing. Through the interview, three particular needs came out: the need to capture the culture and place of Lafayette, Louisiana, which Mary has never been to, the need to understand beheading (one of the murder methods), and the need to understand Alice in Wonderland, as the murders are motivated by this children’s tale.

     To prepare herself for these topics, Mary has brought her background in psychology and creative writing to her search and to her subjects. She has studied Alice in Wonderland as the motivation to her villain’s murders, reading them both twice. She’s examined the illustrations in the book, as her story utilizes a lot of visual hints. As she mentioned using Google for her searches most of the time, she appears to have a lot of technological skills and seems comfortable using the Internet for her research. However, she mentioned several times that she kept meaning to go to the library, but did not have time to go there for research purposes. At the time of the interview she carried out her own search process without any help or guidance from anyone else. 

     As Mary discussed how she searched and found information about beheading, about Lafayette, Louisiana, and about Alice in Wonderland, she described that she mostly just browsed around websites. For her searches on Lafayette, for example, she’s used the city’s website to begin learning what the town is like. She’s used Allrecipes.com to gain an understanding of Cajun food, Googled Acadian Cajun, as this is the predominant culture of Lafayette. She also has used Wikipedia to check “search results out with other things. [It] tends to be unreliable on some things. How do I know when it’s unreliable? When there are things I know to be true are listed as untrue. It usually shakes out” (M. Smith, personal communication, July 15, 2007). 

     At one point of the interview, Mary described part of her search about Lafayette. She used Wikipedia for external links, which brought her to links for the Lafayette Convention Center and government contacts. When she needed a name of a character, she decided to look at a Census list of the most popular girls’ names from Lafayette, as well as most common last names. 

     Another interesting aspect of her research is developing her characters to be based on Alice in Wonderland characters. She has used a lot of pictures from the books for this research, so she has not needed to search for this information as much.

    Mary also discussed a third part of her research, where she was trying to learn how beheading works. Her characters are killed through beheading and she had no idea how this worked. She was trying to look it up online, and then a professor in her office gave away an anatomy book, which she took. She looked at the neck diagrams and was able to figure out how beheading worked, just by looking at the diagrams and speaking to an old college roommate who happened to be a medical student. 

     Finally, Mary mentioned that she did have a few walls in her research. She wanted to understand how the death penalty works in Louisiana, which took her a couple of days to find on her own. She tried Wikipedia, but that did not work, and somehow she stumbled onto the answer from another website. She could not remember how she got to it. Somehow through her searching she discovered that Louisiana uses a gas chamber. 

     Another barrier and frustration for Mary in the search process was when she would “look up something and see a scene in a certain way and look at the actual facts and can’t do the scene that way and it makes her redo the book concept” (M. Smith, personal communication, July 15, 2007). Other than that, she never seemed to talk about her frustrations or emotions with the search process. She spent a lot of time describing her character development and learning about the Acadian Cajun culture that Lafayette is a part of. She was almost detached emotionally from her search process, which appeared to be another indication that she was a reflective observer: she observed what she found, trying to determine whether or not it was true. 

     Ultimately, it is difficult to summarize Mary’s search process and bring it to a conclusion, because it is an ongoing search. She is still trying to tweak her characters, learn as much as she can about Lafayette, and understand how beheading works. But her process shows clearly that she is a Berrypicker, which will be discussed in the next section.

Analysis

     Mary Smith’s search process best fits under Bates’ Berrypicking search strategy. Mary’s search process evolved as she gathered more information. She never seemed to follow a “linear course, but invoked an iterative ‘berrypicking’ process that evolved and changed as [her] searches unfolded” (Thomas, 2004, 152). For Mary, online research did not uncover how beheading works, but Mary stumbled onto an anatomy book and with the help of a medical student, Mary was able to understand how beheading worked. 

   Mary also weaved in and out of Google and Wikipedia searches, following their links to unrelated resources. Mary knew what information she needed to find, but she did not appear to have a linear plan to get to that information. 

    Diagnosing Mary’s search strategies as “berrypicking” comes across clearer if her strategies are compared to Ellis’s research strategies (Thomas, 2004, 123). Ellis starts with identifying key articles and authors for a topic (starting), and then uses citations to lead to other resources (chaining). Next, searchers follow up on citations from documents initially found (backward chaining), then uses citations to find articles that come from the original research (forward chaining). Browsing, differentiating (determining most useful resources), monitoring (checking out current field research), and finally, extracting (examining each resource for useful information), are the other parts of Ellis’s research strategies. This is a much more systematic process that clearly does not fit what Mary Smith described as her search process. She moved from subject to subject, from resource to resource, without much reason for her procedure, and typically would stumble onto what she was looking for.  

Possible Improvements of the Search Process

    Mary Smith could have greatly benefited from the help of an information professional in carrying out her search process. When examining Kuhlthau’s levels of intervention (Thomas, 2004, 39), the organizer and lecturer, and tutor would not be helpful types of intervention. Mary Smith does need assistance, but through her evaluation techniques of information, she knows what resources are good and what resources are not good. Thus, Kuhlthau’s instructor and counselor levels of intervention may be good places to start for someone to assist Mary Smith with her continued research for her book. 

     The Instructor, who provides “assistance in locating and using a variety of relevant resources” (Thomas, 2004, 39), could provide more relevant resources to Mary Smith for learning more about Lafayette, Louisiana. This information professional might be aware of books about the Acadian Cajun culture that Lafayette embraces. The professional might also know where to locate accurate information about the physical attributes and mechanics of beheading. Finally, this professional might be aware of more resources to help Mary Smith better understand Alice in Wonderland. The intervention should not stop with the Instructor, however. The Tutor is not needed, as again, Mary Smith appeared to realize the difference between relevant resources and irrelevant resources. The Counselor level of intervention, however, would appear to also be beneficial for Mary Smith’s case.

     As Mary Smith has been identified as a reflective observer, she seems to want to carry out her searches on her own. A Counselor-level of intervention would help Mary continue to locate research material through her own methods, after some assistance from a Counselor-type information professional. According to Kuhlthau, a Counselor provides “assistance in understanding the process, in the development of search strategies, in the formulation of a focus, and determining relevance of retrieved items,” (Thomas, 2004, 39). As Mary was mainly using the berry-picking search strategy, she might find more focused search results if the Counselor-level of intervention took place, by teaching her how to focus her searches. 

Conclusion

     Interviewing Mary Smith was very enlightening, and caused me to see how each person does carry out their searches in different ways, depending on his or her background. The interview with Mary also uncovered her realization that she had never considered approaching a librarian before to ask for help with her book research. I suggested she do this (after the interview was over), and heard back from her a couple of days later through email. The email subject read, “Hug a Librarian, They’re the Best” and her email described how she used IM reference service at the university where she works to contact one of the librarians to find more information on the Acadian Cajun culture and Lewis Carroll. She wrote, “You got me thinking about our library. I chatted online with one of the librarians over at SMU this afternoon. She found several great Acadian/Cajun books and some literary criticism of Alice in Wonderland. There are actually a lot of resources at that library” (M. Smith, personal communication, July 16, 2007). 

     Her comments made me wonder why more people do not take advantage of using the library’s resources, both the print and electronic resources and the human resources. Even after learning all about learning styles and search strategies, and interviewing Mary Smith, I still cannot understand why she was searching on her own. She knew about libraries, but had never thought about using the resources for her research until a friend (me) suggested that she use a library. It makes me think that there may be more to information literacy instruction than simply having librarians learn about how people learn, how they themselves search, and how people communicate, especially non-verbally. Why did my well-educated friend who has used a library many times in the past to assist friends with their own research not remember that she could approach a librarian for assistance with her own research? I guess this is a question for further research at another time. 

Appendix A

Probe Questions

1. Why are you writing this book?

2. What are you using as a part of your search?

3. How do you come up with your ideas and then research them?

4. In what types of situations do you get frustrated?

5. What leads you to your ideas?

6. Who has helped you with your research?

7. How do you know the search was successful?

8. What barriers have you come across?

9. Why do you go after different ideas?
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