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Synthesis is the most visible part 
of the information problem-solving 
process. It’s the end result, the 
outcome, the conclusion. However, in 
the Big6™ approach, we emphasize 
that Synthesis does not always involve 
a report, paper, or project. The focus 
of Synthesis varies, depending on 
the original task. Sometimes the 
focus is to communicate effectively 
with others while at other times the 
purpose is more personal—to make 
choices or decisions that make a 
difference. The nature of the Synthesis 
product depends on the information 
problem-solving situation. In K–12 
education, that means focusing on the 
assignment, for example:

■  Answering multiple choice, fill-in, 
or short-answer questions on a test.

■  Writing an essay, short story, or 
poem.

■  Creating a poster, overhead 
transparency, audiotape, TV 
show, multimedia presentation, 
or Web page.

■ Writing a research paper or report.
■  Making a decision (e.g., which 

college to attend, which product to 
buy, whether to invest in a stock or 
mutual fund, where to go for dinner).

■  Communicating in person, writing, 
or by telephone, e-mail, chat, or 
videoconferencing.

All these are forms of Synthesis for 
individuals or small groups. On the 
societal level, we synthesize through 
communications and mass media: 
television, radio, books, magazines, 
newspapers, videos, CD music, 
computer games and simulations, 
and of course, the Internet and 
the Web. Synthesis is certainly 
a big part of our society. When 
people speak about the information 
explosion, they are talking about 
being overwhelmed by the amount 

and forms of 
Synthesis. 

In the Big6 
process, 
Synthesis 
includes two 
aspects—
#5.1: 
organizing 
information 

and #5.2: presenting information.  

According to Wurman (1989), there 
are a number of ways to organize 
information:

■	By category (and subcategory)
■		As a continuum (small to large or 

low to high, or the reverse)
■	Alphabetically
■	By time
■	As a story (from beginning to end)
■		Or as any combination of the above

People are constantly organizing 
information in different ways. One 
interesting activity to teach organizing 
(Big6 #5.1) is to show a collection of 
some kind (e.g., CDs) and have groups 
decide how they would organize 
it. Also, ask them about various 
collections that they have (e.g., videos, 
toys, books, dolls) and how they 
organize them. See if you can tease 
out the various options noted above for 
organizing information without having 
to present them yourself.

Big6 #5.2—presenting information—is 
also challenging. Students are 
constantly completing Synthesis 
products and being assessed on 
them: homework, handouts, tests and 
quizzes, papers, and projects. There’s 
an important connection between 
Synthesis and Task Definition, and 
library media specialists, as well as 
classroom teachers, can help students 
by discussing “what the result should 
look like” as part of Task Definition 
and remembering “what was the 
original purpose” as part of Synthesis.

Technology also plays a major role in 
Synthesis. Billions of dollars are spent 
every year on computer software 
to help people present ideas and 
information: word processing, desktop 
publishing, graphic programs, audio/
video editing, presentation software, 
electronic spreadsheets, database 
systems, and Web authoring. Synthesis 
technologies are so valuable because 
even if you have the best ideas, 
solutions, or insights in the world, if 
you can’t express them, your efforts 
are fruitless.

However, most of us know that 
it’s not very effective to teach 
technology out of context. Students 
are highly motivated, and it is easy 

to demonstrate how they can save 
time and effort, and do a better job, 
by using technology in meaningful, 
contextual ways. Learning “sticks” 
when we teach the how-to’s of various 
Synthesis tools in the context of 
the Big6 process (as well as with 
curriculum or personal needs). That’s 
what Big6 TurboTools is all about, but 
it makes sense for all the Synthesis-
focused computer programs made 
available to students. ■
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#5 Synthesis—Where It All Comes Together

By Michael B. Eisenberg

The Big6™

1. Task Definition
1.1 Define the information problem 
1.2 Identify information needed in order to 
complete the task (to solve the information 
problem) 

2. Information Seeking Strategies 
2.1 Determine the range of possible 
sources (brainstorm) 
2.2 Evaluate the different possible sources to 
determine priorities (select the best sources) 

3. Location and Access
3.1 Locate sources (intellectually and 
physically) 
3.2 Find information within sources 

4. Use of Information
4.1 Engage (e.g., read, hear, view, touch) the 
information in a source 
4.2 Extract relevant information from a source 

5. Synthesis
5.1 Organize information from multiple 
sources 
5.2 Present the information 

6. Evaluation
6.1 Judge the product (effectiveness) 
6.2 Judge the information problem-solving 
process (efficiency) 






