


Teaching informaTion LiTeracy  
and WriTing STudieS

Volume 1 
First- Year Composition Courses



Purdue Information Literacy Handbooks

clarence maybee, Series editor
Sharon Weiner, founding Series editor



Teaching informaTion LiTeracy 
and WriTing STudieS

Volume 1 
First- Year Composition Courses

edited by grace Veach

Purdue university Press, West Lafayette, indiana



Copyright 2018 by Purdue University. All rights reserved.
Printed in the United States of America.

Cataloging- in- Publication Data available from the Library of Congress.
Paper ISBN: 978-1-55753-828-4
ePub ISBN: 978-1-61249-547-7
ePDF ISBN: 978-1-61249-548-4

Cover images
Top: Wavebreakmedia/iStock/Thinkstock 
Bottom left: Jacob Ammentorp Lund/iStock/Thinkstock
Bottom center: Wavebreakmedia/iStock/Thinkstock
Bottom right: Dekdoyjaidee/iStock/Thinkstock



conTenTS

foreWord ix

inTroducTion xi

ParT i Lenses, Thresholds, and Frameworks

1 coLLaBoraTion aS conVerSaTionS
When Writing Studies and the Library Use the Same Conceptual Lenses 3
Jennifer Anderson, Glenn Blalock, Lisa Louis, and Susan Wolff Murphy

2 KnoWLedge ProceSSeS and Program PracTiceS
Using the WPA Outcomes Statement and the ACRL Framework  
for Information Literacy for Curricular Renewal 19
Margaret Artman and Erica Frisicaro- Pawlowski

3 WriTing WiTh The LiBrary
Using Threshold Concepts to Collaboratively Teach Multisession  
Information Literacy Experiences in First- Year Writing 31
Brittney Johnson and I. Moriah McCracken



Vi CONTENTS

ParT ii Collaboration and Conversation

4 SuPPLanTing The reSearch PaPer and one- ShoT LiBrary ViSiT
A Collaborative Approach to Writing Instruction  
and Information Literacy 49
Valerie Ross and Dana M. Walker

5 PrioriTizing academic inquiry in The firST- year exPerience
Information Literacy and Writing Studies in Collaboration 61
Alanna Frost, Lacy Marschalk, David Cook, and Michael Manasco, with Gaines Hubbell

6 PreSSing The reSeT BuTTon on (informaTion) LiTeracy in fyW 
Opportunities for Library and Writing Program Collaboration  
in Research- Based Composition 71
William FitzGerald and Zara T. Wilkinson

7 reSearch aS inquiry
Teaching Questioning in FYC for Research Skills Transfer 85
Katherine Field- Rothschild

8 Joining The conVerSaTion
Using a Scaffolded Three- Step Information Literacy Model  
to Teach Academic Research at a Community College 97
Melissa Dennihy and Neera Mohess

ParT iii Pedagogies and Practices

9 PromoTing SeLf- reguLaTed Learning in The firST- year WriTing cLaSSroom
Developing Critical Thinking in the Selection of Tools and Sources 111
Robert Hallis

10 uSing informaTion LiTeracy TuToriaLS effecTiVeLy
Reflective Learning and Information Literacy in First- Year Composition 127
Emily Standridge and Vandy Dubre

11 uSing oBJecT- BaSed Learning To anaLyze Primary SourceS
New Directions for Information Literacy Instruction in a First- Year  
Writing Course 145
Crystal Goldman and Tamara Rhodes



CONTENTS Vii

ParT iV Classroom- Centered Approaches to Information Literacy

12 communiTieS of informaTion
Information Literacy and Discourse Community Instruction in First- Year 
Writing Courses 157
Cassie Hemstrom and Kathy Anders

13 a cooPeraTiVe, rheToricaL aPProach To reSearch inSTrucTion
Refining Our Approach to Information Literacy Through Umbrellas  
and BEAMs 169
Amy Lee Locklear and Samantha McNeilly

14 food for ThoughT
Writing About Culinary Traditions and the Integration of Personal  
and Academic Writing 185
Tom Pace

15 creaTing a muLTimodaL argumenT
Moving the Composition Librarian Beyond Information Literacy 199
M. Delores Carlito

16 ProJecT- BaSed Learning
How an English Professor and a Librarian Engaged Hispanic Students’ 
Emerging Information Literacy Skills 213
Dagmar Stuehrk Scharold and Lindsey Simard

17 adaPTing for incLuSiViTy
Scaffolding Information Literacy for Multilingual Students  
in a First- Year Writing Course 223
Emily Crist and Libby Miles

ParT V Making a Difference

18 are They reaLLy uSing WhaT i’m Teaching?
Applying Dynamic Criteria Mapping to Cultivate Consensus  
on Information Literacy 237
Nicholas N. Behm, Margaret Cook, and Tina S. Kazan

19 googLe, Baidu, The LiBrary, and The acrL frameWorK
Assessing Information- Seeking Behaviors of First- Year Multilingual  
Writers Through Research- Aloud Protocols 251
Lilian W. Mina, Jeanne Law Bohannon, and Jinrong Li



Viii CONTENTS

20 you goT reSearch in my WriTing cLaSS
Embedding Information Literacy in a First- Year Composition Course 269
Elizabeth Brewer, Martha Kruy, Briana McGuckin, and Susan Slaga- Metivier

21 Teaching for TranSfer?
Nonexperts Teaching Linked Information Literacy and Writing Classes 281
Marcia Rapchak and Jerry Stinnett

22 addreSSing The SymPTomS
Deep Collaboration for Interrogating Differences  
in Professional Assumptions 293
Donna Scheidt, William J. Carpenter, Holly Middleton, and Kathy Shields

conTriBuTorS 303

index 311



ix

foreWord

I am pleased to introduce this third volume 
in the Purdue Information Literacy Hand-
books series. This book is highly relevant for 
all college and university first-year curric-
ula. Many institutions require first-year stu-
dents to take writing courses. These courses 
are optimal for preparing students with the 
foundation for working critically with infor-
mation for academic purposes. Grace Veach 
compiled an outstanding array of perspectives 
and approaches to collaboration on teaching 
first-year writing courses. The chapter authors 
depict experts in two academic disciplines—
library science and writing studies—who 
have shared with each other their knowledge 
of current theories, methods, and models. 
They reconciled differences in perspective, 
terminology, models, and disciplinary knowl-
edge to arrive at customized teaching strate-
gies that develop students’ understanding of 
using information in research processes. The 

authors articulate the richness, depth, and 
effectiveness of their particular collaborations 
in a manner that shows how far the integra-
tion of information literacy with first-year 
writing courses has progressed in our field 
and, specifically, in these schools. 
This book is impressive for its insight, depth, 
and openness to working with different the-
ories and models in both writing studies and 
information literacy. Faculty and graduate 
students who teach first-year writing courses 
and information literacy librarians would 
benefit greatly from studying it together, dis-
cussing it, and applying it in their teaching.

Sharon Weiner, EdD, MLS
Founding Series Editor
Professor of Library Science Emerita and 

W. Wayne Booker Chair Emerita in Infor-
mation Literacy, Purdue University Libraries

August 2018
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inTroducTion

In 2011 when I began my doctoral disser-
tation on information literacy and writing 
studies, I discovered two fields—library sci-
ence and writing studies—that both claimed 
interest in information literacy and researched 
and wrote about it. Information literacy (IL) 
has been the topic of discussion in multiple 
disciplines, but only in librarianship is infor-
mation literacy crucial to the life or death of 
the discipline. I may be exaggerating a bit 
here, but the situation in librarianship in the 
early 21st century is such that the existence 
of libraries is being questioned and librarians 
have felt a pressing need to prove their worth. 

Since the 1980s, information literacy has 
borne a large portion of the burden of this 
proof in academic librarianship. With the 
increasing pressure from accrediting bod-
ies to assess outcomes, librarians, with their 
traditional emphasis on storage and retrieval 
of physical items, have been hard pressed to 
prove their worth through the traditional 

numbers of items held or books checked 
out. Even the traditional librarian function 
of indexing and cataloging data is increas-
ingly centralized; services such as OCLC 
provide more and more of the cataloging 
before physical items reach the library, and 
database providers have already indexed and 
cataloged their information.1 The traditional 
“how to use the databases” function of the 
librarian is also being eroded by the rapidly 
growing adoption of discovery services, which 
pre- index all of a library’s database content 
into one searchable database. The emphasis on 
learning outcomes, coupled with the growing 
availability of materials in electronic formats, 
has made the traditional means of assessing 
the library (i.e., collection size) nearly irrele-
vant. Information literacy, then, not only pro-
vides student learning outcomes that can be 
assessed, but it has been an area of the curric-
ulum not already staked out as the possession 
of another discipline. 



xii INTRODUCTION

Information literacy also plays a key role 
in the health of Rhetoric and Composition. A 
perpetual underdog discipline, Rhetoric and 
Composition has struggled to gain a foothold 
in English departments where it has been 
placed. Other academic departments often see 
it as only a stepping- stone to “real” writing, 
defined by them as writing in their academic 
discipline. By forming and strengthening part-
nerships with library faculty, compositionists 
will gain valuable allies in the constant fight 
for institutional capital. Even more important, 
the coordinated efforts of two disciplines with 
overlapping masteries in information literacy 
should have a positive effect on student learn-
ing. Students who learn to skillfully incorpo-
rate high- quality sources into their academic 
writing will make both the librarians and the 
writing instructors valuable colleagues to their 
peers in the other disciplines. 

With a few exceptions, though (Arp, 
Woodard, Lindstrom, & Shonrock, 2006; 
Black, Crest, & Volland, 2001; Elmborg, 
2005; Farber, 1999; Julien & Given, 2002; 
Mazziotti & Grettano, 2011), the two dis-
ciplines generally stayed in their respective 
corners. Both disciplines had their own 
approaches and their own domains (i.e., 
what they expected to “own” and what they 
expected the other discipline to cover) (Ack-
erson & Young, 1994; Bizup, 2008; Britt & 
Aglinskas, 2002; Leeder, Markey, & Yakel, 
2012; Spivey & King, 1989). 

With the publication of the Framework for 
Success in Postsecondary Writing (2011) and the 
ACRL’s Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education (Association of College 
and Research Libraries, 2015), the disciplines, 
which had been approaching each other in 
the intervening years, began to have full- 
fledged conversations. Although they may 
have been centered on those two frameworks 

in the early days of the collaborations, they 
began to branch out and cover nearly every 
area where they converged, and even to find 
new convergences. 

Into this conversation, then, comes this 
volume, which examines information liter-
acy as it is taught to and used by first- year 
college students in first- year writing (FYW) 
programs. Schools use varied terminology 
for first- year programs, so some chapters 
will refer to first- year composition (FYC) or 
first- year experience (FYE) classes as well as 
FYW. These chapters offer practical sugges-
tions for successfully incorporating informa-
tion literacy into first- year writing classes, 
with theoretical support from key scholars 
in both librarianship and writing studies. In 
many cases, these chapters are cowritten by 
librarians and writing specialists who are col-
laborating on a local level as they investigate 
information literacy teaching through differ-
ent theoretical lenses and pedagogical styles. 

The book is divided into five sections. 
Part I, “Lenses, Thresholds, and Frameworks,” 
examines the disciplines as they negotiate the 
teaching of information literacy in various 
higher education settings. It appeared to many 
of us who were working in the intersection of 
writing studies and information literacy that 
in 2014–2015, there occurred a “fortunate 
convergence of exigencies” as Chapter 1 con-
tributors Anderson, Blalock, Louis, and Wolff 
Murphy term it, involving the introduction of 
the ACRL’s Framework for Information Liter-
acy for Higher Education (Association of Col-
lege and Research Libraries, 2015), the revised 
WPA Outcomes Statement (WPA, 2014), and 
the publication of Naming What We Know 
(Adler- Kassner & Wardle, 2015), which each 
highlighted threshold concepts and desired 
outcomes in their respective disciplines. 
In Chapter 1, Anderson and her coauthors 
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describe their institution’s reaction to a cur-
riculum revision that was mandated during 
this time period, and the efforts of librarians 
and writing faculty to allow the disciplines 
to collaborate in designing a new freshman- 
level course that would combine writing and 
research by allowing the two disciplines to 
inform each other. 

Similarly, Margaret Artman and Erica 
Frisicaro- Pawlowski compare the ACRL 
Framework with the WPA Outcomes State-
ment (WPA, 2014) from the point of view of 
writing program administrators redesigning 
local curriculum. They posit that the WPA 
document, centered on outcomes, lacks atten-
tion to students’ processes, but that this gap is 
supplied by the ACRL Framework. By supple-
menting the Outcomes with the Framework, 
they feel more confident about attending to 
the process of student learning during first- 
year composition than if they had relied on 
the Outcomes Statement alone. 

Brittney Johnson and I. Moriah McCracken 
describe a model information literacy lesson 
plan that uses threshold concepts from both 
the Framework and from Naming What We 
Know (Adler- Kassner & Wardle, 2015) (i.e., 
from information literacy and writing studies) 
as its foundation. Focusing on Scholarship as 
Conversation as a particularly accessible frame 
for first- year writers, they describe the design 
and teaching of a multiple- session informa-
tion literacy module within a first- year writ-
ing course. Using two students’ experiences, 
they show how first introducing students to 
the idea of Scholarship as Conversation and 
later inviting them to enter the conversation 
can enrich students’ research experiences. 

Part II, “Collaboration and Conversation,” 
is composed of examples of various approaches 
to teaching IL to first- year students based on 
the work of faculty from both the library and 

writing studies working together. There is 
not just one model; in fact, this section of 
the book describes multiple possibilities for 
faculty and librarian interaction with first- 
year students all centered around information 
literacy and writing. Valerie Ross and Dana 
M. Walker describe the University of Penn-
sylvania’s move away from the research paper 
in its first- year writing courses to the more 
authentic literature review. At the University 
of Alabama in Huntsville, Alanna Frost and 
her coauthors, working with the university’s 
Honors College, collaborated to design a 
semester- long group research project focused 
on giving advice to incoming students in the 
Honors Program. This project allowed stu-
dents to become familiar with information 
they themselves would need to successfully 
navigate their college experiences, while also 
introducing them to the knowledge- making 
function of research and writing. 

William FitzGerald and Zara Wilkin-
son take the opportunity provided to two 
newcomers to leadership roles to design the 
First- Year Composition sequence to incorpo-
rate information literacy frameworks’ thresh-
old concepts from both disciplines in both 
semesters of instruction, while Katherine 
Field- Rothschild highlights the Research as 
Inquiry frame as she problematizes students’ 
research behaviors. Librarians and writing 
professors think of Google as the “junk food” 
of research, yet all too many students—and 
professors—are content with poorly con-
structed and insufficiently answered research 
questions. Community college students, 
often underprepared for college research, are 
the audience for Melissa Dennihy and Neera 
Mohess’s scaffolded, flipped information lit-
eracy curriculum. 

In Part III, “Pedagogies and Practices,” 
scholars use different pedagogical lenses to 
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take a fresh look at teaching information 
literacy. Robert Hallis challenges professors 
to teach to an appropriate level of satisficing 
through reflective mentoring and appreciative 
inquiry, while Emily Standridge and Vandy 
Dubre collaborated to use commercially 
marketed information literacy tutorials in 
conjunction with reflective writing to ensure 
that students reached higher levels of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy in their thinking about informa-
tion literacy. Crystal Goldman and Tamara 
Rhodes describe the use of primary sources as 
objects for study in first- year writing courses. 
They find that primary sources generate inter-
est in first- year writers as professors use them 
to model information- literate behaviors and 
to deepen critical thinking. 

In Part IV, “Classroom- Centered Ap- 
proaches to Information Literacy,” we are 
treated to a wide range of innovative approaches 
to teaching information literacy in first- year 
classrooms. Cassie Hemstrom and Kathy 
Anders are using a discourse communities 
project to teach information literacy, weaving 
in both the ACRL Framework and the Elon 
Statement on Writing Transfer (“Elon State-
ment on Writing Transfer,” 2013). A librar-
ian and an English professor discover Joseph 
Bizup’s (2008) BEAM schema independently 
and use that synchronicity to build a part-
nered instruction program that also incor-
porates a metaphor of research based on an 
umbrella’s structure in Amy Lee Locklear and 
Samantha McNeilly’s piece. 

Tom Pace finds that having his students 
incorporate research into personal writing 
leads them toward some of the ACRL Frame-
work’s threshold concepts; the exigency of a 
personal situation can evoke more curiosity 
and questioning than the standard research 
paper assignment, while M. Delores Carlito 
involves students in researching not only the 

topics of their research but ways to present 
that research in a multimodal setting. Dagmar 
Stuehrk Scharold and Lindsey Simard engage 
Hispanic students in project- based learning to 
heighten their awareness of real- world infor-
mation literacy concerns, and Emily Crist 
and Libby Miles, also working with second- 
language students, describe a curriculum that 
employs social narrative to scaffold informa-
tion literacy learning throughout the course. 

The final section deals with what happens 
after the class: transfer and assessment. In Part 
V, “Making a Difference,” Nicholas Behm, 
Margaret Cook, and Tina Kazan write about 
the use of dynamic criteria mapping (DCM) 
in assessment. As a local and organic pro-
cess, DCM allowed librarians and writing 
instructors to develop shared vocabulary and 
goals for assessment. Lilian W. Mina, Jeanne 
Law Bohannon, and Jinrong Li advance an 
assessment methodology that uses the ACRL 
Framework as a rubric of sorts for measuring 
students’ research activities. By studying multi-
lingual writers in this way, they not only iden-
tify a methodology, but they offer specifics of 
second- language learners’ difficulties and cop-
ing strategies in researching to write in English. 

Brewer, Kruy, McGuckin, and Slaga- 
Metivier focus on the embedded librarian. 
How can the effect of an embedded librar-
ian in a composition class be assessed? Is this 
model an effective and efficient way to teach 
information literacy? They report on an ongo-
ing attempt to utilize the embedded librarian 
as a complement to the composition instruc-
tor in first- year composition courses. 

Jerry Stinnett and Marcia Rapchak exam-
ine the traditional instructor of first- year 
writing, a graduate student in English, often 
literature, who has no previous experience in 
teaching writing. A lack of awareness about 
information literacy as well as about rhetoric 
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can limit these teachers’ ability to pass on 
information literacy skills to their students; 
Stinnett and Rapchak recommend acquaint-
ing the novice teachers with the threshold 
concepts in both areas to give them the “big-
ger picture” view of the two disciplines.

A team at Central Connecticut State Uni-
versity reports on the embedded librarian 
model of information literacy teaching. After 
scaffolding the research process with sev-
eral librarian visits, they used the AAC&U’s 
Information Literacy VALUE Rubric (2014) 
combined with an indirect measure to assess 
information literacy learning in first- year 
writing students. The volume concludes with 
a call for deep collaboration among librarians 
and writing instructors with the goal of fully 
sharing vocabulary and outcomes in order to 
maximize student learning. 

Conversation and collaboration between 
librarians and writing professors can only 
strengthen the two disciplines, as each group 
brings its own strengths to the table. By 
demonstrating early in students’ careers that 
librarians and teaching faculty work hand- 
in- hand and emphasize the same habits of 
mind, we can give them a solid foundation 
as they progress into their majors. Of course, 
this conversation and collaboration doesn’t 
end after students’ finish their Composition 
classes, and the forthcoming Volume 2 of 
Teaching Information Literacy and Writing 
Studies will address information literacy and 
writing studies’ work with other levels and 
sectors of the academy. 

noTe
 1. Often this process is automated, or at best 

provided by nonlibrarians who are not as 
expensive to employ.
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4 Part I Lenses, Thresholds, and Frameworks

At Texas A&M University–Corpus Christi 
(TAMU–CC), librarians and faculty teach-
ing in the First- Year Writing Program have a 
history of collaborating on information liter-
acy efforts. In 2014, a fortunate convergence 
of exigencies transformed this collaboration 
into an intentional and sustained conversa-
tion about effectively integrating information 
literacy with our first- year writing course and 
our First- Year Learning Communities Pro-
gram. These ongoing conversations among 
writing faculty and librarians have expanded 
our views about how we might best enhance 
student learning in the first year and beyond 
by providing students with a conceptual 
framework for thinking about and using 
writing and developing information literacy. 

In this chapter, we argue that librarians 
and writing faculty need to work together to 
understand the threshold concepts of our two 
disciplines, see the overlaps between writing 
and research processes and forms of knowl-
edge, and help our colleagues reconceive their 
approach to instruction in both writing and 
research for the thousands of first- year college 
students who cross our doorsteps each year. 
We need to abolish the formulaic writing of 
the research paper and the mechanical search-
ing for and use of sources in favor of more 
generative, productive, and transferable prac-
tice in exercising the knowledges and skills of 
research and writing. We recognize the diffi-
culty, however, in crossing the thresholds of 
each discipline. Many of us, writing faculty, 
librarians, and students included, have more 
traditional or commonsense beliefs about both 
writing and information, and these can cause 
resistance to change. This chapter chroni-
cles our experiences as we actively worked 
to bring our two disciplines together in the 
service of student learning, using the guiding 
documents of our professions and our own 

expertise. We uncovered a surprising number 
of intersections and points of agreement, and 
the results, we believe, can provide inspiration 
for similar efforts at other institutions.

exigencieS
In 2014, our university approved a signifi-
cant change in the Core Curriculum, to take 
effect in fall 2016: First- year students would 
be required to complete only one semester of 
first- year writing, instead of two. Facing the 
task of reducing two writing courses to one, 
the writing faculty began a yearlong process 
to design the new course. The faculty wanted 
the course to be based on the current disci-
plinary conversations about outcomes (Out-
comes Statement for First Year Writing [Council 
for Writing Program Administrators, 2014]), 
threshold concepts (Naming What We Know: 
Threshold Concepts in Writing Studies [Adler- 
Kassner & Wardle, 2015]), teaching/learning 
for transfer (Writing across Contexts [Yancey, 
Robertson, & Taczak, 2014]), the “Elon State-
ment on Writing Transfer” (2013), and the 
Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writ-
ing (Council for Writing Program Adminis-
trators, 2011). 

At the same time, the Association of College 
and Research Libraries (ACRL) was develop-
ing the Framework for Information Literacy for 
Higher Education. Librarians at TAMU–CC 
knew they would need to revisit the design of 
the library instruction program, which at the 
time was based on ACRL’s earlier guidelines 
for information literacy, Information Literacy 
Competency Standards for Higher Education 
(2000). They approached the writing faculty 
to discuss how they might transform the 
program, especially now that there was only 
going to be one first- year writing course. 
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Beginning conVerSaTionS
Because of these exigent circumstances, four 
of us, two librarians and two writing studies 
faculty, began working together to integrate 
information literacy more effectively into our 
revised first- year course, and to undertake the 
larger project of integrating information liter-
acy throughout our writing studies curriculum. 
We immediately recognized that the ACRL 
Framework was theoretically congruent with 
the texts that the writing faculty were using 
to guide the redesign of the first- year writing 
course. However, we also saw that more com-
munication and collaboration between library 
faculty and writing faculty would be essential if 
we were to develop a more effective approach to 
helping students master information literacy. 
To begin, we needed to educate one another 
about what we were currently doing and why. 

LiBrary
Since 1994 (when TAMU–CC enrolled its 
first class of first- year students), the library’s 
instruction program has supported our First- 
Year Writing Program and First- Year Learn-
ing Communities Program, offering students 
new to the university an introduction to the 
resources and services that the library pro-
vides for them. Librarians and faculty in the 
learning communities have worked together 
to design research assignments and classes to 
help students learn about research strategies 
and tools. The library sessions, based on the 
one- shot model of instruction, were typically 
very skills- based and focused on using library 
databases to find credible information sources 
for writing assignments. 

Librarians have been frustrated with this 
model. A single 50-  or 75- minute session can 

only have a very limited impact on the edu-
cational experience of any student, especially 
when students’ mental models of research 
are almost exclusively defined by the use of 
Google and Wikipedia. These brief sessions 
give librarians very little time to discuss 
foundational concepts that might help stu-
dents build new mental models and develop a 
more nuanced understanding of information 
sources and their uses. 

WriTing
Since 1994, our First- Year Writing Program 
had evolved along with current approaches 
to thinking about and teaching writing. By 
2014, we had framed our classes around the 
threshold concepts, Beaufort’s five kinds of 
knowledge, habits of mind, and the Writ-
ing about Writing textbook. Writing courses 
focused on rhetorical approaches for different 
discourse communities; recursive processes, 
including invention, drafting, revising, edit-
ing; and academic argument and research. 
We struggled with the complexities of learn-
ing and transfer and continually attempted to 
use student reflection to assist in metacogni-
tive awareness (Beaufort, 2008; Russell, 1995, 
1997; Yancey et al., 2014). The reduction of 
two classes to one put increasing pressure on 
the program to refine the course content to 
what was essential.

The eLePhanT in The room
Attempts to emphasize a broader vision of 
information literacy have been stymied in 
part because our writing courses and librar-
ians were connected primarily through the 
ubiquitous research paper (or term paper) 
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assignment that is a staple of most first- year 
writing programs. Unfortunately, the research 
paper assignment itself can be a barrier to 
student success. For first- year, first- semester 
students, the research paper process is a mine-
field of opportunities for failure. Students can 
be stalled at any point by the tasks of finding 
a research question, visiting the library, using 
the databases, finding sources, reading those 
sources, and finally attempting to integrate 
and cite them in that research paper. Often, 
students have not done tasks like this before, 
do not understand the reasons for these activ-
ities, and are not motivated by an authentic 
audience, purpose, or genre (Fister, 2013; 
Head, 2013; Howard, Jamieson, & Serviss, 
2011; Larson, 1982; Russell, 1995, 1997). 

From the library’s perspective, the first- 
year research paper is somewhat of a straight-
jacket. In classes built around the typical 
research paper assignment, librarians were 
seen as providing a service to the composition 
classes, helping students find sources related 
to a chosen topic. In this model, research was 
almost completely divorced from the process 
of question- generation and from the discovery 
process of initial learning about the subject 
of interest, and instead presented as a tool for 
identifying results (often with specific charac-
teristics like “peer- reviewed journal articles”) 
that could then be cited in a bibliography to 
meet assignment requirements. This kind of 
class never gets to questions about why to 
use sources in the first place or where sources 
come from or a host of other important 
foundational concepts related to information 
creation, dissemination, and use, nor does a 
class taught this way inspire students to see 
research as a good in and of itself, an activity 
that can lead to learning and inspire genu-
ine curiosity about the world and students’ 
place in it. 

Writing faculty assign the research paper 
and librarians support with good intentions, 
because we are attempting to introduce 
students to academic research and writing 
practices. However, librarians and writing 
instructors need to reconsider how we might 
help students engage with research and writ-
ing using assignments with more potential 
for helping them cross conceptual thresholds 
and redefine these activities for their own pur-
poses. By practicing authentic research and 
using writing for different situations, students 
can develop metacognitive awareness and will 
be more likely to extend their abilities and 
knowledge in meaningful ways to different 
contexts, to subsequent courses, and beyond 
(Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, & Nor-
man, 2010). 

conVerSaTionS aS 
coLLaBoraTion: TrouBLeSome 
KnoWLedge and  
TrouBLing PracTiceS

The authors entered the 2015–2016 academic 
year with a shared conviction that we had, 
from our Frameworks and other guiding doc-
uments as well as our conversations to date, 
sufficient agreement among us to proceed 
with the transformation of our approach to 
teaching information literacy in the first- year 
program, a transformation to occur simul-
taneously with the first- year writing course 
redesign. We decided to begin with an exam-
ination of threshold concepts in information 
literacy and writing studies in collaboration 
with our Center for Faculty Excellence. We 
reintroduced the new ACRL Framework to 
the first- year program faculty at an August 
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“Best Practices” session. The writing pro-
gram faculty then started to meet regularly 
to discuss their course redesign with librarians 
invited to participate. The Center for Faculty 
Excellence purchased copies of Naming What 
We Know (Adler- Kassner & Wardle, 2015), 
so the group could read and discuss the 
threshold concepts for writing identified in 
that book alongside the other guiding docu-
ments. In addition to those readings, we read 
information about transfer of learning and 
librarian Barbara Fister’s 2013 LOEX talk, 
“Decode Academy.” 

These early efforts focused on mapping the 
territory of writing and research, combining 
the important concepts from our several 
documents into an overarching matrix. We 
explored the overlaps and intersections. In 
those conversations, we recognized common 
terminology and shared views of how infor-
mation (as text) is produced, disseminated, 
and used. Moreover, we recognized that sim-
ilar theories of learning were informing our 
shared documents, all of which confirmed 
for us that our curricular partnership could 
be more tightly integrated than it had been. 
We found many points of agreement, supple-
mental and complementary. We shared sim-
ilar goals and vision, and similar theoretical 
lenses to think about student learning.

For example, early in our conversations, 
we developed a table to show connections 
between ACRL threshold concepts and those 
we were using from Naming What We Know. 
(Brittney Johnson and Moriah McCracken 
[2016] have done similar but more in- depth 
work in this vein.) We discovered that many 
of the threshold concepts in Naming What 
We Know were so closely aligned with our 
aims for information literacy and our expe-
rience of the research process that we could 
frequently substitute the word “research” for 

“writing” in a section of the text and find that 
the result was completely appropriate to our 
purpose. We saw similarly close alignments 
when we compared the ACRL Framework 
with the Framework for Success in Postsecond-
ary Writing.

conTinuing conVerSaTionS: 
from Teaching To Learning

To help us see the bigger picture that would 
encompass all the documents with which we 
were working, one of the authors printed all 
our documents, cut them apart, statement by 
statement, and reserved a large conference 
room with ample table space in the library. 
There, several librarians spent time arranging 
and rearranging the slips of paper, classify-
ing and reclassifying the various concepts, 
themes, and statements to attempt to represent 
visually and materially the overarching matrix 
that we had been envisioning. As they were 
assembling this big picture, they discovered 
natural categories and created new headings, 
including, for instance, how the information 
world works, authority, disciplines, habits of 
mind, privilege, intellectual property, schol-
arship as a conversation, formats/genre, and 
the writing/research process.

Librarians and writing faculty gathered 
one afternoon to see and discuss the results 
of this work. We circulated among the tables, 
discussing what might be the best way to 
organize all this so that faculty, librarians, 
and students might understand information 
literacy, research, and writing in new ways. 
Halfway through this afternoon of conversa-
tion we discovered a fundamentally different 
way to think about and represent the con-
nections between information literacy and 
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writing. We recognized that in our conver-
sations, we were explaining connections in 
terms related to the ways we want students to 
approach writing. In other words, we could 
most effectively see and explain connections 
and relationships among all the statements on 
these tables when we envisioned what we want 
students to experience as writers and research-
ers, and more specifically when we were able 
to envision students engaged in the recursive 
processes of writing or research. 

Using the idea of process as our lens and 
as the organizing principle for all the materi-
als we were attempting to integrate enabled 
us to make connections among concepts in 
more concrete ways. We realized that we did 
not want or need a single overarching matrix 
representing the connections between these 
frameworks and outcomes. Instead, connec-
tions would be dynamic and situational. Stu-
dents, librarians, and faculty could and would 
make sense of the concepts we were introduc-
ing in different ways, emphasizing elements 
of the frameworks and of the outcomes dif-
ferently, and expanding their learning related 
to writing and information literacy over time 
as they experienced new situations in which 
they would use writing, research, or informa-
tion literacy. Instead of focusing on teaching 
students about the frameworks and outcomes, 
we realized that we should focus on enabling 
students’ learning how to learn to use writing, 
research, and information literacy in varying 
contexts and situations, for varying purposes. 
We then turned our attention to conversations 
about developing learning environments and 
experiences that enabled and promoted deep, 
transferable learning. 

To help support these efforts we wrote two 
parallel statements in which we offered (nec-
essarily linear and possibly incomplete) expla-
nations of “What do writers do?” and “What 

do researchers do?” (see Boxes 1.1 and 1.2). 
These documents were designed to help writ-
ing faculty recognize which elements of our 
conceptual frameworks they might emphasize 
and which outcomes they might focus on as 
they designed activities and assignments for 
writing classes and/or information literacy 
instruction. These statements are designed 
to help writing faculty and librarians make 
the alignment of these concepts, knowledge 
practices, and dispositions more explicit 
to students.

With the fall 2016 semester fast approach-
ing, we rewrote student learning outcomes 
(see Box 1.3). We were focusing on how 
to create learning experiences, assignment 
sequences, and activities that would chal-
lenge students to cross thresholds, act from 
a different set of beliefs about writing and 
research, and internalize new understandings 
of writing and information literacy. We knew 
that we had to find ways for students to do a 
variety of things differently, and to reflect on 
the differences.

We developed a new assignment sequence, 
allowing faculty flexibility. Discovery and 
inquiry connect to audience, purpose, genre, 
and context from the beginning of the semes-
ter. Students can experience, for example, 
how “authority is constructed,” “scholarship 
is conversation,” and “writing is a social and 
rhetorical activity” simultaneously during 
the discovery phase of the course. Concepts 
related to information literacy and writing 
will seem less discrete or abstract because stu-
dents engage with them while they are writing 
and researching (see Box 1.4).

Students move through a sequence that 
begins with discovery and exploration of 
information related to one or more of their 
areas of interest. They are encouraged to 
develop and refine research questions to 
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broaden and deepen their research. For at 
least the first half of the semester, teachers 
encourage students to engage with diverging 
inquiries instead of emphasizing the typical 
converging inquiry that leads too soon to clo-
sure with a focus and thesis statement. With 
expectations for using the library resources 
and librarians throughout the semester, we 
envision multiple class visits to the library or 
multiple class periods devoted to research in 
the classroom. As students identify and locate 
sources of information, we encourage them 
to map conversations, consider credibility 

and value of information, and practice sum-
marizing information and synthesizing mul-
tiple sources. We emphasize this part of the 
sequence as researching a subject or issue for 
the sake of learning, not writing. As they learn 
more, through research, about the subject, 
we invite them to begin to consider how 
they might enter the “conversation” and why. 
Eventually students reach the point where 
they propose and create genres for particular 
audiences and purposes, a variation on the 
“composition in three genres” assignment 
from Writing across Contexts (Yancey et al., 

BOX 1.1 
WHAT Do WRITERS Do? (Excerpt from our revised ENGL 1302 course information)

When we see writing as an activity, as social, and 
as rhetorical, we envision writers as participants in 
“activity systems,” as members of various commu-
nities (of discourse, of knowledge, of practice).
•	 Individuals encounter “situations” that call on 

them to use writing as a way to achieve a specific 
purpose.

•	 Recognizing these situations as “rhetorical” (or 
as “activity systems”) enables writers to under-
stand how aspects of the situation affect the 
ways their uses of writing can be successful or 
not (effective or not).

•	 As a result, writers analyze the “rhetorical sit-
uation” (or the “activity system”) and they use 
what they learn from this analysis to help them 
recognize what choices they have as writers 
about most effective genres (kinds of writing, 
forms of writing) to consider.

•	 Writers recognize that choosing a genre brings 
further choices about which of the genre con-
ventions are flexible and which are not.

•	 Writers also use analyses of rhetorical situations 
(or activity systems) to determine what kinds of 
information they need to achieve their purposes.

•	 Through “research as inquiry” and “strategic 
searching for information,” writers locate infor-
mation that helps them learn more about what 

they may need to know to achieve their purpose.
•	 Through [ability to analyze, interpret, evaluate, 

select and use (integrate) effectively the results 
of inquiry] writers select information from what 
they have learned to use in their writing.

•	 Following conventions appropriate for the rhe-
torical situation and the genre they are using, 
writers integrate the information they have se-
lected into their writing.

•	 Writers know that production of a text is a pro-
cess, and they choose to use the process that 
will enable them to produce the most effective 
text, given the constraints and affordances of 
the rhetorical situation.

•	 Depending on their situation, writers often 
work with diverse others, collaborating during 
the process of invention, drafting, sharing/re-
sponding, revising, and editing.

•	 As writers gain experience, they learn that writ-
ing for new rhetorical situations means that 
writers may be novices, or have limited experi-
ence with writing in these situations, which may 
mean that their processes may include “failed” 
drafts, ideas that don’t quite work, choices that 
aren’t effective. Writers understand that this is 
normal, and can contribute significantly to their 
learning.
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2014). They return to what they have learned 
through research and must determine how 
much of that research they might use, what 
further research they need to do, and how 
they will use the results to help them achieve 
a particular purpose with a specific audi-
ence using a specific genre. Throughout this 

sequence, students reflect regularly on how 
information literacy concepts, writing con-
cepts, habits of mind, and key terms relate 
to their work.

In our assignment sequence, students are 
focusing less on using tools to find sources 
on a topic about which they have to write. 

BOX 1.2 
WHAT Do RESEARCHERS Do? (Excerpt from our revised ENGL 1302  
course information)

When we see research and inquiry as an activity, 
as social, and as rhetorical, we envision researchers 
as participants in “activity systems,” as members of 
various communities (of discourse, of knowledge, 
of practice).
•	 Individuals encounter “situations” that call on 

them to use research as a way to achieve a spe-
cific purpose.

•	 Recognizing these situations as “rhetorical” (or 
as “activity systems”) enables researchers to un-
derstand how aspects of the situation affect the 
ways their uses of research can be successful or 
not (effective or not).

•	 As a result, researchers analyze the “rhetorical 
situation” (or the “activity system”) and they use 
what they learn from this analysis to help them 
recognize what choices they have as research-
ers about which types of information sources, 
search tools, and strategies to consider.

•	 Researchers recognize that choosing a specific 
type of information source, tool, or strategy 
means starting down a path toward some 
sources and away from others, and therefore 
multiple searches may be required to see the full 
spectrum of relevant information.

•	 Researchers understand that searching is recur-
sive, not linear.

•	 Researchers also use analyses of rhetorical sit-
uations (or activity systems) to determine what 
kinds of information they need to achieve their 
purposes.

•	 Through “research as inquiry” and “strategic 

searching for information,” researchers locate 
information that helps them learn more about 
what they may need to know to achieve their 
purpose. [Scholarship as conversation]

•	 Through [ability to analyze, interpret, evaluate, 
select and use (integrate) effectively the results 
of inquiry] researchers select information from 
what they have discovered to use in argument / 
decision-making / learning. [Authority is con-
structed and contextual; information has value]

•	 Following conventions appropriate for the rhe-
torical situation and the genre they are using, 
researchers integrate the information they have 
selected into their understanding of the subject.

•	 Researchers know that research is a process, 
and they choose to use the process that will 
enable them to produce the most thorough un-
derstanding possible, given the constraints and 
affordances of the situation.

•	 Depending on their situation, researchers may 
work with others, collaborating during the pro-
cess of discovery, revision of strategies, sharing/
responding, and synthesis.

•	 As researchers gain experience, they learn that 
researching in response to new information 
needs means that researchers may be novices, 
or have limited experience with research in these 
situations, which may mean that their processes 
may include “failed” searches, dead ends, and 
confusion about vocabulary and concepts. 
Researchers understand that this is normal, and 
can contribute significantly to their learning.
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BOX 1.3 
ExCERPT FRoM ouR REVISED ENGL 1302 CouRSE INFoRMATIoN

Course Description 
English 1302 introduces students to writing stud-
ies, rhetoric, and academic research (information 
literacy). Students will read, apply, and reflect on 
the current research and scholarship in writing 
studies, especially threshold concepts, kinds of 
knowledge about writing, and rhetoric. Students 
will learn how to transfer, deepen, and extend their 
ability to use writing in various contexts.

ENGL 1302 Outcomes
Students’ portfolios will demonstrate the extent to 
which they have achieved the following outcomes.

1. Identify how their views of writing have 
changed as a result of the work they have done 
in the course

2. Demonstrate their ability to analyze different 
rhetorical situations (in academic, workplace, 
or civic contexts)

3. Demonstrate their ability to use their analyses 
of rhetorical situations to identify options and 
to make appropriate choices that will enable 
them to use writing to achieve specific pur-
poses

4. Demonstrate their ability to locate, read, eval-
uate, select, and use (integrate) effectively in-
formation from appropriate sources with their 
own ideas

5. Demonstrate control of situation-appropriate 
conventions of writing

6. Explain what they have learned from being a 
novice in new writing situations, and describe 
how these experiences, which might include 
failure, contribute to their willingness to ac-
cept new challenges as a writer

7. Demonstrate their ability to collaborate effec-
tively as members of diverse teams/groups of 
writers

8. Evaluate the ways in which they have be-
come a more reflective (mindful, self-aware, 
thoughtful) writer

Key Terms
For ENGL 1302, we have identified the following 
key terms we want to emphasize (throughout the se-
mester). These complement the threshold concepts 
that will be the focus of our reading and much of 
our informal and reflective writing.
•	 Rhetorical Situation: audience, purpose, con-

text, exigency
•	 Discourse Communities and/or Activity Systems
•	 Genre and genre conventions
•	 Research as Learning/Information Literacy
•	 Composing Processes: planning, researching, 

drafting, sharing and responding, revising, ed-
iting, publishing, reflecting

•	 Reflection, metacognition, transfer/expansion

Habits of Mind
English 1302 will promote students’ development 
of the eight habits of mind that are essential to stu-
dents’ success in college writing (The Framework 
for Success in Postsecondary Writing). You will also 
find these same concepts in the ACRL Information 
Literacy reading, where they are described as 
“dispositions” that support and promote the devel-
opment of students’ information literacy.
•	 Curiosity: the desire to know more about the 

world
•	 Openness: the willingness to consider new ways 

of being and thinking in the world
•	 Engagement: a sense of investment and involve-

ment in learning
•	 Creativity: the ability to use novel approaches for 

generating, investigating, and representing ideas
•	 Persistence: the ability to sustain interest in and 

attention to short- and long-term projects
•	 Responsibility: the ability to take ownership of 

one’s actions and understand the consequences 
of those actions for oneself and others

•	 Flexibility: the ability to adapt to situations, ex-
pectations, or demands

•	 Metacognition: the ability to reflect on one’s 
own thinking as well as on the individual and 
cultural processes used to structure knowledge
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BOX 1.4 
ExCERPT FRoM ouR REVISED ENGL 1302 CouRSE INFoRMATIoN

In our new course, for the first half of the semester, we propose three parallel threads of writing activities: 
One in which students write About Me; a second thread in which students Write About Writing, about 
themselves as writers, and about their understanding of the reading in Naming What We Know; and a 
third thread, Research as Learning, in which students write about themselves as researchers, engage in 
discovery research, and engage with assigned readings from the ACRL Framework. Below are excerpts 
from our writing faculty website with an overview of how we explain this to faculty.

ENGL 1302: Assignment/Activity Suggestions
For our first uses of the new text and different ap-
proaches to assignments, we could focus on two 
possible ways we will engage with students differ-
ently.

1. Be intentional about using a shared concep-
tual vocabulary, talking about writing and 
research by using the language from our Key 
Terms, from our text, and from the ACRL 
Framework.

2. Integrate more informal writing that engages 
students with the readings, concepts, vocabu-
lary. Generate class discussions from this stu-
dent writing.
•	 This is not saying that we won’t engage stu-

dents with writing projects that produce 
finished documents resulting from revision.

Considering the above, these following sections of-
fer various ways to use writing activities/assignments 
to engage students with our new textbook, to engage 
students with “information literacy”/research as 
learning, and to engage students in ongoing self-as-
sessment and reflection/metacognition.

We all might think about the “shape” or “tra-
jectory” of our assignment sequences in these ways: 
The first part of the semester, leading to the midterm 
portfolio, would engage students in three parallel 
threads of reading, writing, research, and reflection, 
resulting in numerous less-finished pieces of writing 
and two “finished” pieces: The extensive Reflective 
Overview of the portfolio and a proposal for the 
writing and research they want to do for the second 
half of the semester.

Thread One Focus
Possible ways to think about this thread:
•	 About Me (and/or Defining Myself):

•	 Personal/Writer/Researcher/Learner
•	 Who Am I: prior knowledge/future plans
•	 This I Believe: About Writing/Research/Learn-

ing
•	 Self-Assessing/Reflecting

Course materials for reading:
•	 Suggest students use Habits of Mind and Key 

Terms to help respond to some of the these kinds 
of prompts.
Prompts for this thread of writings could focus on 

personal characteristics and others that ask students 
to Self-Assess/Reflect, and Exploring Who am I as 
a writer, researcher, reader, learner (with examples).

Thread Two Focus
Possible ways to label or think about this thread:
•	 Learning (More) About Writing
•	 Crossing Thresholds

Texts/Readings include:
•	 Key Terms
•	 What Do Writers Do
•	 NWWK: for example

•	 Preface: First two paragraphs, pages ix–x
•	 Last paragraph on page 2, beginning with 

“Threshold concepts are . . .”
•	 “Metaconcept,” pages 15–16
•	 NWWK 1.0

•	 Related Key Terms, etc.
•	 NWWK 2.0

•	 Related Key Terms, etc.
•	 NWWK 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3

•	 Related Key Terms, etc.
•	 NWWK 4.0, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4

•	 Related Key Terms, etc.
•	 NWWK 5.3, 5.4

•	 Related Key Terms, etc.

Continued
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BOX 1.4 
ExCERPT FRoM ouR REVISED ENGL 1302 CouRSE INFoRMATIoN—cont’d

Possible description to students:

One of the primary goals of this course (and 
any course you take over the years) is to expand 
what you know about a particular subject and 
what you know how to do with what you know.
In a very broad sense, in this course, we want 
you to expand/add to/create new knowledge 
with the kind of quality information you cur-
rently have/know about writing (written com-
munication/communication) and expand the 
ways you can use this information effectively/
more effectively.

When we say “expand,” we mean more than 
just adding more knowledge or skills, more 
than adding more information. Instead, we 
mean that what you are learning, the new infor-
mation, will combine with/interact with/inte-
grate with what you knew and what you now 
know and this synthesis will transform what 
you know and know how to do in ways that are 
difficult (probably impossible) to undo.

 Here’s a simplistic analogy or example, as a 
way to understand what we mean by “threshold 
concepts.” Think of a threshold as a boundary, 
starting point, beginning, dividing line, start 
of something new/different, the indication of 
change of state or status. (For example, some 
common uses of the word: threshold of pain, 
of consciousness, of manhood, of a new dis-
covery). Consider opposing words or ways of 
thinking. Instead of a “threshold” we might see 
only closing, closure, completion, finale, finish, 
period, stop, termination, end, ending, or bar-
rier. In other words, “threshold” in the sense 
we want to use means more, other, different, 
and we want to see it as something we want to 
pass through or over. We don’t want to think 
of learning as ending. We don’t want to think 
that we have come to the “end” or our learning 
about writing (or anything else, for that matter). 

In our courses, we want learners to be curious, 
open, persistent, positive.

Thread Three Focus
Possible label for this thread:
•	 Research to Learn
•	 Discovery as Research

Texts to Use:
•	 Research as Learning

•	 ACRL Framework for Information Literacy in 
Higher Education (edited version)

•	 Information Literacy Infographics
•	 What Do Researchers Do
•	 The “Information Cycle”

•	 http://www.library.illinois.edu/ugl/howdoi 
/informationcycle.html
•	 Undergraduate Library at the University 

of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
•	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mwd 

FqjMUlhY
•	 UCF Libraries

•	 https://vimeo.com/89231161
•	 Josh Vossler http://www.joshuavossler 

.com/
•	 From Topic to Problem to Questions
•	 PhraseBank

Pedagogical Focus:
•	 Consider how we might engage students with 

research from the very first weeks of class, invit-
ing them to identify relevant “topics” for their 
research without the pressure of having to use 
the results.

•	 Consider an ongoing, semester-long research 
log, in which students record their ongoing 
work without having to focus on precise doc-
umentation or to annotate fully. Instead, try to 
help them develop a habit of exploring, discov-
ering, and keeping track of what they do and 
find, especially early in the semester.

Continued

http://www.library.illinois.edu/ugl/howdoi/informationcycle.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MwdFqjMUlhY
https://vimeo.com/89231161
http://www.joshuavossler.com/
http://www.joshuavossler.com/
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BOX 1.4 
ENGL 1302 ASSIGNMENT/ACTIVITy SuGGESTIoNS—cont’d

•	 If students can begin to see “research” as dis-
covery, we can over the semester introduce 
more structured practices, more attention to 
evaluating sources, recording the data that will 
result in a full citation, summarizing some of 
their results in ways that will help them use in-
formation later. In a sense, we might think of 
showing students how research as learning can 
be a habit, and one that can be developed with-
out the dreaded “research paper” as motivation.

•	 To help students practice identifying and in-
tegrating results of research with their own 
thinking, consider introducing them to 
PhraseBank. In their informal research log 
entries they might use different sentence ker-
nels to practice integrating quotes, summaries, 
paraphrases. Phrasebank might also help them 
consider different ways they might use a source, 
based on the options for integrating.

•	 The explanations of the five concepts we are 
using from the ACRL Framework also include 

descriptions of knowledge practices and dis-
positions for each concept. Asking students to 
engage with either of those sections could lead 
to productive informal writing and class con-
versations—to consider how the recommended 
knowledge practices align with their own, or to 
consider how the dispositions align with their 
own Habits of Mind.

One set of possible prompts for writing would 
ask about students’ experiences with research and 
with finding information more generally. Another 
set of possible prompts would invite students to of-
fer their candid self-assessment of their ability to do 
tasks listed and to offer an example to demonstrate 
their competence. The list of tasks would come 
from the “Knowledge Practices” and “Dispositions” 
included for each Information Literacy concept in 
the ACRL Framework.

See https://goo.gl/HfZS5T for more complete 
explanations. 

Instead, they are using research as a means 
of discovery and learning, gathering infor-
mation without necessarily having to use it 
in writing, which makes the research process 
itself significant and useful. Librarians work 
with students to show them how to use the 
library’s Discovery service to learn about a 
subject of interest from a variety of perspec-
tives and develop questions that spark curi-
osity and motivate them to learn more. The 
research classes with a librarian become ses-
sions about discovering, not finding, and are 
designed to help students explore broad ideas 
(and expand their ideas about research itself) 
and to make better decisions about how to 
focus their interests as they investigate com-
pelling, authentic reasons to use writing.

WhaT nexT: WhaT We  
are Learning
As we were writing this chapter in fall 2016, 
we were offering the new writing course for 
the first time to approximately 1,250 first- year 
students, one- half of our entering first- year 
class. We will be assessing portfolios from 
a large sampling of those students to deter-
mine what we can learn about how students 
engaged with aspects of the course and how 
fully teachers implemented the new features 
of the course. For now, we share these lessons 
learned as a result of our collaboration.

We discovered that we had more in com-
mon than we ever suspected, not just with 
regard to our guiding documents or our 

https://goo.gl/HfZS5T
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disciplinary approaches to research and writ-
ing, but even our roles within the university. 
We found that both of our programs had 
a “service” role with respect to other units 
on campus: the writing program was tasked 
with teaching students to write; the library 
was expected to teach students how to do 
research; and we both labored beneath unre-
alistic expectations, that a single class session 
(in the case of information literacy) or a sin-
gle course or course sequence (in the case 
of writing studies) could prepare students 
for their entire college careers. Perhaps this 
burden of expectations may have encour-
aged a kinship and mutual understanding 
to develop, which made our collaboration 
even more fruitful.

Before this collaboration began, our rela-
tionships were affected by what seemed to 
be the natural dynamic of first- year writing 
courses being clients of the library, con-
tracting every semester for a specific ser-
vice, whether a class or an online research 
guide. We had never discussed our disci-
plinary identities and fields of expertise in 
any depth. Our interactions had been the 
kind one would expect between professionals 
from different disciplines; based on mutual 
respect but, perhaps, not a lot of mutual 
understanding.

Through our conversations, we began inter-
acting as scholars/professionals from different 
disciplines, with disciplinary knowledge and 
evidence- based professional practices. We 
were connecting as members of communities 
of practice. We became more than short- term 
partners in a knowledge- economy exchange; 
we became co- learners exploring the thresh-
old concepts and troublesome knowledge of 
our two disciplines.

Our initial common ground was commit-
ment to student learning. However, as we 

began to read and process the frameworks 
and other documents, we could see how, in 
fact, we were ourselves learning: encountering 
and crossing thresholds in both writing and 
information literacy. We were beginning to 
experience a benefit suggested in the ACRL 
Framework’s (2015) appendix: 

A vital benefit in using threshold con-
cepts as one of the underpinnings for the 
Framework is the potential for collabora-
tion among disciplinary faculty, librarians, 
teaching and learning center staff, and 
others. Creating a community of conver-
sations about this enlarged understanding 
should engender more collaboration, more 
innovative course designs, and a more 
inclusive consideration of learning within 
and beyond the classroom. (p. 13)

As we should have expected, however, 
when we went to share our findings with our 
colleagues, we learned that our shared knowl-
edge was not so easily transferable to other 
librarians and writing faculty, which leads 
to another lesson. What made sense to the 
four of us as we talked about assignments, 
activities, and resources did not immediately 
resonate with our colleagues. The solutions to 
the problems we were identifying were classic 
examples of troublesome knowledge and prac-
tices, associated with threshold concepts we 
had not considered, and much work remains 
ahead of us in terms of sharing our discover-
ies with fellow librarians, writing faculty, and 
other stakeholders.

Through our conversations, we also discov-
ered the need to examine and either change 
or reclaim the discourse we use when talking 
about writing, research, and information lit-
eracy. in his “Preface” to Naming What We 
Know (2015), Ray Land offers an insightful 
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observation about a relation between lan-
guage use and learning. 

In our work in the field of threshold con-
cepts and troublesome knowledge, my col-
league Erik Meyer and I noted from the 
outset how the conceptual transformations 
and shifts in subjectivity students experi-
enced in the various disciplines we inves-
tigated were invariably and inextricably 
accompanied by changes in their own use 
of discourse. (p. xi)

To be successful in our future collaborations, 
we (faculty, librarians, and students) must 
develop a new, shared terminology to use in 
our discourse if we expect to achieve the kinds 
of “conceptual transformations and shifts in 
subjectivity” we hope to accomplish. 

Consider these few examples as terminol-
ogy that has negative connotations: “research 
paper,” “write a paper,” “writing course,” 
“research.” Consider what students hear and 
feel when they hear these words/phrases. 
Consider their “prior knowledge” and their 
motivation to engage further in any of the 
activities associated with these words (Box 
1.4). In addition, consider the impact of 
the phrase “research paper,” which yokes 
research and writing together as if research 
is done only for a paper or a writing assign-
ment. In our case, we have decided we want 
to separate the two, helping students recog-
nize them as distinct and equally valuable 
activities. 

How do we help students learn to use dif-
ferent genres? How is a “paper” a different 
genre? Librarians teach about genres in almost 
every class: what is a journal article if not an 
example of genre? However, we don’t talk 
about them that way even though our stu-
dents are being taught that term and using it 

would help reinforce their learning. Consider 
the ways we talk about writing and research: 
do we focus on nouns and nominalizations or 
verbs and action or activity? English faculty 
and librarians should be sensitive to language 
use, to help us reinforce each other’s teaching 
more effectively. 

One other lesson we may have already 
known but that we understand even better 
now is that developing “information literacy” 
is a lifelong process. And information liter-
acy is dynamic, perhaps even organic, and not 
“content” or “skills” that can be “taught” one 
way for everyone. Although information lit-
eracy as an initiative may have its home in the 
library (it should), it will not succeed without 
participation and support from faculty across 
the campus, at all levels. Why? Because infor-
mation literacy concepts and practices need to 
be integrated in courses across and through-
out the curriculum. To imagine that even the 
most robust library staff could implement this 
kind of initiative alone is unrealistic and not 
even really desirable. Ideally, librarians should 
work closely with faculty in the disciplines, 
helping them with curricular revisions and 
effective pedagogical practices, and identi-
fying information literacy concepts relevant 
to faculty members’ disciplinary specialties. 
Faculty need to learn from librarians, not 
just use them as a service, and then take an 
active role in teaching information literacy to  
their students. 

A final lesson relates to what we do not 
know well enough. As professionals responsi-
ble for enabling and promoting learning, we 
must educate ourselves and our colleagues 
about how people learn. We must ensure that 
the experiences, activities and assignments 
we are designing will align authentically 
with the principles of learning as they are set 
forth in such texts as Ambrose and colleagues’ 
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(2010) How Learning Works (see Box 1.5) and 
a precursor of that work from the National 
Research Council (2000), How People Learn. 
We need to think beyond the taxonomic tyr-
anny of Bloom and the performance focus of 
“teaching.” We produce learning, not grades 
or credit hours, or library visits. Barbara Fister 
(2013) says this well:

The purpose of a university is rather like 
the purpose of a library—to promote with-
out prejudice both learning and discovery, 
to support the creation of new knowledge, 
and to preserve and pass down what we 
know. (p. 3)

For the past two years at TAMU–CC, the 
four of us have collaborated, conversed, and 
learned together. We intend to continue and 
to invite more faculty and more librarians 
to join us. We four agree with Fister (2013) 
that one of our central goals as professionals 
is “helping [students] discover within them-
selves the ability to create new knowledge; to 
develop the skills that will not only help them 
recognize authority, but to become, them-
selves, authors of the world they’re stepping 
into when they graduate” (p. 2).
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inTroducTion
As this volume attests, the number of com-
position and library professionals exploring 
connections between writing studies and 
information literacy has expanded signifi-
cantly in recent years. This proliferation of 
interest related to writing and research as 
complex, generative, and intertwined prac-
tices has resulted in renewed attention to the 
guiding principles for first- year writing pro-
grams. In particular, the serendipitous publi-
cation of the 2014 revision of the Council of 
Writing Program Administrators’ Outcomes 
Statement for First- Year Composition (WPA 
OS version 3.0) and the ACRL Framework 
for Information Literacy for Higher Education 
(finalized in 2015) resulted in what Gwen-
dolynne Reid (2014) has called a “kairotic 
moment” (p. 4) for reconsidering, reconcep-
tualizing, and ultimately renewing goals for 
first- year composition. 

In order to highlight the potential of this 
moment, this chapter offers insights into how 
the Framework document, in its attention to 
threshold concepts, provides writing program 
administrators (WPAs) with a powerful tool 
for revitalizing goals for first- year composition 
when viewed in tandem with the WPA OS. 
Such revitalization is especially important in 
first- year programs where outcomes- based 
models have led instructors and students 
alike to envision composition (and hence 
writing) as a set of rote skills and services 
within the general education curriculum—or 
in which one fixed model of the rhetorical 
situation, the writing process, or the research 
paper holds sway. Estrem (2015) noted that 
threshold models (like those offered within 
the Framework document) can be used to 
counter the dominance of outcomes- based 
conceptions of first- year composition (like 

those in the WPA OS) because they offer “a 
differently meaningful framework for inter-
vening in commonplace understandings 
about writing,” enabling “faculty to artic-
ulate the content of their courses, identify 
student learning throughout the course expe-
rience, and create shared values for writing in 
a way that a focus on end products—on out-
comes—cannot” (p. 90). Differences across 
the documents—in language, in emphasis, 
and, we argue, in their underlying conceptu-
alization of composing processes—therefore 
offer a fertile ground for curricular negotia-
tion with program renewal in mind. 

Within this chapter, we address how writ-
ing program administrators can navigate 
important distinctions inherent in the WPA 
OS and the Framework document in order to 
revitalize notions of process in first- year writ-
ing curricula. In particular, the chapter calls 
attention to curriculum development and 
outreach strategies that both foster program- 
specific decision- making called for in the 
WPA OS and answer key questions posed to 
faculty by the Framework: specifically, how 
do we, as writing administrators, design cur-
ricula to “help students view themselves as 
information producers” (ACRL, 2016, p. 13)?

Why ProceSS? 
The ACRL’s question regarding student devel-
opment prompts us to consider student par-
ticipation in general education; as such, it is 
clearly related to fundamental questions posed 
by writing program administrators about how 
our programs position students as information 
consumers and producers. Indeed, in describ-
ing the revision of the WPA OS in 2014, the 
Council of Writing Program Administrators’ 
Outcomes Statement Revision Task Force 
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indicated how such questions guided key 
changes to the document: specifically, partic-
ipants at a 2012 workshop session preceding 
the revisions “were concerned that students 
were becoming consumers and producers of 
digital media without having much oppor-
tunity to reflect critically and capitalize on 
‘affordances’ that digital media provide” 
(Dryer et al., 2014, p. 132). 

In their 2014 revision, the Task Force 
sought to emphasize an expansive vision of 
purposes and processes for writing, as well 
as the importance of first- year composition 
in helping students to “‘integrate their ideas 
with those of others’ (version 2.0)” (as cited in 
Dryer et al., 2014, p. 136). The 2014 updates 
were, at least in part, driven by composition 
scholarship highlighting the shortcomings 
of stage- process models for writing (e.g., 
Breuch, 2002; DeJoy, 2004; Kent, 1999). 
These models, dominant in the 1970s and 
1980s, often depicted writing as a three- step 
process (prewriting, drafting, and revising). 
In many cases, instructors translated such 
models as a series of discrete, linear steps, 
ignoring the recursive and dynamic nature 
of writing processes. In keeping with the 
Task Force’s observation that, at the time 
of the revision, “stage- process models had 
continued their retreat” (Dryer et al., 2014, 
p. 136), the WPA OS version 3.0 changed 
the language of the document to invite con-
sideration of multiple, varied composing 
processes and to eliminate some of the ref-
erences to stage- process models, as indicated 
in the excerpts in Box 2.1.

While the revised language places a greater 
emphasis on student involvement in the 
composing process (using terms like develop, 
adapt, experience, and reflect instead of under-
stand, learn, and be aware), the WPA OS still 
presents writing program administrators with 

fundamental challenges when used for cur-
ricular design. These challenges were antic-
ipated by Beaufort (2012) in her critique of 
the “Processes” section of the WPA OS (ver-
sion 2.0): “outcomes in the Processes category 
seem misplaced . . . or vague (‘understand the 
collaborative and social aspects of writing 
process’—how will anyone know either what 
to teach, or how to assess this outcome?)” 
(pp. 182–183). While the Task Force clearly 
attempted to address such concerns through 
revision, version 3.0’s “Processes” outcomes 
remain both somewhat vague and rather 
daunting, in light of constraints that frame 
first- year composition courses on many cam-
puses. Beaufort’s questions about process out-
comes—what to teach and how to measure 
achievement—therefore loom large for writ-
ing program administrators aiming to adapt 
new approaches and aims for composition. 

In revising the nature of our goals for first- 
year composition, then, it is up to WPAs to 
deliberately and purposefully reframe process 
in ways that acknowledge the nature of cur-
ricular “uptake” that influences day- to- day 
practices within our programs. And though 
composition theory has moved somewhat 
beyond discussions of process as central to 
building disciplinary knowledge, questions 
of writing processes—how they take shape 
in student writing, how they are facilitated 
within classrooms and assignments, and, per-
haps most importantly, who has ownership 
over definitions and determinants of such 
processes—are still of vital importance in the 
ongoing work of first- year programs. 

Yet whether we use the WPA OS to estab-
lish process as a distinct set of stages or as a set 
of flexible, individualized practices writers can 
adapt, revise, and develop over time, we may 
not effectively transform the ways in which 
our programs enact the nature of learning, 
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participation, or information production 
we value in first- year composition curricula. 
Instead, in this chapter we affirm a vision 
for negotiating curricular renewal shared by 
DeJoy (2004) in Process This: Undergraduate 
Writing in Composition Studies: 

While many revised process- based 
approaches claim transformative power, 

. . . I am more interested in creating a tran-
sitional approach, one that acknowledges 
first- phase process model assumptions as 
the starting point for many teachers and 
students, and that attempts to create ways 
for us to move together toward literacy prac-
tices that center participation and contribu-
tion as possibilities for all members of the 
writing classes. (p. 12)

BOX 2.1 
CoMPARISoN oF WPA ouTCoMES STATEMENTS FRoM 2008 (2.0)  
AND 2014 (3.0)

WPA OS (2.0): “Processes” Section
By the end of first-year composition, students should
•	 be aware that it usually takes multiple drafts to 

create and complete a successful text; 
•	 develop flexible strategies for generating, revis-

ing, editing, and proof-reading;
•	 understand writing as an open process that 

permits writers to use later invention and re-
thinking to revise their work;

•	 understand the collaborative and social aspects 
of writing processes;

•	 learn to critique their own and others’ works;
•	 learn to balance the advantages of relying on 

others with the responsibility of doing their 
part; 

•	 use a variety of technologies to address a range 
of audiences;

Faculty in all programs and departments can build on 
this preparation by helping students learn to
•	 build final results in stages; 
•	 review work-in-progress in collaborative peer 

groups for purposes other than editing; 
•	 save extensive editing for later parts of the writ-

ing process;
•	 apply the technologies commonly used to re-

search and communicate within their fields;

WPA OS (3.0): “Processes” Section
By the end of first-year composition, students should
•	 develop a writing project through multiple 

drafts;
•	 develop flexible strategies for reading, drafting, 

reviewing, collaborating, revising, rewriting, 
rereading, and editing;

•	 use composing processes and tools as a means to 
discover and reconsider ideas;

•	 experience the collaborative and social aspects 
of writing processes;

•	 learn to give and to act on productive feedback 
to works in progress;

•	 adapt composing processes for a variety of tech-
nologies and modalities;

•	 reflect on the development of composing prac-
tices and how those practices influence their 
work.

Faculty in all programs and departments can build on 
this preparation by helping students learn to
•	 employ the methods and technologies com-

monly used for research and communication 
within their fields;

•	 develop projects using the characteristic pro-
cesses of their fields;

•	 review work-in-progress for the purpose of de-
veloping ideas before surface-level editing;

•	 participate effectively in collaborative processes 
typical of their field.
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Because it emphasizes knowledge practices 
and metaliteracies, the Framework reminds us 
that both student learning and professional 
development are always transitional processes, 
always grounded in “behavioral, affective, cog-
nitive, and metacognitive engagement with the 
information ecosystem” (ACRL, 2016, p. 2). 
Therefore, it offers us ways of reframing the 
nature, goals, and gaps inherent in the WPA 
OS’s discussion of process. Negotiating dis-
tinctions between the WPA OS and Frame-
work can help us develop curricula that support 
students in their transition from consumers 
to producers. This act of negotiation can also 
facilitate program renewal in moving both 
teachers and students away from basic process 
model assumptions and toward more multidi-
mensional frameworks for engaging compos-
ing as a generative and collaborative process.

Why ThreShoLdS? 
Meyer and Land (2006) defined a threshold 
concept as “a portal, opening up a new and 
previously inaccessible way of thinking about 
something. It represents a transformed way 
of understanding, or interpreting, or viewing 
something without which the learner cannot 
progress” (p. 3). Thresholds, then, offer us 
ways to think about writing, to think about 
thinking rather than writing as a set of skills. 
Yet, too often, outcomes models continue to 
focus on a set of measurable skills. According 
to Maid and D’Angelo (2016), 

Both ACRL and WPA created their orig-
inal documents out of the need for assess-
ment and accountability. It appears that 
the latest revision of the WPA Outcomes 
Statement is still in that mode. ACRL, 
on the other hand, has moved to a new 

framework that stresses threshold con-
cepts—or ways of changing how students 
think about information. (p. 48)

While outcomes are important to measure 
student performance, the WPA OS “leaves 
us entangled in a model that conceives of 
learning as a straight line . . . when we know 
learning is much more like scrambling across 
rocky terrain” (Estrem, 2015, p. 93).

This straight line is embodied in the WPA 
OS “Critical Thinking, Reading, and Com-
posing” and the ACRL Framework’s “Research 
as Inquiry” as illustrated in Box 2.2.

The WPA outcomes establish what students 
need to accomplish by the end of first- year com-
position while the ACRL knowledge practices 
provide the process to reach these outcomes. 
For example, the last outcome in the WPA 
OS indicates the student will use a variety 
of strategies to compose texts integrating the 
student’s and others’ ideas. The ACRL breaks 
down this outcome in several ways: developing 
a research question, organizing information, 
synthesizing ideas, and drawing conclusions. 
In tandem, these documents assist instructors 
in designing assignments and courses to focus 
on composing and critical thinking processes 
to reach the desired outcome.

While the ACRL’s knowledge practices 
“may on the surface appear to be similar to the 
standards model: a listing of skills or abilities 
or practices that can be discretely assessed” 
(Maid and D’Angelo, 2016, p. 48), the inclu-
sion of dispositions in the Framework allows 
writing program administrators to “articulate 
the messiness of student learning in a way out-
comes alone won’t” (Estrem, 2015, p. 103). 
The dispositions acknowledge the unending 
education process, which students may begin 
to recognize in first- year composition: “value 
intellectual curiosity,” “maintain an open 
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mind,” and “value persistence, adaptability, 
and flexibility” (ACRL, 2016, p. 7). None of 
these dispositions can be measured in a final 
product. Consequently, the Framework, in 
its articulation of key thresholds centered on 
reading, research, and composing as genera-
tive processes, can be used successfully in tan-
dem with the WPA OS for program renewal.

foSTering Program- SPecific 
deciSion- maKing

In the following section, we outline two sets 
of administrative processes in which the 

negotiation of outcomes and thresholds can 
be used to animate process in first- year writ-
ing programs: in revising curricular aims and 
objectives, and in expanding or extending 
curricular conversations about writing.

Revitalizing Curriculum Design: Revising 
Curricular Aims and Objectives

Recent research has outlined both threshold 
concepts in writing studies (see, in particu-
lar, Adler- Kassner & Wardle, 2015), as well 
as practical strategies for incorporating infor-
mation literacy within the design of first- year 
composition programs (D’Angelo, Jamieson, 
Maid, & Walker, 2016; Downs & Robertson, 

BOX 2.2 
CoMPARISoN oF WPA ouTCoMES AND ACRL “RESEARCH AS INquIRy” 
KNoWLEDGE PRACTICES

WPA OS (3.0): “Critical Thinking, Reading, 
and Composing” Section 
By the end of first-year composition, students should
•	 use composing and reading for inquiry, learn-

ing, critical thinking, and communicating in 
various rhetorical contexts;

•	 read a diverse range of texts, attending espe-
cially to relationships between assertion and 
evidence, to patterns of organization, to the in-
terplay between verbal and nonverbal elements, 
and to how these features function for different 
audiences and situations;

•	 locate and evaluate (for credibility, sufficiency, 
accuracy, timeliness, bias and so on) primary 
and secondary research materials, including 
journal articles and essays, books, scholarly 
and professionally established and maintained 
databases or archives, and informal electronic 
networks and internet sources;

•	 use strategies—such as interpretation, synthe-
sis, response, critique, and design/redesign—to 
compose texts that integrate the writer’s ideas 
with those from appropriate sources.

ACRL Framework: “Research as  
Inquiry” Section 
Learners who are developing their information lit-
erate abilities
•	 formulate questions for research based on in-

formation gaps or on reexamination of existing, 
possibly conflicting, information;

•	 determine an appropriate scope of investigation;
•	 deal with complex research by breaking com-

plex questions into simple ones, limiting the 
scope of investigations;

•	 use various research methods, based on need, 
circumstance, and type of inquiry;

•	 monitor gathered information and assess for 
gaps or weaknesses;

•	 organize information in meaningful ways;
•	 synthesize ideas gathered from multiple sources;
•	 draw reasonable conclusions based on the anal-

ysis and interpretation of information.
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2015; LaFrance, 2016). In this growing body 
of literature, four prevailing patterns emerge 
that are most relevant to negotiating the WPA 
OS and the Framework for the purposes of 
program administration and renewal:

•	 Diversifying and valuing students’ experiences 
with research processes in first- year compo-
sition: For too long, first- year composition 
programs have remained reliant on models 
of “the research paper” as the culmination 
of first- year composition course work. Yet 
scholarship on student research practices 
(Howard & Jamieson 2013; Blythe & Gon-
zalez, 2016) demonstrates the insufficiency 
of using this model to teach processes that 
transfer and apply to the various communi-
cative contexts students encounter over time.

•	 Scaffolding writing curricula to incorporate 
multiple related assignments: Well- sequenced 
writing tasks call upon students to use 
research and writing as inquiry- driven activ-
ities that wed reading, writing, and infor-
mation literacy beyond the “final research 
paper.” Designing and scaffolding curricula 
around diverse experiences with research 
simultaneously engages students in both 
composing and inquiry as interrelated pro-
cesses—processes that spur students to con-
sciously revise, reconsider, and adapt their 
roles as writers and participants in response 
to variations in the selected information 
context (see, for example, Holliday & Fager-
heim, 2006; Blackwell- Starnes, 2016). 

•	 Using clear language to articulate pro-
gram goals and practices: One of the ben-
efits of employing the WPA OS and the 
Framework in tandem is their tendency 
to offer terminology that attends to cur-
ricular practices (WPA OS), aspirational 
behaviors (Framework), and shared goals 
for curricula. This terminology can be 
used consistently across guidelines and 

assignments program- wide to prominently 
frame research and writing processes. 

For example, consider the related ele-
ments from the WPA OS and the Frame-
work document shown in Box 2.3.

Note that the language of the OS indi-
cates that the process of reflection takes 
place for “students” at a stable point (“by the 
end of first- year composition”) and, presum-
ably, after written work has been composed 
and stabilized. The Framework, in contrast, 
casts both the learner and what is learned in 
terms of process, noting the learners are 
“developing.” Additionally, the Framework 
emphasizes a degree of agency that is not 
inherent to the OS, indicating that the “cre-
ation processes” are “their [learners’] own,” 
and that their choices have an impact. As 
such, the language of the latter document 
positions students more actively within the 
curriculum, pointing to the importance of 
the composer’s choices in determining both 
purpose and effectiveness. This language is 
necessary if we wish to cast students in the 
role of information producers within our 
programs and classrooms.

Such distinctions point to great poten-
tial for revitalizing the language of pro-
gram outcomes to incorporate active 
processes and to engage students. Viewed 
together, the documents point to ways in 
which process goals can be connected to 
real, autonomous writers and related to 
cogent rhetorical situations in which both 
research and composing play a part.

•	 Making metaliteracy visible and attain-
able: By revitalizing the description of key 
processes in our course curricula, we can 
begin to realign the language of program 
outcomes to foster metacognitive goals for 
transfer of learning and to highlight learn-
ers’ contributions as composers. As noted 
by Maid and D’Angelo (2016), both the 
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WPA OS and the Framework call atten-
tion to the importance of metaliteracy and 
metacognition in curricular design. As 
noted previously, the ACRL (2015) inte-
grates key “behavioral, affective, cognitive, 
and metacognitive” forms of “engagement” 
within the Framework, linking knowledge 
practices to “dispositions” that define how 
conscious participation takes shape in 
research processes (p. 2). The Council of 
Writing Program Administrators has cre-
ated a second document, the Framework 
for Success in Postsecondary Writing, to 
establish central “habits of mind” import-
ant to writing development; yet, according 
to Maid and D’Angelo (2016), the ACRL 
Framework “presents a more integrated 
whole in terms of contextualizing student 
learning” (p. 45). 

It then falls to local programs—and, 
in particular, to writing program admin-
istrators—to articulate the ways in which 
curricular goals call upon students to 
develop, examine, and refine the ways of 
learning, thinking, and composing that 
underlie meaningful participation within 
writing contexts. This articulation cannot 
take place without affirming the kinds of 

processes that take place in the classroom, 
through which the aims of the program 
are shaped and reinterpreted. Using the 
Framework to inform the language of 
the WPA OS as adapted within partic-
ular programs can help foreground the 
linkages between program practices and 
program outcomes in ways that speak to 
Beaufort’s (2012) questions about what to 
teach, and how to assess it, in first- year 
composition.

Revitalizing Collaboration: Developing 
Relationships With Stakeholders

The Framework’s (2016) first appendix pres-
ents suggestions for librarians, faculty, and 
administrators on how to use the document 
(pp. 10–14). Because librarians are the pri-
mary audience for the Framework, most of 
the work is placed in their hands. Yet, writing 
program administrators are in a unique posi-
tion for incorporating information literacy 
frameworks within first- year composition, 
writing across the curriculum, and writing 
in the discipline programs. By collaborating 
on curriculum redesign, WPAs and librari-
ans can create relationships with a variety of 

BOX 2.3
SELECTED CoMPARISoN oF WPA ouTCoMES AND ACRL “INFoRMATIoN 
CREATIoN IS A PRoCESS” KNoWLEDGE PRACTICE

WPA OS (3.0): “Processes” Section 
By the end of first-year composition, students should
•	 reflect on the development of composing prac-

tices and how those practices influence their 
work.

 
 
 

ACRL Framework: “Information Creation Is a 
Process” Section 
Learners who are developing their information lit-
erate abilities
•	 develop, in their own creation processes, an 

understanding that their choices impact the 
purposes for which the information product 
will be used and the message it conveys.
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stakeholders and develop a common language 
to talk about writing and information literacy, 
which is central to revitalization and renewal 
of composition programs.

•	 Creating relationships: Because first- year 
composition is typically a required course 
for all students, a variety of people and pro-
grams have a stake in its design and imple-
mentation: writing instructors, writing 
centers, student support services, centers 
for teaching and learning, general edu-
cation and curriculum committees, and 
administrators. Reaching out, formally 
and informally, to these stakeholders can 
introduce them to the types of goals and 
knowledge practices students encounter in 
these courses. 

•	 Creating a common language: Too often, 
WPAs encounter outside stakeholders who 
claim students can’t write even though 
they can’t articulate what makes the writ-
ing poor. While the WPA OS may help 
faculty articulate what desirable qualities 
are absent in student writing, it can also 
reinscribe the notion that students should 
have a clear set of skills they develop (and 
transfer) “by the end of first- year com-
position” (Council of Writing Program 
Administrators, 2014). The language of 
the Framework ’s thresholds can help to 
counter these perceptions. Hallway conver-
sations, workshops, and meetings explain-
ing thresholds can introduce stakeholders 
to a process in which students are learning 
along a continuum rather than meeting 
defined outcomes at the end of first- year 
composition.

•	 Creating investment: In addition, this com-
mon language could ease the transition for 
composition instructors such as adjuncts 
and graduate teaching assistants who may 

not be composition specialists, are unaware 
of information literacy concepts, or are 
teaching at a variety of institutions with 
differing curricula and research databases. 
By working together with librarians and 
all writing instructors to develop a first- 
year writing curriculum, participants are 
more likely to have a vested interest in its 
implementation.

reViTaLizing ProgramS: 
imPeraTiVeS for 
curricuLum deSign
Using the Framework for Information Literacy 
in combination with the WPA OS in order 
to renew first- year composition curricula can 
help us to achieve a number of theoretical, 
pedagogical, and administrative aims. How-
ever, to effectively translate these aims within 
curricular practice, it is important to recall 
two additional imperatives for shaping first- 
year composition programs in light of both 
writing processes and information literacy:

•	 The WPA Outcomes Statement (version 
3.0) must be adapted to reflect the values, 
attributes, and institutional aims of individ-
ual writing programs. The introduction to 
the revised statement (2014) notes that the 
document “intentionally defines only ‘out-
comes,’ or types of results, and not ‘stan-
dards,’ or precise levels of achievement” (p. 
144). The Framework document, while not 
intended to provide a list of standards for 
programs, does offer distinct language and 
complementary concepts that can aid in 
adaptation. As noted previously, collabo-
ration with a range of stakeholders allows 
for greater inclusion and ownership in the 
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process and is therefore essential to pro-
gram revitalization.

•	 In developing outcomes and curricular 
revisions, WPAs must understand that a 
“transitional approach,” to borrow the lan-
guage of DeJoy (2004), requires building 
both knowledge and participation among 
these stakeholders over time. As noted by 
Dryer et al. (2014), the WPA OS is widely 
utilized, though “most of those encoun-
tering the document are neither the gen-
eral public nor expert writing teachers” 
(p. 139). Using the Framework to build 
upon familiarity with stage- process mod-
els (likely among students and instructors) 
can help writing program administrators 
extend and collaboratively develop those 
models with writing for information lit-
eracy in mind. Doing so can add depth 
and complexity to discussions of curricular 
aims, practices, and standards while foster-
ing greater inclusion. 

Revitalizing first- year composition cur-
ricula to reflect the changing nature of both 
writing and inquiry is important as programs 
grapple with new disciplinary knowledge, 
new models for learning, and new writing 
processes suitable to diverse rhetorical situa-
tions. Knowledgeable negotiation of the WPA 
OS and the Frameworks document offers 
perhaps the best basis for creating curricular 
designs that help students navigate dynamic 
composing processes over time and in various 
informational contexts. 
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raTionaLe for PedagogicaL 
inTegraTion
The threshold- concept redesign of the ACRL 
Framework creates an opportunity for infor-
mation literacy instructional programs to 
reconceive the work that happens in collabo-
ration with first- year writing classes. Because 
the redesign focused on incorporating essen-
tial understandings and larger concepts of 
information literacy, not simply skills, it is 
essential for instructors—in the library and 
in the writing classroom—to have a shared 
vocabulary for discussing how students might 
integrate these two fields for lifelong learn-
ing. In “Reading for Integration, Identify-
ing Complementary Threshold Concepts: 
The ACRL Framework in Conversation with 
Naming What We Know: Threshold Concepts of 
Writing Studies,” we argue that the publication 
of two documents—the ACRL’s Framework 
and Naming What We Know (NWWK)—has 
created a “kairotic moment” for information 
literacy and writing programs “to advocate 
collectively against one- off, skills- focused 
writing and research instruction” (2016, p. 
178). In reading the documents side by side, 
we identified a set of complementary thresh-
old concepts of information literacy and 
writing studies, which form the foundation 
of the multisession introduction to infor-
mation literacy (IL) we discuss here. This 
chapter describes the integrated, multisession 
approach we use to teach the shared threshold 
concepts (TCs) of information literacy and 
writing studies. The pedagogical integration 
and complementary concepts embedded in 
these sessions intentionally blur the bound-
ary between the writing program and the IL 
program because these boundaries must be 
blurred, if not fully dissolved, if students are 

going to embrace the necessary habits and 
practices that will allow them to develop as 
undergraduate scholars and researchers.

The multisession model described here 
was first piloted during the spring semester of 
2015. Our initial collaboration began because 
both writing and library instructors felt a dis-
satisfaction with traditional one- shot informa-
tion literacy sessions. In particular, instructors 
knew first- year students were not clear about 
how to approach answering a research ques-
tion, nor did students understand why schol-
ars ask research questions; thus, we wanted 
to help them build a schema for how to think 
about research, and TCs provided us with a 
way to develop this conceptual knowledge. 
As we have argued elsewhere, we see the TCs 
of writing studies and information literacy 
as complementary: the TCs of writing stud-
ies focus on the production of information, 
while the TCs of information literacy focus 
on the consumption of information. Thus, we 
advocate that through a co-teaching of shared 
TCs of writing studies and information lit-
eracy, students are provided with multiple 
entry points into developing a deeper under-
standing of the interconnectedness of research 
and writing.

Our multisession model relies on Schol-
arship as Conversation as the driver for 
teaching the other ACRL frames because 
this frame, more than any other, resonates 
with first- year students and the goals of first- 
year writing courses. Students can quickly 
recognize the value that the metaphor of a 
conversation adds to their understanding 
of research; more importantly, the idea of 
research occurring as an ongoing conver-
sation between scholars over time disrupts 
their misconceptions of research as simply 
the reporting of facts and collating of infor-
mation. We also begin with Scholarship as 
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Conversation because the other concepts are 
more meaningful if students have already 
begun to make a conceptual shift in their 
identities as student scholars. If students 
don’t believe themselves to be scholars and 
researchers contributing to conversations, 
then the remaining frames are merely skills 
to be applied and, subsequently, disre-
garded. However, if students see themselves 
as undergraduate scholars—as researchers 
expected to produce and give back to com-
munities of practice—then we can more 
eff ectively engage them in conversations 
about “the refl ective discovery of informa-
tion, the understanding of how informa-
tion is produced and valued, and the use 
of information in creating new knowledge 
and participating ethically in communities 
of learning” (ACRL, 2015). Figure 3.1 rep-
resents the relationship we see between the 
six frames; we’ll use this image to illustrate 
how Scholarship as Conversation can be a 
common thread, what we call a driver, for 
building a foundational experience for a 
multiyear, multicourse IL program. We do 
not articulate the shared threshold concepts 

of our disciplines here (because this dis-
cussion can be found in our 2016 article, 
“Reading for Integration”); however, we will 
describe how one frame can be integrated 
into fi rst- year writing courses to reshape 
how students think about their work as 
researchers. 

co-Teaching inTegraTed, Shared 
ThreShoLd concePTS

Th e multisession, integrated model of infor-
mation literacy instruction described here 
uses the information literacy threshold con-
cept of Scholarship as Conversation as the 
driver around which students learn concepts 
and strategies for engaging in scholarly con-
versations through research and writing—the 
primary outcome for our second- semester, 
fi rst- year writing course. As Figure 3.1 illus-
trates, the six frames of information literacy 
are themselves interconnected and layered. 
By designing instruction with Scholarship as 
Conversation as the driver, we are able to build 

Figure 3.1 Making Scholarship as Conversation the driver for the remaining frames.
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a conceptual understanding and approach for 
research and writing first, and then we inter-
weave other concepts of information literacy 
as they apply. Here we share our pedagogical 
design for each session in the multisession 
model, as well as evidence of growth from two 
students, Karolyn and Shelby, as they progress 
through the sessions.

Pedagogical Design Using  
Multisession Model

The multisession model is effective because 
it is a pedagogically integrated method of 
collaborative teaching. Sessions are planned 
collaboratively with writing instructors and 
seamlessly integrated into the writing course 
content; the design is such that activities in 
both the writing class and the information 
literacy sessions reinforce the concepts of 
the other. This pedagogical integration mat-
ters because the conceptual nature of our 
driver—Scholarship as Conversation—is 
meant to influence how students approach 
their research- based writing; therefore, our 
multisession design focuses on helping stu-
dents write strong research questions and 
curate useful research sources. Our IL mul-
tisession design actually begins before stu-
dents are introduced to the semester- long, 
inquiry- based research project sequence. 
This time frame, which begins in Week 5 
of 15, works because most faculty are col-
lecting the first major writing assignment 
(a rhetorical analysis project) and because 
all students participate in a fairly uniform 
research- proposal process:

 1.  Submission and approval of a research 
question;

 2.  Proposal for research design, including 
preliminary identification of sources and 

research methodology (primary and second-
ary data collection); and

 3.  Submission of an annotated bibliography.

While our multisession design, as seen in 
Table 3.1, draws heavily from local context 
and need, the conceptual elements of the four 
sessions, which we describe below, can be eas-
ily adapted to any first- year writing program 
that asks students to complete a research- 
based project.

Multisession Objectives: An Overview

Assessing the conceptual content of these 
multisessions required us to identify students’ 
preexisting writing and research practices; to 
do this work, students begin the semester by 
completing a Literacy Strategies Inventory 
(LSI) (see Figure 3.2). Inspired by a writing 
strategies inventory designed by Betsy Sar-
gent for the University of Alberta Writing 
Studies Department, this revised inven-
tory helps students reflect on their attitudes 
toward their writing, reading, and research 
processes as well as their understandings of 
key concepts related to writing studies and 
information literacy. There are seven sec-
tions to the inventory (including Reading 
Practices; Getting Started, Drafting, and 
Researching; and Writing Processes), and 
each Likert- scale question offers 5 possi-
ble responses. When students complete the 
LSI at both the beginning and end of our 
courses, it helps students assess what they 
have learned and what goals they might have 
for further learning, and the LSI responses 
give library and writing instructors informa-
tion that can help us track student progress, 
especially when analyzed alongside reflective 
writing assessments. Data from one year of 
multisessions shows a difference in students’ 
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pre-  and postmean scores for our informa-
tion  literacy–specific questions.

Session 1: What Is a(n)  
(Academic) Conversation? 
Prior to Session 1, students engage in read-
ings in the writing class selected to prime the 
discussion of our driver, the concept of Schol-
arship as Conversation (see Table 3.2). For 
example, in Week 1, writing instructors assign 
Karen Rosenberg’s “Reading Games: Strate-
gies for Reading Scholarly Sources,” a read-
ing that challenges students to “read smarter, 
not harder” (2011, p. 211), an idea that she 

explicitly connects to “Joining the Conversa-
tion,” one of her section headings. Pedagog-
ically, this reading assignment fits into the 
student learning objectives of the writing class 
because it offers an architecture for reading 
scholarly texts. For the multisession design, it 
plants a seed in the writing classroom and in 
the students’ discussions about how and why 
sources are used. As Rosenberg argues,

Even though it may seem like a solitary, 
isolated activity, when you read a scholarly 
work, you are participating in a conver-
sation. Academic writers do not make up 

table 3.1 Multisession Model of Information Literacy Instruction for First-Year Writing

Week Session Objectives
Assessment Collection 
Activities

1 Literacy Strategies 
Inventory (LSI)

5 1 → Students will build a conceptual understanding 
of Scholarship as Conversation.

→ Students will develop strategies for 
eavesdropping on an ongoing conversation 
in order to determine its focus and varied 
perspectives.

IL Session 1 Reflective 
Writing

6 2 → Students will develop strategies for listening to 
the overarching conversation.

→ Students will understand various ways in which 
information is communicated (i.e., types of 
sources).

IL Session 2 Reflective 
Writing

 Searching & 
Metacognition Video

 Research Project 
Reflection

7 3 → Students will develop strategies for engaging in 
the conversation.

→ Students will be able to search for relevant 
perspectives (sources) that pertain to their topic 
of inquiry (conversation).

Research Project 
Proposal

 Report on Research 
Progress

 Inquiry-Based Research 
Project

 Postproject Reflection

9–13 4 → Students will understand ways in which they 
can contribute to the conversation.

Postproject Reflection

15 Literacy Strategies 
Inventory (LSI)
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their arguments off the top of their heads 
(or solely from creative inspiration). Rather, 
they look at how others have approached 
similar issues and problems. Your job—
and one for which you’ll get plenty of help 
from your professors and your peers—is to 
locate the writer and yourself in this larger 
conversation. (2011, p. 212) 

By introducing the idea of conversation to 
students and connecting it to how they are 

reading research- based work, the students are 
exposed to the concepts of Session 1, during 
which they will explore their connection as 
student researchers to the idea of Scholarship 
as Conversation. Furthermore, by asking 
instructors to complete a series of pedagogi-
cally integrated and scaffolded activities, such 
as these connected readings, we are remov-
ing the plug- and- play baggage that comes 
with the more traditional one- shot sessions. 
Too many faculty felt that the previous IL 

Figure 3.2 Sample Literacy Strategies Inventory questions.

Can you identify the conversation occurring within a text?

question doesn’t make sense to me.

No/Never Tried

Rarely/Not Very Well

Sometimes/Somewhat

yes/often/Fairly Well

Can you ask questions about the quality of the research and/or evidence used within a text?

question doesn’t make sense to me.

No/Never Tried

Rarely/Not Very Well

Sometimes/Somewhat

yes/often/Fairly Well

table 3.2 Session 1 Activities and Assessment Table

Writing Class Activities Session 1 Activities Assessment

Karen Rosenberg’s 
“Reading Games: 
Strategies for Reading 
Scholarly Sources”

3 different video clips during which students 
note topic, terminology, interesting points, 
questions

 Whole-class discussion to identify common 
threads, differences, etc. in videos

Discussion question: What does this idea of 
“Scholarship is a Conversation” mean for 
you as student researchers?

Writing Class
LSI
Rhetorical Analysis 

Assignment
IL Session

Reflective Writing 1
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sessions were identical, semester after semes-
ter and year after year. But, when the writ-
ing faculty have an active role in the vertical 
integration of concepts across a curriculum, 
they are invested in co-teaching the material 
because the intellectual payoff  for students is 
more apparent. 

During Session 1, students wrestle with 
the concept that research is ongoing and hap-
pens when scholars in a particular discipline 
engage in conversation with one another over 
an extended period of time (see Figure 3.3). 
Students engage in an activity in which they 
are inserted into the middle of a conversation 
with no context and must develop strategies 
(such as paying attention to specifi c cues like 
terminology or big ideas) for determining the 
overarching topic of the conversation, as well as 
understanding how various perspectives shape 
that conversation. Th e session ends with a 
refl ective writing assessment in which students 
must consider how the idea of Scholarship as 
Conversation changes or shapes their approach 

to research (see Box 3.1). Because TCs cannot 
be assessed on skills alone, these refl ective writ-
ing prompts capture emerging shifts in student 
thinking and form a baseline for assessing indi-
vidual growth and understanding. 

When asked “How does understanding 
this idea that scholarship is a conversation set 
the stage for the research that you are about to 
undertake?” Karolyn notes that the concept 

BOX 3.1
SESSIoN 1 IL ASSESSMENT: 
REFLECTIVE WRITING 1 quESTIoNS

1. How does understanding this idea that 
scholarship is a conversation set the stage 
for the research that you are about to un-
dertake?

2. How does a conversation (instead of a pro-
con debate or for-against positions) change 
how you think about research and what 
you will need to do diff erently?

Figure 3.3 Session 1 overview.
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“sets the stage for a more open- ended stance” 
for her research. She explains that in her high 
school “scholarly sources and articles were 
‘kept under glass’ and ‘served’ rather than 
‘used.’” Here, she quotes an article read in 
the writing class (Elbow, 1995) and references 
the IL session, citing both explicitly: “This 
introductory unit [in the writing class] and 
the activity today have helped me understand 
that the research we will be compiling and 
incorporating in our writing is dynamic and 
part of an ongoing discussion with multiple 
perspectives.” By linking the content of the 
session to the content of her writing class and 
connecting each to her research strategies, 
Karolyn reveals the power of the complemen-
tary threshold concepts and the pedagogical 
integration of our sessions.

For Shelby, the value of Session 1 comes in 
understanding how to reshape her thinking 
about research. Rather than feeling pressured 
to immediately contribute to a conversation, 
Shelby notes that she must first “see [herself] 
as an eavesdropper on the conversation of 
scholarship for the research project [she is] 
about to undertake.” Before she can make a 
contribution, she must begin by “listening to 
and understanding what other people have 
to say about it.” Shelby goes on to describe 
this eavesdropping as preparation: “In some 
ways this would be preparing myself to enter 
the conversation by getting all the other per-
spectives and ideas that are already out there 
so that I can eventually contribute some-
thing new.” 

The second reflective question from Ses-
sion 1 focuses on conversations: “How does a 
conversation (instead of a pro- con debate or 
for- against positions) change how you think 
about research and what you will need to do 
differently?” When explaining how the con-
cept of a conversation changes how she thinks 

about her research, Karolyn shifts away from 
taking sides: “Instead of seeing an issue as 
having black and white ‘sides’—which is 
often convenient but not fully investigating 
an issue—a conversation allows for more than 
one or two perspectives and ‘takes’ on issues.” 
We also hear emerging changes in her under-
standing of the purpose of research. Karolyn 
no longer believes she and her colleagues are 
supposed to be “writing our point (our argu-
ment) and the refutation of the opposition.” 
They are expected to “take into account all 
sides of a conversation that’s more of a round 
table than a rectangular one with two oppos-
ing heads.” For her work, Karolyn acknowl-
edges that she will have to “branch out more 
when doing research, to try to bring multiple 
perspectives of the issue into [her] writing 
rather than just present [her] argument and 
refute the ‘opposite’ side.” This is a sentiment 
echoed by Shelby, who notes that the driver 
makes “the project less intimidating to see 
scholarship as a conversation as opposed to 
an argument or debate.” She, too, will bring 
a more “open mind because there isn’t pres-
sure to ‘pick a side’ or pressure to prove that 
one side is right or wrong.” Instead, Shelby 
believes she is supposed “to listen to what’s out 
there.” In this reflective writing, we see how 
students’ perceptions about what they should 
and should not be doing are shifting as they 
head into Session 2. 

Session 2: Listening to  
an Academic Conversation 
Session 2 occurs approximately one week after 
Session 1 and focuses on moving students 
beyond eavesdropping on conversations by 
offering specific strategies for listening to a 
conversation in order to develop narrowed, 
focused research questions that will guide 
their process of inquiry (see Figure 3.4). 
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Between Sessions 1 and 2, students discuss 
readings and engage in activities in the writ-
ing class that focus on the development of 
guiding research questions—for example, 
these activities help students further explore 
the purpose of a research question and the 
importance of presearch in helping shape 
research questions and give them opportu-
nities to collaboratively workshop research 
questions (see Table 3.3). 

During Session 2, students fi rst consider 
factors that contribute to the creation of dif-
ferent information formats, such as the char-
acteristics of the writing style, the authority 
of the author, the audience, the purpose, and 
where the information can be accessed. Stu-
dents then use this foundational understand-
ing to develop strategies for presearch, a term 
taken from a writing class reading that means 
selecting sources appropriate for building con-
text for (listening to) a conversation, which 
they then implement after the session in order 
to narrow the focus of their research. At the 
end of Session 2, students again refl ect on the 

content of the IL session and its role in the 
work they must complete in the writing class. 
When asked “How do you plan to apply what 
you learned today to narrow your research 
topic and further engage in the conversa-
tion?” Karolyn has a clear research strategy 
informed by our conceptual driver. She notes 
that her “entry- way into the conversation 
will be through Google and Wikipedia, just 
like many students.” She goes on to note that 
because the session focused on “displaying all 
of the possible sources we could use on the 
board,” she will also likely use “magazines, 
news, blogs, websites, videos, and all sorts of 
other more ‘informal’ sources to listen to the 
conversation and gather background. In order 
to narrow my research topic, I’ll need to have 
this background to go from.” 

After Session 2, students may participate 
in an optional Searching & Metacognition 
Videos activity. Inspired by the LILAC 
Project and designed to capture their initial 
presearch behaviors, this assessment (which 
also serves as a valuable pedagogical learning 

Figure 3.4 Session 2 overview.



40 Part I Lenses, Thresholds, and Frameworks

tool) requires students to screen- capture the 
first 15 minutes of their presearch practice 
and narrate their behaviors and the reason-
ing behind those behaviors. By combining 
the reflective writing from Sessions 1 and 2 
with a metacognition video, we can compare 
students’ information- seeking behaviors with 
self- reported data as they participate in the 
multisessions. We can see what strategies stu-
dents bring into the class for listening to con-
versations and which recommendations they 
adopt for their research projects. As the stu-
dents describe what they are doing and why, 
they reveal not only how complicated assess-
ing the Scholarship as Conversation frame 
is and why teaching for concepts cannot be 
stripped down to skills- based assessment mea-
sures, but also how we can learn more about 
what students are learning when we watch the 
videos in light of reflective writing. 

Karolyn, for instance, does what she 
reported in her reflective writing. She starts 
in Google because she is “not quite sure how 
[she is] going to word [her] question,” and she 
hopes “maybe [Google] will help.” She types 

in her topic (“creativity in scientific writing”), 
and then does the “cliché thing” and selects 
the “first link.” Karolyn immediately identi-
fies the type of source she’s located, noting 
that the first link “looks like it’s an academic 
journal.” Her next click is on a Scientific 
American article, which she chose “because 
it seems like a reliable source.” She explains, 
“It is maybe more of an informal magazine 
or news source.” After identifying key words 
she wants to look up later (“dissertation chap-
ters”), we see Karolyn organize her research, 
as seen in Box 3.2, creating a research folder 
and a separate presearch file into which she 
copies and pastes links to her sources; she also 
identifies the type of media she has located, 
something she might not have done without 
Session 2.

Like Karolyn, Shelby starts her resource 
search in Google because she wants broad 
terms to narrow down. She is conscious 
enough of Google’s sponsored links to jump 
down before opening a source, and just as 
she explained in her reflective writing after 
Session 1, she’s not looking for definitions or 

table 3.3 Session 2 Activities and Assessment Table

Writing Class Activities Session 2 Activities Assessment

Bernice Olivas, “Cupping 
the Spark in Our 
Hands: Developing a 
Better Understanding 
of the Research 
Question in Inquiry-
Based Research”

Randall McClure, 
“Googlepedia: Turning 
Information Behaviors 
into Research Skills”

Review student reflections from Session 1.
 Build visual model of Scholarship as 

Conversation.
 Opening discussion question: In what 

mediums is information communicated?
 Outline characteristics of sources.
 Closing discussion question: What types of 

sources might you consult for presearch? 
What types of sources might you consult 
to gather specific, or more focused, 
information?

Offer strategies for presearch and narrowing 
a topic.

Writing Class
Research Project 

Reflection
IL Session

Word Clouds
 Reflective Writing 2
 Searching & 

Metacognition Video
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a single answer. Instead, she repeats the con-
ceptual ideas of Session 1, looking for sources 
“kind of based on” her larger question. This 
may explain why Shelby quickly moves from 
search terms to a question, and in skimming 
through her sources, she, like Karolyn, begins 
making choices based on media types. One 
source references a poll, and we learn that she 
thinks this kind of information could be use-
ful (although we don’t know why). She also 
creates a digital repository, bookmarking 
pages to a folder as she surfs. Like Karolyn, 
we hear how she is refining and complicating 
her question and how she is using method-
ological information in the sources to assess 
their relevance and credibility. 

Session 3: Engaging in  
an Academic Conversation 
By the time students participate in Session 
3, they have engaged with Scholarship as 
Conversation on a conceptual level and 
experimented with different strategies for 
finding sources relevant to their research 
question. Session 3, then, provides students 
with more narrow strategies for engaging in 

a conversation through developing an under-
standing of how to find specific perspectives 
that pertain to their questions. This is the 
most conventional IL session because it is the 
first time students rely on library resources 
for locating information. Students create a 
concept map for their questions and consider 
relevant presearch that is helping their conver-
sation take shape; then, the session focuses on 
helping students understand concepts articu-
lated in the IL frame of Searching as Strate-
gic Exploration, and the students workshop to 
dive deeper into their research. For example, 
we may discuss refining search terms based on 
date or source type. 

For Session 3, there are no information 
literacy–specific assessments because the suc-
cess of these sessions can best be seen in the 
final research projects completed by students 
(see Figure 3.5). For example, the students 
completed a final reflective writing assign-
ment for the writing course in which they 
were expected to explain which strategies and 
processes from the preceding weeks contrib-
uted to their knowledge about writing and 
research in higher education. To complete 

BOX 3.2 
KARoLyN’S SouRCES LoCATED WHILE RECoRDING METACoGNITIoN VIDEo

GOOGLE
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/urban-scientist/science-writing-academic-creative/
•	 dissertations = projects we complete? (explore further)
•	 science blogging = place in academia?
•	 BLOG/more INFORMAL

MUNDAY LIBRARY
https://login/ezproxy.stedwards.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login/aspx?direct=true&db=eds 
jsr&AN=edsjsr.40186599&site=eds-live&scope=site
•	 creativity, spirituality, awe, and wonder
*ACADEMIC JOURNAL

http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/urban-scientist/science-writing-academic-creative/
https://login/ezproxy.stedwards.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login/aspx?direct=true&db=edsjsr&AN=edsjsr.40186599&site=eds-live&scope=site
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this assignment, students were expected to 
“point to particular strategies [they] used 
during the researching, drafting, and writing 
process.” In her refl ection, Shelby notes that 
she changed her major during this process, a 
choice that aff ected her initial research ques-
tion; she does list the metacognition video as 
one of the “exercises [that] got [her] thinking 
about research questions and methods which 
was helpful when [she] went back and found 
new sources for [her research proposal].” 

Karolyn also experienced a signifi cant shift 
in her project during the IL process. She notes 
in her refl ection that she was able to “fi nd a 
few sources about the role (or lack thereof) of 
creativity in scientifi c writing,” but she also 
notes a limitation. “Before [she] even read the 
sources,” she could articulate an answer to 
her question. Because the IL sessions focused 
on contributing to conversations, not merely 
reporting what she already knew, Karolyn 
knew a change was required: “Because I felt 

table 3.4 Session 3 Activities and Assessment Table

Writing Class Activities Session 3 Activities Assessment

Concept Mapping Activity: Consider the 
Conversation

Students refl ect on presearch strategies and 
results

Introduce strategies for refi ned searching and 
synthesis of conversations

Hands-on workshop with institutional 
resources

Inquiry-Based Research 
Project, including 
Research Project 

Proposal
Report on Research 

Progress
Postproject Refl ection

Figure 3.5 Session 3 overview.
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I already knew the answer, and having read 
Olivas’s (2009) paper on student inquiry- 
based research, I knew that going forward 
with my original question would basically be 
a waste of my time since I wouldn’t truly be 
learning or gaining anything in the process.” 

Session 4: Contributing to 
an Academic Conversation
Th e fi nal session in this multisession model 
of information literacy instruction prepares 
students to contribute to the scholarly con-
versation in which they are engaging (see Fig-
ure 3.6). Session 4 is fl exible in that writing 
instructors can choose the option that best 
fi ts the specifi c needs of their students, and 
on our campus, there have been two popular 
versions for this fi nal session of the semester. 
Session 4a (see Table 3.5) focuses on helping 
students understand what to contribute to an 
ongoing conversation, which is why Session 
4a occurs as students are preparing the fi nal 
drafts of their research projects (and begin-
ning to think about their fi nal assignment of 

the term). Th e session touches on the frame 
of Research as Inquiry and includes activities 
that help students synthesize their research in 
order to identify gaps; these gaps can then be 
addressed by either revising the research ques-
tion and reiterating the process of searching 
or by using the gap as an entry point into 
the conversation and “fi lling” it with a new 
perspective. 

In contrast, Session 4b focuses on helping 
students understand how to contribute to a 
conversation. Th is “how” session occurs after 
students have completed their formal writing 
project. Th is version of the session returns to 
the frame of Information Creation as a Pro-
cess, as students reconsider ways in which 
information is created and apply that under-
standing to create a “remixed” version of their 
academic paper. 

Both Karolyn and Shelby participated in 
Session 4a, and their writing class included 
a refl ective writing prompt with the fi nal 
project submission. Th e refl ective prompt 
included questions about the students’ 

Figure 3.6 Session 4 overview.
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audience choice, process- based decisions, 
and, for the purposes of our multisession 
design, research process questions (see Box 
3.3). For Karolyn, the research for this proj-
ect—a remixing of her research project into 
three new genres for a nonacademic audi-
ence—was more “supplemental,” but there 
is a key practice she picked up from the 
multisession experience: the “info literacy 
skill of refining and reframing [her] search 
questions and terms.” She unsuccessfully 
searched for “statistics about students and 

scientific writing,” but she successfully filled 
in her own knowledge gap with “some trou-
bleshooting research with the platform for 
[her] video genre” when she couldn’t make 
the voiceover work properly. She made these 
adjustments because the sessions focused 
on concepts, not skills; in fact, Karolyn 
even “adjust[s] the location of where [she] 
conducted searches (from library to outside 
databases to Google Scholar to Google) 
and what types of search terms [she] was 
using.” She explains, “After accepting that 
I wasn’t going to get any data or statistics, I 
decided to move into a gap in my research 
I hadn’t previously considered: reasons why 
scientific writing is ‘boring’ (e.g. why aren’t 
fluffy words okay to use).” She was not frus-
trated by the adjustment. Quite the opposite, 
in fact. Karolyn does not treat her research 
process as a seek and find activity; instead, 
she moves “on to another gap or exploration 
pathway in order to be able to find informa-
tion that was relevant and useful.” 

Like Karolyn, Shelby wanted a particular 
kind of research to fill in her gaps; more spe-
cifically, she “tried to find some sources that 

table 3.5 Session 4 Activities and Assessment Table

Writing Class Activities Session 4 Activities Assessment

Session 4a
Analysis of how sources connect to question 

and to each other with two (2) end goals 
for further research: 
1. students identifying gaps in research → 

revising question, or
2. students identifying gaps in research → 

entry point into conversation.
Session 4b
Examine “remix” of a book in three genres
Discussion: conventions, purpose, audience, 

selection of content

Postproject Reflection

BOX 3.3
WRITING CLASSES’ PoSTPRoJECT 
REFLECTIVE WRITING quESTIoNS 
ABouT RESEARCH PRACTICES

1. What kind of research did you do for this 
project? How was it different from what you 
did for [the inquiry-based research paper]?

2. What information literacy practices did 
you use to help you adapt your existing re-
search to your selected audience?

3. What adjustments did you have to make to 
your strategies to find appropriate support?
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had statistics about first- year writing practices 
but unfortunately had no luck.” She, too, 
strayed “from trying to do traditional aca-
demic research,” and, like Karolyn, she knows 
this is acceptable “because it just didn’t seem 
to fit into [her] genres.” She also completed 
research related to the genres she was creating 
in this final assignment. She “was mostly just 
looking for examples for the types of genres 
[she] wanted to create,” which became “tem-
plates” she could consult to identify “what 
moves” she was supposed to make. 

changing PercePTionS of 
reSearch and WriTing

Teaching first- year writing students a com-
plementary threshold concept, Scholarship 
as Conversation, from two disciplinary per-
spectives through a multisession model of 
pedagogical integrated information literacy 
sessions is creating subtle changes in how stu-
dents on our campus perceive research- based 
writing in higher education. Our combina-
tion of assessments—specifically the pre-  and 
postinventories, ref lective writing assign-
ments, and metacognition videos—have cap-
tured evidence of students’ shifting schemas. 
For example, in the closing paragraph of her 
reflection for her major research assignment, 
Karolyn wrote the following:

Through this process I also gained insights 
into the research process: there won’t always 
be secondary sources that directly address 
your inquiry or exact topic, but you can 
always use those to help you enter the dis-
cussion, gain background knowledge, or 
they may be related your topic indirectly. 

She is a first- semester freshman who left the 
multisession experience articulating the idea 
that research is a conversation; this is a concep-
tual shift for Karolyn, especially if we consider 
that during Week 1 of the semester she chose 
“Yes / Often / Fairly Well” when responding to 
“Can you identify the conversation occurring 
within a text?” on the LSI. When responding 
to “Can you ask questions about the quality 
of the research and/or evidence used within a 
text?,” she opted for “Sometimes / Somewhat,” 
but she was not among the students confused 
by these questions or perspectives.

The complementary TCs of information 
literacy and writing studies are complex, and 
integrating them into two programs requires 
pedagogical collaboration because the 
Framework cannot be reduced to rote skills 
or standardized learning outcomes. As our 
data from teaching the TC of Scholarship as 
Conversation suggests, students wrestle with 
this concept in increasingly complex ways 
as they progress through their research- and- 
writing projects. Their understanding organ-
ically develops as the integrated, scaffolded 
instruction aims to meet them where they are. 
Our instructors knew the timing of the tra-
ditional one- shot sessions was wrong, as too 
many students were sitting in sessions before 
their research projects were even assigned; 
more importantly, we realized students were 
not ready to look for sources because they did 
not understand the larger purpose: research 
is about joining an ongoing conversation and 
contributing something back to a community. 
The multisession experience we have designed 
for first- year writers starts with this premise; 
using the idea of a conversation as the driver, 
we are able to bring students into the research 
experience rather than positioning them as 
mere reporters on the sidelines. 
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Founded in 2003, the Critical Writing Pro-
gram of the University of Pennsylvania has 
built an evidence- based, “lab style” curricu-
lum that is taught by faculty from across the 
disciplines. All teach a shared curriculum 
inflected by writing in their own disciplines 
as well as by their individual course topics and 
readings. A core mission of the program has 
been to develop a curriculum that positions 
students as authentic participants in gener-
ative knowledge practices. Our chapter will 
explore the development of our curriculum 
and our collaborative approach to teaching 
information literacy, highlighting productive 
areas of overlap between writing studies and 
information science and literacy scholarship, 
including the ACRL Framework (ACRL, 
2015; Elmborg, 2003; Norgaard, 2003). 
It will address some of our challenges and 
mishaps as well as successes, including the 
development of an organic, mutually bene-
ficial form of professional development that 
reinforced curricular development, advanc-
ing our shared understanding of generative 
knowledge practices and how students learn. 

BacKground
The Critical Writing Program of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania is one of about 60 inde-
pendent writing in the disciplines programs 
in the United States. The program rosters the 
first- year writing course required of all stu-
dents enrolled in the university’s four under-
graduate schools: the College of Arts and 
Sciences, the Wharton School, the School of 
Nursing, and the School of Engineering. The 
writing seminar is the only course taken by all 
Penn undergraduates and as such represents 
a uniquely shared academic experience. As 
an ideal vehicle for reaching all students, the 

course is perpetually at risk of becoming an 
outlet for promoting organizations and events 
for all who wish to connect with students. 

Our faculty are varied in terms of their 
disciplinary interests. Nearly all hold PhDs 
in a diverse range of disciplines from the 
humanities to the social and natural sciences; 
a few have terminal degrees in journalism and 
creative writing; and six doctoral candidates 
from across the disciplines are recipients of a 
competitive teaching fellowship designed to 
mentor them in best practices in writing stud-
ies. Our faculty choose their own topics and 
texts, based on their disciplines and interests, 
and use a range of approaches to teach a set of 
shared writing assignments. Penn’s program 
is distinct from most other first- year writing 
programs in that our writing curriculum 
functions as a kind of lab in which faculty 
immerse students in individual disciplines 
and topics but all students complete the same 
set of writing assignments, including a lit-
erature review and digitally based editorial. 
With approximately 2,600 students enrolled 
in our seminars each year, we have sufficient 
data to share, test, and refine our approaches 
to writing instruction. As such, our inten-
sively collaborative, outcomes- based curricu-
lum is always a work in progress, built by a 
multitude of constituencies: faculty across the 
disciplines, administration, students, employ-
ers, librarians, our own writing faculty and 
administration, as well as other scholars and 
practitioners in the field of writing studies. 
Our main objective is to teach students how 
to adapt to new writing situations based on 
generative knowledge practices. Our com-
mitted interdisciplinary faculty has fostered 
a productively layered process of inquiry 
and problem- solving within and across the 
100 seminars rostered each semester. Over 
the past decade, faculty and students have 
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steadily transformed the curriculum into an 
increasingly more authentic, active learning 
experience, including in its approach to infor-
mation literacy (IL). 

The WriTing curricuLum—
reThinKing The reSearch PaPer 

The first great challenge to creating an 
authentic writing curriculum was posed by 
the research paper. By 2003, many in writ-
ing studies were rejecting or substantially 
revamping their approach to research papers 
(Hood, 2010). In keeping with this trend, 
many faculty in our program experimented 
with various alternatives to research papers, 
including websites, podcasts, maps, recipes, 
case studies, and posters. The sheer range of 
alternatives taught us all much about differ-
ent sorts of literacies, from their remarkably 
diverse processes of production to the dif-
fering demands on faculty and university 
resources each entailed. This proliferation of 
new source- based assignments also led us, 
counterintuitively, to developing a shared 
curriculum. Depending on which course stu-
dents enrolled in, they might face profoundly 
different demands upon their time as well as 
radically different assessment criteria. How 
were we to assess the differing skills, knowl-
edge, process, and products of students who 
might be creating cookbooks in one class and 
a 30- page research paper in another? Further-
more, what could we confidently conclude 
about student learning when they faced such a 
variety of topics, disciplines, approaches, and 
assignments? This was further complicated by 
the fact that seminars were capped at 16, a 
sample size too small to allow for generaliza-
tions about learning outcomes. 

Our Writing Center, part of the Critical 
Writing Program, was in these early years 
also exploring how best to support students 
who came to the center for help with their 
writing assignments. To get a stronger sense 
of the range of assignments our students were 
encountering, we asked our undergraduate 
tutors, as part of their training, to interview 
professors across the disciplines about their 
own practices as writers as well as the kinds of 
writing they were asking students to do. Over 
40 disciplines and 100 interviews later, the 
findings were unsurprising: Professors were 
mostly assigning timed essay questions, short 
response papers, and conventional research 
papers. And these assignments had at most an 
attenuated relationship to the kinds of writing 
the professors themselves were doing. 

The research paper is an assignment as 
familiar to the library community as it is to 
the writing studies community. Its aim is to 
teach students how to find, synthesize, and 
document sources in a paper that makes 
and supports a claim about a topic. Students 
are meant to immerse themselves in library 
resources, looking up information, narrowing 
their scope, reading, note- taking, and doc-
umenting sources. Sometimes the students 
are taught to research as they write, con-
comitantly; sometimes they are given a more 
scaffolded approach (e.g., annotated bibliog-
raphies, note cards, outlines). In many cases, 
they are given topics, questions, even a set of 
suggested sources or a particular database. 
Nearly all the intellectual work is done for 
them by the teacher or professor, an elaborate 
scavenger hunt followed by laborious docu-
mentation substituting for the purposefulness 
and excitement of actual academic research, 
where one seeks solutions to problems that 
others presumably regard as significant and 
engaging. 
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Despite its longstanding popularity among 
teachers and professors, the “research paper” 
has been criticized for many years by those 
in writing studies and is rarely assigned in 
writing classes, though source- based writing 
remains a central feature of writing curricula 
(Brent, 2013; Hood, 2010). As a “mutt genre” 
(Wardle, 2009), the research paper is “school 
writing” as distinct from authentic writing. 
Students perform it to assure a teacher that 
they are able to go through certain motions: 
finding and reading sources; quoting, para-
phrasing, documenting them; delivering them 
in a paper that is coherent and unified. While 
such practices mimic aspects of authentic 
academic genres, just as sifting and measur-
ing flour mimics aspects of baking a cake, 
the typical research paper assignment has no 
social or intellectual purpose, no readership. 
Equally important, as Larson (1982) observes, 
the research paper misleads students in terms 
of how real scholars research and write. Lar-
son notes that the activity of research contrib-
utes to innumerable academic and popular 
genres, from literature reviews and lab reports 
to grant proposals, research articles, and biog-
raphies. But the research paper we assign to 
students has no such motive, no future; it is 
an end in itself written for a grade rather than 
a purpose. “If almost any paper is potentially a 
paper incorporating the fruits of research, the 
term ‘research paper’ has virtually no value as 
an identification of a kind of substance in a 
paper” (Larson, 1982, p. 813). 

As members of our writing faculty from 
across the disciplines put increasing pressure 
on the research paper, its artificiality and lim-
itations grew difficult to ignore. In addition 
to the sorts of critiques being generated by 
those in the field of writing studies, our inter-
disciplinary faculty realized that the word 
“research” itself was nearly nonsensical when 

we attempted to use it program- wide. Most 
obviously, “research” is not an activity limited 
to library search, nor is it broadly understood 
as the activity of locating secondary sources, 
except within a handful of text- based fields 
such as literary studies. What we were call-
ing “research papers” were actually exercises 
in locating and patching together a set of sec-
ondary sources that had little to do with the 
research practices in any of our fields. As writ-
ing studies scholars have pointed out, when 
a student is asked to write outside a genre’s 
“natural environment” the writing becomes 
“pseudotransactional” (Petraglia, 1995). 
Where transactional writing is authentic in 
both its audience and purpose, the pseudo-
transactional research paper is written merely 
to meet a teacher’s expectations, rather than to 
create or transfer knowledge to an interested 
audience. Stripped of context and purpose, 
the research paper is a classroom exercise that 
does not organically lead to more authentic 
research and writing skills. Instead of learn-
ing how to build knowledge, students are 
asked to practice a set of behaviors that actu-
ally muddy students’ understanding of why, 
when, and how scholars seek, write about, and 
document secondary sources. Recent research 
suggests that the research paper may even be 
teaching students how to become increasingly 
sophisticated if unwitting patchwork plagia-
rists (Howard, Serviss, & Rodrigue, 2010). 
Information scientists have recognized this 
problem when it comes to retrieval. Teaching 
people to find information in the abstract—
devoid of an actual information need—cre-
ates fake procedures that get in the way of 
understanding how to find information 
when one actually needs it. Writing without 
a purpose (beyond fulfilling an assignment) 
has been shown to decrease skill transfer-
ability (e.g., Wardle, 2009); the same is true 
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of searching without a purpose: As Purdue 
(2003) noted, “information literacy cannot 
exist in a vacuum; it has to be part of a lived 
response to research.”

The research paper also poses a problem 
from the perspective of teaching situated 
information literacy practices. Information 
scientists have long understood that infor-
mation needs change throughout search 
(Bates, 1989). Using the analogy of “ber-
rypicking,” Bates (1989) argued that in a 
real search users engage in a “bit- at- a- time” 
retrieval where the information need and 
information query changes as new informa-
tion is gleaned. However, the way a student 
research paper is often conceived is that 
it follows a very specific, and sometimes 
static, sequence of events. These student 
papers commonly have a minimum number 
of sources that are required (e.g., “find and 
cite seven other papers”). Naturally, stu-
dents who are working to fulfill these basic 
requirements also tend to use a minimum 
number of search strategies and venues to 
find their required sources. Moreover, under 
this curricular model, information search 
practices or other library “research” skills 
are commonly taught in a single class, to 
students who already believe they are highly 
proficient in search and online search tech-
nologies (Brown, Murphy, & Nanny, 2003). 
As a result, the larger conception of search, 
or writing, being iterative is frequently lost.

Also within this student research paper 
curriculum, being informationally “literate” 
is a term that is problematized by most infor-
mation literacy researchers (e.g., ACRL, 2015; 
Purdue, 2003). Learning how to authentically 
write requires an understanding of how text 
is produced, accessed, and distributed (Nor-
gaard, 2003). If the writing and scholarship 
is to be authentic, it also requires writers to 

place themselves into that larger academic 
discussion or what Bruffee (1999) notes as 
an approach to teaching that helps students 
“converse with increasing facility in the lan-
guage of the communities they want to join.” 
Information scientists understand this notion 
of scholarship as conversation. As the ACRL 
framework (2015) sets out, scholarship is 
ongoing. For example, practices such as attri-
bution are not simply an ethical obligation 
of participation. These forms of attribution 
are what actually allow “the conversation to 
move forward” (ACRL, 2015). The goal of 
information literacy is to allow those who are 
apprentices to recognize that conversations are 
ongoing, to seek them out, and to ultimately 
learn to contribute to those discussions.

Our faculty set out to find a replacement 
for the research paper—a genre that was 
authentic, identifiable, that could be found 
in each of our disciplines, that was purpose-
ful and instructive, that asked and answered 
questions we could not anticipate for the 
student; that advanced students’ skills as 
information- seekers and rhetoricians; that 
sought to transfer and build knowledge; 
and that had an intended, interested audi-
ence beyond the professor as grader. After 
much discussion and debate, we landed 
on the literature review in 2015. Faculty 
from the different disciplines were asked to 
post examples of literature reviews in their 
fields, at which time we learned that there 
was much variation in how each discipline 
approached the review but in the end the 
social functions and knowledge practices, as 
well as the strategies for finding and doc-
umenting sources, were reasonably shared 
enterprises. What we didn’t anticipate was 
how difficult it would be to break students 
of the bad habits they had developed from 
years of writing research papers. 
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The WriTing curricuLum—
reThinKing The one- ShoT 
LiBrary ViSiT 
As with rethinking the research paper, we 
quickly recognized that we also needed to 
rethink the one- shot library visit, which had 
been a feature of our writing courses, as we 
discovered in the early years of the program 
that our students tuned out during these 
“talking head” visits and only began to show 
concern for finding sources when they were 
in the midst of trying to do their assignments. 
A few of our instructors also quizzed stu-
dents after library visits about what they had 
learned and, to the instructors’ dismay, dis-
covered that the students had very low recall 
of what had been presented in the hour- plus 
class time absorbed. 

The 80- minute one- shot librarian instruc-
tion approach is widely viewed as ineffective 
(see Artman, Frisicaro- Pawlowski, & Monge, 
2010; Jacobs & Jacobs, 2009). As Norgaard 
(2003) pointed out, information literacy isn’t 
simply an act of being able to find a piece 
of information online. Rather the social 
context—or activity system—in which that 
information is produced must also be under-
stood and evaluated. Moreover, the research 
process exists in a larger process of writing 
(Elmborg, 2003). Effective research requires 
revision, thinking through, and reflection 
(Jacobs & Jacobs, 2009). 

To address this problem, we partnered 
with the libraries to develop a process that 
abandoned the talking- head, skills- based 
workshop in favor of a more authentic pro-
cess. In 2009 two things happened: (1) a 
source- based writing assignment appeared 
that was not yet the literature review but 

rather an improved “mutt genre” that was 
based on Kenneth Bruffee’s (1993) source 
synthesis assignment, which had the virtue 
of being self- directed and of teaching students 
how to create and transfer knowledge; and 
(2) the writing program began a formal col-
laboration with Penn’s undergraduate library. 
The first move was the fall 2009 introduc-
tion of a program- wide writing assignment 
that was designed to allow students to legit-
imately engage in a disciplinary discourse 
community. Each writing seminar was to be 
designed around a different research text—an 
accessible but well- cited scholarly monograph. 
In the various seminars, students would read 
the text and its bibliography. The introduction 
of the research text to the seminar allowed the 
undergraduate, primarily freshman, appren-
tice scholar to quickly engage in a scholarly 
conversation, as defined within that research 
text, and also understand the network of cita-
tions within that text. Students would then 
use the research text and one of its citations 
to begin a project of synthesis. Those first 
two sources—the research text and one of its 
sources—were the beginning of their writing 
assignment. This helped students define their 
own topic of research. It also gave them a real 
and credible starting point for the research 
and writing process. The resultant paper, a 
complex synthesis, served as a major compo-
nent of their semester’s writing portfolio. 

In order to write this explanatory paper, 
students needed to acquire a series of infor-
mation literacy skills. At the most basic level, 
they had to be able to read and locate bib-
liographic references as well as engage in key-
word searching. Those two processes, however, 
were multilayered in terms of the writing and 
information skills required. Students had to 
learn how to read a citation, evaluate source 
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credibility, understand why scholars use cer-
tain kinds of sources as evidence (e.g., spe-
cialist vs. nonspecialist texts), citation chase, 
and generate discipline- appropriate keywords. 
They also had to learn how to cite the source 
within the appropriate disciplinary context, 
integrate those sources effectively into their 
writing, and treat them ethically. At the 
same time, students needed to learn how to 
write while researching, since the synthesis of 
these scholarly sources was an intellectually 
demanding process. 

In the summer of 2009, the second move 
was made in which the writing program began 
to partner with Penn’s undergraduate library 
to introduce library research into the writing 
seminars. Each writing seminar was paired 
with a related subject librarian. Prior to the 
semester’s start, librarians and faculty were 
asked to meet to discuss the research text and 
the kinds of sources the student might need 
to engage in. Many of the subject librarians 
read the seminar’s research text and became 
familiar with its bibliography. Like other 
library–writing program collaborations (e.g., 
Jacobs & Jacobs, 2009), writing faculty had 
productive discussions among themselves and 
with the librarians about what constituted a 
research source within their fields. Some 
working in new media, for example, had to 
deal with issues of recency and outdated con-
trolled vocabulary. Others needed to under-
stand when primary sources were appropriate 
and when they were not. 

As a result of the partnership, the Crit-
ical Writing Program and the undergradu-
ate library produced a series of instructional 
artifacts and sessions to support students and 
writing faculty. The most successful was hav-
ing librarians attend all seminars each term in 
order to provide a hands- on library research 

workshop. Librarians, in cooperation with 
the writing program, developed an instruc-
tional script. Early in the student’s research 
process, the librarian was invited to the class. 
Each librarian was asked to spend 15 to 20 
minutes providing a targeted review of some 
of the primary multidisciplinary databases as 
well as a few subject- specific resources avail-
able to students. Many librarians used one 
of the student’s research topics as a way to 
model a search process. In successful sessions, 
librarians were often able to show the stu-
dents the differences between the large- scale 
Google Scholar searches versus the results list 
in a PsychInfo search. Students were asked 
to follow along with the search, getting 
some hands- on experience with the data-
bases. The next 60 minutes were dedicated 
to workshop time when students did their 
own searching and the librarian was available 
for consultation and brainstorming, as well 
as for when students got stuck. The librari-
ans also produced customized online library 
guides for each class. This resource included 
links to the primary multidisciplinary and 
subject- specific databases students would be 
expected to use in the class, tips on how to 
read a citation, and a walk- through on how 
to use the library to find known citations. 
Finally, the class library session and online 
library guide were meant to create a personal 
connection between the student and librar-
ian. The online guide provided a photo of 
the librarian as well as his or her direct con-
tact information. Students were encouraged 
by the librarian and many of the faculty to 
follow up with the class librarian throughout 
the course of their research. 

The next curricular move was in the fall 
of 2015 when the writing program made the 
switch to teaching authentic writing genres. 
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Instead of a complex synthesis paper, students 
are now asked to write small- scale, stand- 
alone scholarly literature reviews. From a 
writing studies perspective, this curricular 
move brought an end to the “student research 
paper” and invited students to engage in a 
real- world writing genre. From an informa-
tion literacy perspective, the literature review 
posed some similar challenges for students’ 
information skills—search, credibility, doc-
umentation. However, the literature review 
assignment did something that the previous 
synthesis paper did not. It forced students and 
faculty (and, perhaps, the librarians) to more 
authentically grapple with the scholarly con-
versations that comprise academic discourse 
communities. The literature review assign-
ment starts in a similar way to the previous 
complex synthesis assignment: the research 
text was the basis and from there students 
were to find sources, define a field of research, 
and write a review of that field. The challenge 
for students and faculty has been scaling 
and understanding what comprises a field 
of research. Students have to start drawing 
lines and mapping fields of inquiry by under-
standing some of the disciplinary connections 
(and disconnects) within those inquiry fields. 
This pushes students to think beyond ACRL’s 
scholarly conversations and strategic search-
ing. They can’t just search for some keywords. 
They have to learn about scholarly timelines 
and understand the contours of a research 
inquiry over time. They have to make deci-
sions about validity, whether or not scholars 
in different research fields are really talking 
about the same thing (and therefore would 
be contained in the same literature review). 
They also have to make decisions about scale, 
how generalizable a statement they can make 
when they have to operate within a necessarily 
limited source set. 

diScuSSion 
Through our eight- year partnership, we have 
clarified many of the goals and outcomes in 
keeping with a commitment to continuous 
improvement of our curriculum. However, 
many challenges remain. The curricular struc-
ture is the first serious impediment. How do 
we simulate the messy, recursive practices of 
source- based writing? Students, whose habits 
have been formed by “research papers” that 
they typically binge- write, are (not unlike 
their instructors and librarians) likely to view 
the workshop as the day when they find the 
sources for their projects. Yet experts know 
that such a lockstep, linear approach, such 
a belief in tidy stages, are an unattainable 
fantasy. Our literature review is structured 
as a five- draft process with students meant 
to integrate their sources as they go along, 
but some students do the majority of their 
research in their first drafts, binge- style, 
while others have brief, undeveloped drafts 
until the end of the cycle. Most, however, 
follow the assignment’s suggested path and 
build in chunks, though some complain that 
it feels artificial to do so. This is because they 
are generally not writing bona fide literature 
reviews. One of our greatest surprises was 
how difficult it was for all of us—students, 
instructors, librarians, and writing tutors—
to shift from research papers to literature 
reviews. The negative transfer—which is to 
say, the problematic application of something 
one has learned in the past to a current prob-
lem—has never been so evident as when we 
ask students to abandon their well- practiced 
mutt genre and instead write something that 
looks suspiciously like that same mutt genre. 
It typically takes students the entire semester 
to absorb the difference between a “research 
paper” and a literature review, which points to 
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why, perhaps, college graduates have such dif-
ficulty adapting to writing in the workplace. 
Meanwhile, instructors and librarians exhibit 
textbook “tacit knowledge” behavior when 
they try to explain the differences between 
a research paper and a literature review. They 
know when something isn’t a literature review 
but is instead a patchwork of paraphrased and 
direct quotations hitched together by “tran-
sitions,” as students are taught to call them, 
to support a claim. But none of us as yet has 
developed sufficient language and concepts to 
help students build a bridge from the research 
paper to the literature review. Despite a moun-
tain of analogies, examples, and scaffolding, 
students seem mostly to be experiencing their 
epiphanies through the old- fashioned means 
of osmosis, imitation, and trial and error 
with feedback. However, once they grasp the 
difference, their understanding of scholarly 
inquiry blossoms. 

Another timing challenge has to do with 
how (or whether) to keep students involved 
with their librarians throughout the semes-
ter. Anecdotally, freshman usage of the library 
jumped substantially when our partnership 
first began; unfortunately we did not think 
to track it. Our study of knowledge transfer 
from the writing seminar to other writing 
situations, now in its fourth year, suggests 
that students are building upon the topics 
and research strategies that they learn from 
their instructors and librarians. In our partner 
meeting of 2014, some librarians wondered 
whether we should be concerned that some 
of our students were continuing to work 
with the librarians on projects they had com-
menced in their freshmen seminars, rather 
than developing interests in new topics. From 
the point of view of scholarship, the question 
seemed surprising but points to how com-
mon it is to see students as writing a series 

of papers rather than building knowledge. In 
the past several years, students have developed 
sustained scholarly projects that they began 
during their freshman year writing seminar. 
After taking a writing seminar on ancient 
magic, for example, one Penn student went 
on to develop his research from the class, 
taking additional coursework, collaborating 
with faculty in Penn’s Classics department, 
and ultimately helping to curate a new exhibit 
at the Penn Museum entitled “Magic in the 
Ancient World.” Currently he is working 
on finding and categorizing magic gems, 
developing new definitions—all of which he 
intends to include in his senior thesis. 

A third issue concerning timing has to do 
with when to run the library workshops, and 
how many to run. Visits set early in the semes-
ter proved too abstract for students; those set 
too late felt to them like busywork. We have 
been experimenting with how to divide the 
responsibility of teaching information liter-
acy skills, and this in part depends on the 
research sophistication and experience of the 
instructor. Our latest approach is to allow 
instructors and librarians to work out their 
own schedules. In general, experienced writ-
ing instructors introduce students to known- 
item searching and citation networks. When 
questions arise that are beyond the instruc-
tor’s expertise, they contact their librarian 
via chat or videocast—thus modeling for 
students the social activity of research, which 
is characterized by uncertainty and coopera-
tion—or they invite the librarian to visit the 
class; sometimes the best solution is for an 
individual student to meet one- on- one with 
the librarian. In general, librarians are respon-
sible for teaching students how to generate 
and strategize about keyword searches and 
then, together, the librarians and instructors 
provide students with strategies for evaluating 
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and narrowing down sources. Many of our 
writing instructors have observed that these 
sessions have over the years substantially 
advanced their own library research skills; in 
turn, librarians remark that what they learn 
from working with instructors and students 
in these semester- long relationships illumi-
nates the complexities of teaching source- 
based writing. Less experienced instructors 
often invite librarians back for second and 
third class visits, underscoring the central-
ity and expertise of librarians in the research 
enterprise. In many cases, librarians develop 
customized materials for each of their classes, 
and together the instructor and librarian for a 
given class may come up with a range of extra-
curricular activities, such as trips to special 
collections. This structure allows instructors 
to remain the primary educator when it comes 
to citation, credibility, and plagiarism in their 
fields, while also introducing students to 
librarians as expert researchers and problem- 
solvers to whom they can turn throughout 
their academic careers. 

Without doubt, the greatest challenge for 
all of us is that old habits die hard. Some 
instructors and librarians are deeply averse 
to the risk of not having the answers, even 
though uncertainty and commitment to find-
ing answers are at the very heart of research 
and thus contain the richest lessons for nov-
ices. Some librarians have been doing “one- 
shot” library sessions for years; and of course 
most of our faculty have been audiences as 
well as arrangers of such workshops. For a few 
years we asked instructors to write brief tran-
scriptions of the visits so that we could get a 
sense of the kinds of questions and problem- 
solving activities that took place during the 
hands- on sessions. Perusing a mound of these 
transcripts in an effort to gather data for this 

article, we were astonished to see how instruc-
tor after instructor described in great detail 
the first 10 or 15 scripted minutes of the work-
shop—during which librarians uniformly dis-
cussed such things as hours, services, features 
of the library website—and then wrote almost 
nothing about the 30 minutes of hands- on 
activities, reducing this to a sentence or two 
about how “they helped students with their 
questions for the remainder of the session,” a 
testament to how teaching is still trapped in 
the “banking concept” of education, in which 
the key activity of teaching is to insert fac-
toids into the heads of students, rather than 
actively engage them in authentic learning 
experiences (Freire, 2000). 

Some librarians do not relish the chaos 
and gregariousness that characterize the 
active learning workshops; and some instruc-
tors do not like handing their classroom and 
authority over to the librarian. The desire on 
both sides to formalize the interaction, to (re)
turn it to a one- shot visit with a couple of 
prefabricated exercises and a Q&A, is seduc-
tively familiar and predictable. Yet all agree 
that, when things fall into place, the work-
shop is an extraordinarily rich learning envi-
ronment. The instructor and librarian have 
conferred with each other prior to the work-
shop; often the librarian has read the texts 
assigned to students; the students have come 
to the class ready to commence or advance 
their research; and as students in the work-
shop begin to encounter roadblocks, from the 
simple (“How do I tell if this is an article or 
a chapter in a book?”) to the complex (“How 
do I know if this is a good source for the liter-
ature review?”), it all comes together, not only 
the process, but the attitude (Edelson, 1998). 
Everyone is listening, thinking, attempting 
to help each other out; there is cooperation 
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and competition and commitment, the stuff 
that makes research pleasurable and engag-
ing. Moreover, the librarian and instructor 
together see what students face as novice 
researchers; and students are able to see how 
experts, their librarian and their instructor, 
tackle research problems. Sometimes other 
students chime in who have already begun 
their research and encountered (and in some 
cases solved) that very problem. Each such 
moment is an initiation into the authentic 
practices and social life of research. While 
we know that students are actively engaging 
in sophisticated IL and writing skills, and 
we know that instructors and librarians are 
informing each other’s approaches to research 
and writing, we are only beginning to explore 
how our collaboration may contribute to our 
combined fields and to the pedagogical com-
plexity of source- based writing. It remains to 
be seen whether this emphasis on authentic 
learning experience will prove fruitful. For 
now, it appears to be pointing us in useful 
directions.
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The argument made transparent in Andrea 
Baer’s (2016) recent book, Information Lit-
eracy and Writing Studies in Conversation, 
frames the project we describe in this chap-
ter. We, an instructional reference librarian, 
the campus coordinator of student research, 
and two English Department faculty, recently 
collaborated on a first- year experience (FYE) 
curriculum that specifically drew from infor-
mation literacy (IL) and writing studies 
(WS) work that articulates the dispositions 
demanded of a curious student to discern 
contextually appropriate information and 
credible authority, craft a written argument, 
and demonstrate adherence to a dynamic aca-
demic discourse community. Asked to plan 
the curriculum for an Honors FYE course, 
we chose to contribute what we each knew 
best. Heeding the arguments of Baer (2016) 
and those scholars who preceded her (Braun-
stein, Tobery, & Gocsik, 2016; Norgaard, 
2003, 2004; Simmons, 2005), we chose to 
ground our curriculum in academic inquiry 
and designed a semester- long project that 
asked students to gather their own primary 
and diverse secondary information to answer 
the question “What advice would you give to 
first- year students?” 

We were supported in our collabora-
tion by scholars like Rolf Norgaard (2003) 
and Michelle H. Simmons (2005), who 
argue for an interdisciplinary approach to 
teaching information literacy. Baer (2016) 
specifically cites connections between the 
position statements of the Association of 
College and Research Libraries (ACRL) and 
the Council of Writing Program Adminis-
trators (WPA) as evidence of collaborative 
exigencies, arguing that they “illustrate that 
writing and information literacy education 
must be collaborative efforts that are pursued 
within university writing programs” (p. 87). 

We were further supported by IL and WS 
scholars’ resistance to perceptions of library 
instruction and composition as the “places” 
where one learns the rules for the search and 
the writing, respectively. Baer (2016) refers to 
Norgaard’s (2003) oft- cited call to challenge 
the “one- stop shop” concept in her assertion 
that the “once and done” model itself per-
petuates “a perception of information liter-
acy as being simply about search mechanics” 
(p. 5) and “writing as a mechanical and 
simple skill” (p. 8). Importantly, we found 
support undergirding much current IL and 
WS research, which works to make transpar-
ent the complexity of research and writing 
and to encourage pedagogies that reflect the 
complexity of information, discourse, genre, 
and inquiry. As we report in this chapter, our 
findings from our preliminary data analysis 
support our collaborative efforts. Finally, and 
importantly, we were supported materially, as 
the FYE course itself is compensated with a 
stipend. Thus, in this chapter, we describe the 
exigencies for this collaboration and describe 
our process and the curriculum we designed; 
additionally, to offer a model for investigat-
ing this partnership, we outline our meth-
ods for assessing our curriculum and discuss 
preliminary findings from a small sample of 
interview participants. We feel that our expe-
riences and those we anecdotally describe of 
our students suggest the merits of such an 
institutional partnership.

The coLLaBoraTion
At our public research university, all incom-
ing first- year students are required to take a 
one- credit FYE course. The year before our 
collaboration began, each college, includ-
ing the Honors College, was tasked with 
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individualizing the FYE course to meet the 
needs of students in their majors. The first 
iteration of the Honors College FYE had stu-
dents in split classes with their honors and 
home college cohorts. So they met in small 
honors sections for part of the time and in 
large lecture- style sessions with, for exam-
ple, the College of Engineering part of the 
time. Although this sort of dual enrollment 
had some merits, it made it difficult to build 
community—one of the most important 
objectives of FYE—and resulted in some 
information being repeated between colleges 
while other information was missed entirely. 
Thus, after the inaugural semester, the Hon-
ors College dean met with FYE faculty to 
discuss the future of the course, and the deci-
sion was made to develop a curriculum spe-
cifically geared toward the needs of all honors 
students. Rather than dividing their time, 
the students would spend the entire semester 
with their Honors College peers and Honors 
FYE instructor. The four of us, all experi-
enced FYE instructors, answered the dean’s 
request for a committee to develop this new 
curriculum. 

We decided to design the course around a 
semester- long group research project, which 
would help foster community while also 
allowing for the teaching and reinforcement 
of information literacy and academic writ-
ing. These skills are particularly important to 
honors students, who are required to take a 
first- year English seminar (EH 105) and who 
must complete a capstone project near the 
end of their undergraduate studies. Thus, we 
began by imagining how best to foster student 
engagement with the complexity that is aca-
demic inquiry. Acknowledgment of this com-
plexity, we feel, cements arguments for IL and 
WS collaborations and counters pedagogical 
philosophies of one- time inoculations. In her 

apt summary of IL and WS scholarship, Baer 
(2016) asserts that this work “reflects how 
critical inquiry and knowledge creation are 
at the heart of both composing and infor-
mation practices” (p. 11). We decided to pay 
particular attention to the ACRL and WPA 
framework statements, which work to make 
transparent the practices and dispositions of 
researchers’ complex practices. Specifically, 
we heeded Douglas Downs and Elizabeth 
Wardle (2007), who argue that conducting 
primary research is particularly important to 
“clarify for students the nature of scholarly 
writing” (p. 562). Finally, when planning 
assignments, we considered scholars such as 
Jody Shipka (2005), who argue that students 
should be encouraged to present arguments 
using the most appropriate media and modes 
to persuade an audience. 

We saw an opportunity to counter the 
“one and done” measure of library instruc-
tion typically found in FYE and composi-
tion and to support the research and writing 
that students produce in EH 105. EH 105, 
which is taken in the same semester as FYE, 
was instituted in part because many honors 
students were placing out of English Com-
position I and II but were underprepared 
for the research and writing requirements of 
their upper- level courses and especially for 
the capstone project. By having two English 
department faculty members, who also teach 
EH 105, on a committee with research and 
information literacy specialists, we were able 
to address the needs of both the composi-
tion and honors programs and bring them 
together in this new FYE curriculum. What 
we felt the FYE course could be, in con-
junction with EH 105, was a dual support 
system for students’ first introductory for-
ays into academic inquiry—into becoming 
meaning- makers. 
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The curricuLum
In order to be ready for a fall 2016 launch date, 
we began meeting in February 2016, and we 
met as often as once a week, even during the 
summer. From the beginning, our committee 
wanted to make the entire course a research 
“experience” rather than just several intercon-
nected classes that happened to talk “about” 
research. Rather than viewing the tenets of 
information literacy as afterthought or sup-
plementary content, we took advantage of 
this opportunity to create an inquiry- driven, 
exploratory course that would allow our stu-
dents to become more information literate by 
engaging in research built around the six core 
frames for information literacy established by 
the ACRL. The Framework’s (2016) emphasis 
on information literacy concepts and abilities 
that empower students “as consumers and 
creators of information who can participate 
successfully in collaborative spaces” was espe-
cially attractive to our committee, as was the 
flexibility of the system. The frames are broad 
enough to capture the general, translatable 
concepts of research skills that a student of 
any discipline should hone, but also intercon-
nected and structured enough to maintain a 
coherent and somewhat directed experience. 
As we examined the ACRL Framework, the 
fourth frame, Research as Inquiry, became 
our overall mantra and the thematic center 
of our design process. 

At the same time, because we were design-
ing an FYE course and not an “introduction 
to information literacy,” there were specific 
topics that needed to be integrated into our 
curriculum and program objectives unique to 
our institution that needed to be met. Collab-
orative learning is strongly encouraged at our 
university, especially in FYE, so we knew stu-
dent collaboration and community building 

had to be at the heart of our curriculum. We 
also knew the course needed to address cer-
tain academic/life skills, such as time manage-
ment, and to underscore the Honors College’s 
degree requirements, advising process, thesis/
capstone project, and undergraduate research 
opportunities. To meet all of these objectives, 
we designed a semester- long group project that 
focused on a research question commonly 
found in FYE curricula: “What advice would 
you give to incoming first- year students?” 
Rather than posing this question at the end 
of the term, though, we wanted students to 
reflect on this question from day one, work 
together to develop an evolving thesis based 
on personal and experiential data, locate and 
evaluate sources to support their findings, and 
creatively present their conclusions at the end 
of the semester. We found that this approach 
served the same purpose as Shipka’s (2005) 
“task- based multimodal framework” in that 
it “offer[ed] students opportunities to engage 
with course materials that are, at once, per-
sonally and socially relevant and intellectually 
rigorous” (p. 284). 

On the first day of class, students were 
assigned the course project, placed into 
groups, and given a collaborative folder in 
Google Drive to serve as their team’s infor-
mation repository and workspace throughout 
the semester. The folder gave the students a 
chance to engage with one another in a way 
that loosely invoked the second ACRL frame, 
Information Creation as a Process. While this 
frame was not a primary focal point when 
designing the course, developing a collabora-
tive, customized library of resources allowed 
the students to become aware of the value 
of having different methods of information 
dissemination for multiple purposes at their 
disposal, as implied in one of Frame 2’s Dis-
positions. While their group members had 
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permissions to edit and add to this folder, 
the other groups in class had “viewing” priv-
ileges, which encouraged students to look 
outside their own experiential data in the 
research process. For example, one of the 
smaller projects assigned at the beginning 
of the term asked the groups to adopt one 
of six time management models for a week. 
In the second week, the groups modified the 
model to better suit their needs, and in the 
third week they presented their findings to 
the class. The visual artifacts they generated 
along the way—including scans of planner 
pages, screenshots of calendar applications, 
and self- designed spreadsheets and time man-
agement tools—were placed in their folders, 
where this information could be used by other 
groups interested in advising future first- year 
students on the importance of time manage-
ment. The time management module, along 
with a later assignment about academic advis-
ing and degree planning, allowed the students 
a means of developing and sharing a rudi-
mentary understanding of experiential and 
primary data early in the semester. While we 
addressed primary data more thoroughly later 
in the course, these “data collection” activities 
were helpful in demonstrating the impact of 
their own observations in the latter stages of 
the research process. 

These early modules were then followed 
by six weeks of intensive information literacy 
training; the “one- and- done” library session 
from previous years was reconceived and 
expanded into three instructional sessions, 
each followed by a praxis week. The research 
sessions were designed in a way that not only 
taught basic navigation skills of our library 
resources but also enabled and empowered 
the students to seek out, navigate, and evalu-
ate resources on the Web. In the first session, 
students were brought to the library for a 

librarian- led introduction to basic informa-
tion literacy concepts, including differenti-
ating between popular and scholarly content 
and giving attribution to others’ ideas. This 
session, which included an introduction to 
library resources and the concept of infor-
mation “paywalls,” also encouraged the 
students to examine their own information 
privilege as university affiliates with access to 
expensive electronic databases. The second 
IL session, led by the FYE instructor using 
librarian- designed materials, explored con-
cepts related to the ACRL’s first, fifth, and 
sixth frames: Authority Is Constructed and 
Contextual, Scholarship as Conversation, 
and Searching as Strategic Exploration. Our 
committee found these frames most useful 
in their emphasis on encouraging students to 
question traditional notions of information 
“authority,” to view themselves as researchers 
entering into a scholarly conversation, and to 
consider thoughtfully matching the correct 
resource with the appropriate information 
need. The third IL session, also taught by the 
FYE instructor and entitled “Thinking Out-
side the Journal,” challenged students to con-
sider sources outside of the curated “library” 
experience, including the use of think tank 
reports and raw data sets. This session also 
afforded the opportunity to further discuss 
the concept of primary data and to consider 
how students’ own documented experiences 
fit in thus far in the context of academic 
conversation. 

By the end of this inquiry- focused research 
project, the groups had been exposed to a 
blend of peer- supplied experiential data, 
traditional academic sources, and a variety 
of public- domain information types. The 
Framework’s flexibility and concept- driven 
design philosophies provided our commit-
tee with enough structure to implement the 
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research- focused course we had envisioned. 
It was also invaluable in framing the acquisi-
tion and refinement of research skills in the 
context of core, threshold information literacy 
concepts that our interdisciplinary group of 
honors students could apply beyond the First- 
Year Experience.

meThod
In addition to designing the course, we were 
interested in measuring its success. To see 
where students stood in terms of a baseline 
understanding of information literacy and its 
applications in conducting research, a pre-  
and postsemester survey was sent to all eligible 
first- year composition students. Institutional 
review board (IRB) approval was applied for 
and granted by the university’s IRB commit-
tee. The student populations were both hon-
ors and nonhonors students. Honors students 
participated in the Honors First- Year Expe-
rience (FYE) curriculum and were enrolled 
in English composition for honors students 
(EH 105). Nonhonors students participated 
in the FYE curriculum designed by the col-
lege in which they majored and were enrolled 
in English composition 1 or 2 (EH 101S, EH 
101, or EH 102). The surveys were made up 
of both Likert questions to gauge students’ 
feelings about research and multiple- choice 
questions to assess their understanding of key 
concepts. The surveys were strictly voluntary, 
and unfortunately we did not get productive 
response rates. We were, however, able to use 
convenience sampling to recruit a small num-
ber (N = 14) of interview participants (both 
honors and nonhonors). The students were 
sent an e- mail inviting them to participate in 
the interview, and if they expressed interest 
in participating, a member of the research 

team answered any questions they had about 
participation and arranged the interview. In 
order to reduce the perception that the stu-
dents’ grades depended upon participation or 
specific interview responses, each student was 
interviewed by a researcher who was not their 
instructor.

For the purposes of this chapter, we offer 
a discussion of the themes that emerged from 
our honors students’ pre-  and postsemes-
ter interviews. Our sample size here, too, is 
small (N = 6), but our purpose was to explore 
methods of qualifying students’ information 
literacy and to create a dialogue with sub-
jects about how they conduct research and 
how their research process evolved over the 
course of the semester. We find, at least anec-
dotally, that we can offer results in these spe-
cific terms. 

PreSemeSTer inTerVieWS: 
reSearch = Searching The 
inTerneT and WriTing
The first interviews took place early in the 
semester before the FYE information literacy 
sessions and before the EH 105 research essay 
was written. We crafted presemester questions 
that would help us gauge the participants’ 
understanding of the research process at the 
outset of their university careers. We were 
curious about their existing knowledge of 
academic research and what kinds of research 
projects—if any—they had been assigned in 
high school. Essentially, we wanted a baseline 
of participants’ conceptual frameworks for 
approaching an assignment, engaging with 
scholarship, and reporting their findings. 
As such, we asked students to explain their 
research process and then prompted them 
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to discuss that process in terms of a partic-
ular project. Finally, we asked how they felt 
about conducting research. The themes that 
emerged from our questions indicate that, 
for these participants, “research” specifically 
indicated searching for source material and 
producing a document. 

What we feel that the themes from our 
presemester interviews touch on are the par-
ticipants’ narrow or limited understanding 
of research. Our initial interviews offered 
participants limited time to explain their 
processes, but we were most interested in 
investigating students’ “sense” of their own 
research concepts. Thus, in terms of our 
conclusion of the limits of that “sense,” par-
ticipants’ explanations of the research pro-
cess revealed that, for these six students, 
“research” is the search for information, and 
for five of the participants, “research” is the 
search and the written product. Indeed, the 
immediate response of five of the six par-
ticipants to our first question, “Describe 
your research process,” was to explain their 
information- searching strategies. Four of 
those participants specifically detailed the 
search engines they use (e.g., conduct “a basic 
Google search”) or strategies they had been 
taught (e.g., “look for EDUs”). The one par-
ticipant who did not directly complete the 
“process” question with her Internet- search 
practices responded with the second most 
common concept that “research is the written 
product.” As she offered, “First I try to for-
mulate where I am going to be coming from. 
What my thesis will be, roughly, and what 
the course of the essay will take, so introduc-
tion and conclusion and the research that I 
do will make up the body paragraphs.” A sec-
ond participant offered a similar “outlining” 
process in her interview; a third followed her 
discussion of her Internet search with a very 

specific, “Then of course you would use the 
MLA citation and all that, and quote your 
references throughout your paper.” 

These preliminary presemester themes, 
the students’ sentiment that research equals 
searching the Internet and writing, cohere 
directly with the work that both librarian and 
composition instructors prepare to do with 
first- year students. They position our under-
standing of “where students are” in terms of 
an understanding of research that equates it 
with information gathering and reporting. 
That students are immersed in “find- report” 
research concepts makes some sense. Indeed, 
as we assert in the introduction to this chap-
ter, much of the scholarship of both IL and 
WS is framed by the exigency that we remain 
mired in public and educational views of 
library- pedagogy and the composition pro-
gram as the “one- stop shop” for, respectively, 
“research” and “writing” skills acquisition. 
We can suspect, then, that the students we 
have interviewed have experienced library 
and writing instruction that coheres with the 
very perceptions IL and WS are engaged in 
challenging.

But of course, ultimately, we are asking 
students to construct their own meaning from 
vastly complex information and by employing 
complex rhetorical practices. We want first- 
year students to engage in this complexity of 
meaning making and not simply complete 
the find- report process they may imagine. 
Constructing knowledge, making one’s own 
meaning from one’s own and others’ data and 
arguments, frames all the work we reviewed 
for this chapter. As Baer (2016) asserts, the 
goal of the researcher’s “writing and source- 
based research” is “ultimately communication 
about the relationship between one’s own 
ideas and those presented by others” (p. 4). 
In the introduction to the ACRL Framework, 
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its creators offer that “[s]tudents have a greater 
role and responsibility in creating new knowl-
edge” (ACRL intro), and as Simmons (2005) 
argues, “facilitating students’ understanding 
that they can be participants in scholarly 
conversations encourages them to think of 
research not as a task of collecting informa-
tion but instead as a task of constructing mean-
ing [emphasis added]” (p. 299). In her research 
on the differing epistemological stances of 
student and experienced academic writers, 
Ellen Barton (1993) refers to the work of Carl 
Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalito (1983), 
who found that students’ writing involves 
“knowledge- telling” while experienced aca-
demic writing involves “knowledge- making” 
(p. 765). This work has informed our under-
standing of our participants’ reflections on 
their research process. At least preliminarily, 
these students’ find- report responses support 
a knowledge- telling view of research.

PoSTSemeSTer inTerVieW: 
reSearch = criTicaL Search, 
and WriTing = KnoWLedge 
maKing

The second interview took place at the end 
of the semester, and participants were asked 
to bring their research essays to the interview 
and to explain the research processes they 
used to complete the essays. In our postse-
mester interviews, we worked to determine 
how students’ research concepts had changed 
over the course of the semester and as they 
completed their final honors composition 
essays. We asked them how they approached 
the research for this project; how they found, 

selected, and/or rejected material; and finally, 
how they felt their understanding of research 
had changed. The themes that emerged from 
these second interviews indicate that their 
research, in terms of the search for infor-
mation, had become more critical, and they 
were beginning to understand the complex 
knowledge- making nature of research. 

When the students described the process 
they engaged to research their final essays, 
we found that participants described search 
strategies more critical than their presemes-
ter references to an Internet search. Students 
demonstrated their critical strategies by, 
in five of six cases, referring to productive 
library- based and public databases and by 
making reference to engaging in an iterative 
process of research. Students expressed con-
fidence in using library- supported tools and 
resources, such as our university’s OneSearch 
discovery service, as a productive resource for 
academic articles or JSTOR for literary criti-
cism specifically (mentioned by three of six). 
Further, four of six students made references 
to the iterative nature of their research. For 
these students, their research process seems 
to have evolved from simply finding materials 
to support a static argument. One student 
explained that he now understood that he 
didn’t need to find material that precisely 
matched his own topic. He explained that 
his interest in “self and other” in a novel 
could be explored by exhausting a search 
on “the self and other in Ender’s Game” and 
then by searching for material on “self and 
other” and “Ender’s Game” separately and 
applying the concepts to support his origi-
nal claims. Another student, working on an 
ethnographic study of a theater performance, 
explained the search adjustment she engaged 
during her process: 
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First, I just started searching ethnographic 
theater, kind of just broad, kind of just 
before I started doing my actual research. 
So I was finding articles that were geared 
towards my studying actors rather than 
the student community, so I started off 
with those, and then after I’d done my 
primary research, I went back and looked 
for more articles that were more focused 
on autoethnography and based on student 
collaboration. 

In these cases, students’ find- report processes 
had clearly been complicated by their first- 
semester’s research.

Most interestingly, in five of six cases, the 
students’ understanding of research, in terms 
of reporting their own findings, seems to have 
evolved from reporting the information of oth-
ers into a process of making their own argu-
ments. In terms of the knowledge construction 
our curriculum was meant to facilitate, five 
of six students described their processes and 
what they had learned in terms that indicated 
their understanding of knowledge- making, as 
opposed to knowledge- telling. Our final ques-
tion, about how their research had evolved, 
elicited interesting responses in this regard. 
One response hinted about an evolution to 
a knowledge- making philosophy: “I had to 
do most of the connections and the research, 
instead of branching my points off of other 
people’s research,” while another more directly 
indicated this growth: “I think it’s more 
shifted from that view of taking what already 
exists and summarizing into more of a using 
what already exists to support a new idea.” 
In at least two cases, engagement with the 
variety of information- gathering we asked of 
students in the FYE curriculum, and specifi-
cally primary data, seems to have influenced 

their different research perspectives. One stu-
dent referred to a survey he and his FYE team 
distributed to their friends: “it wasn’t a huge 
sample size, but how people with larger sam-
ple sizes, the work they have to do to comb 
through all that data and find what they want, 
it was definitely interesting to see that side of 
it, rather than just the . . . [l]ook at a source 
and pull up some stuff.” Finally, another stu-
dent directly cited her primary research work: 
“I guess research that I’ve done in the past, I 
haven’t been able to do primary research. It’s 
all been just taking secondary resources and 
pulling them together to kind of recite things 
that have already been said. But then I got to 
look at secondary resources and then provide 
my own research as well. So that was cool.” 
These students relate a research process clearly 
more complex than that which they articu-
lated at the outset of the semester.

concLuSion
In their references to the iterative and 
knowledge- making nature of research, four 
of six honors students demonstrated that their 
research concepts were more complex than at 
the outset of the semester, when they seemed 
to equate research with a static research- report 
process. We are excited by these cursory find-
ings. We feel the process we engaged in, of 
collaboratively planning the FYE curriculum 
to employ an inquiry frame and of investi-
gating our students’ progress, offers evidence 
that the FYE intervention can only reinforce 
what the composition programs do and, fur-
ther, that the collaborative efforts of library 
and composition faculty offer a particularly 
salient relationship in terms of students’ sus-
tained education in academic inquiry.
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Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The 
more things change, the more they stay the 
same. It’s a sentiment relevant in times of 
change in relations between university writ-
ing programs and libraries. With anything 
new comes a sense of déjà vu. Haven’t we been 
here before? We bear this sentiment in mind 
as we implement new models of collaboration 
between the first- year writing program and 
the library at Rutgers University–Camden. 
Much as we might wish to begin anew, we 
feel the tug of inertia. Still, we say, things will 
be different this time.

In this chapter, we report on efforts to 
reshape cocurricular cooperation following a 
change of leadership in our respective pro-
grams. This change comes at a time when 
new approaches to literacy and undergrad-
uate research hold promise to invest writ-
ing, especially research- based writing, with 
renewed possibilities for student agency and 
success. These include a shift from outcomes 
and standards (in their focus on ends) to 
ecological models of development over time 
and in specific environments, as articulated 
in paradigm- breaking documents such as the 
2015 Association of College and Research 
Libraries’ (ACRL) Framework for Information 
Literacy for Higher Education and the 2011 
Council of Writing Program Administrators’ 
(WPA) Framework for Success in Postsecondary 
Writing. In light of local and national devel-
opments, we find it an opportune moment to 
hit the reset button on information literacy in 
first- year writing. 

Like others working at the intersection of 
academic and information literacy, we come 
to our task aware of persistent challenges in 
teaching students “how to use the library,” 
especially in writing papers. We know the cri-
tiques, substantial and long- standing, leveled 
against the traditional research paper (Fister, 

2011; Hood, 2010; Larson, 1982) extend-
ing back to Larson (1982) as a “non- form of 
writing” (p. 811) as well as arguments for its 
redeeming value (Brent, 2013). We identify 
as “pro” research, even in first- year composi-
tion, if not pro “research paper.” Indeed, we 
find arguments for undergraduate research 
as a high- impact educational practice (Kuh, 
2008) compelling and begin our collabo-
ration in the belief that first- year writing is 
foundational for experiences of research. 

But first a bit of background. Librarian 
Zara Wilkinson and Associate Professor of 
English Bill FitzGerald came to positions 
of program leadership only recently. In fall 
2015, Bill became the director of the Writing 
Program, whose home is the Department of 
English. Bill came to Rutgers–Camden in 
2006 as a specialist in rhetoric and compo-
sition. Early in his career, Bill helped lead a 
large upper- level writing program at another 
university in a position that involved signifi-
cant collaboration with library instructional 
staff. In 2016, Zara took over as coordinator of 
the Robeson Library’s instructional outreach 
to the Writing Program. Zara joined the Paul 
Robeson Library in 2012 as a reference and 
instruction librarian. Her liaison responsibil-
ities include several Humanities departments, 
including English. Before assuming these new 
responsibilities at Rutgers–Camden, Zara and 
Bill applied their expertise on different sides 
of the equation to help students with research- 
based writing. Undergraduate research and 
mentoring has played a major role in Bill’s 
teaching for years. More recently, Bill (with 
Joseph Bizup) revised the classic guide, The 
Craft of Research, 4th ed., a text that makes 
heuristics of research accessible to novices. 

Harnessing the untapped potential of 
research- based writing was central to Bill’s 
decision to direct the Writing Program for 
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three years or longer. At Rutgers–Camden, 
first- year writing is a required two- course 
sequence, English 101 and English 102. Addi-
tionally, the preliminary courses of English 
098 and English 099 support developing writ-
ers. The primary focus of English 101 is writ-
ing as argument; the primary focus of English 
102 is writing as research. This basic structure 
did not change when Bill became director. 
However, the content of each course and the 
program’s relations with the library did. 

Prior to fall 2015, both composition 
courses were largely theme- based, involving 
a mix of literary and nonliterary texts used 
as sites for analysis (in 101) or as a spring-
board for library- based research. In 101, 
typical assignments were largely skill based, 
for example, perform a close reading of a 
text, formulate a thesis- driven interpretation 
supported by textual evidence. Under this 
scenario, the library played no role; indeed, 
students might even be discouraged from 
relying on “outside” sources in their writing. 
By contrast, English 102 moved students 
from modes of argument (e.g., comparison/
contrast) in an early assignment to a “research 
paper” incorporating at least three outside 
sources. Typically, papers were anchored in 
assigned course texts. Students would extend 
a theme in a research project. In this second- 
semester course, students came to the library 
for a “one- shot” instructional session after 
identifying a “topic” for an annotated bibli-
ography, a precursor to a final paper. Under 
this syllabus, most students first encounter 
the library and librarians in late spring of the 
first year. (Large numbers of our students 
arrive as transfers, after completing compo-
sition courses at area community colleges.)

When Zara and Bill met in summer 2015 to 
discuss relations between the writing program 
and the library (though we knew each other 

already), library instruction was overseen by a 
longtime librarian near to retirement. As Bill 
walked his library colleagues through a new 
syllabus soon to be implemented, a basic con-
sideration arose that was not front and center 
initially: When will students first come to the 
library and under what premises? It was illu-
minating for Bill to learn that though he had 
imagined a more robust approach to research 
in revamped comp courses, he hadn’t thought 
through the role of library instruction or, 
more broadly, the place of information liter-
acy in the new curriculum. In the ensuing 
“pilot” year, Zara and Bill would frequently 
confer on more intentional collaboration 
than had previously been the case. If there 
is one difference between then and now, it 
is the insight that the writing program must 
work closely with the library to articulate and 
deliver on meaningful learning outcomes. 
Here, we sketch ongoing efforts to realize that 
objective in the near and long term. 

Any writing program that defers “writing 
with sources” until late in a second semes-
ter misses opportunities to bring students 
into university life (Brent, 2013, p. 38) and 
risks a crucial loss of student engagement. 
Although correlation certainly does not 
equal causation, several recent studies have 
identified positive relationships between 
students’ use of the library and their aca-
demic success, particularly in their first year 
(Haddow & Joseph, 2010; Murray, Ireland, 
& Hackathorn, 2015; Soria, Fransen, & 
Nackerud, 2017). As one such study found, 
“library use—of any kind—was predictive of 
freshman- to- sophomore and sophomore- to- 
junior retention, with freshman library users 
being nine times more likely to be retained 
than non users” (Murray et al., 2015, p. 639). 
In devising new curricula, broader notions of 
academic and information literacy drive our 
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decisions on structuring and supporting writ-
ing assignments. In our new syllabi, students 
are introduced to the library in 101. In 102, 
students engage in research in ways that go 
beyond the bounds of the traditional research 
paper. In the next sections, we describe the 
role of library instruction and information 
literacy in our composition courses. We 
trace a change in focus from acquiring skills 
(e.g., distinguishing scholarly from popular 
sources, citing sources in a specific documen-
tation style) to a more dynamic, rhetorical 
understanding of research as a form of engag-
ing sources and readers in a conversation.

To The LiBrary in engLiSh 101
A primary objective of college composition, 
we think, is to introduce students to the 
resources of academic libraries. But what 
notions of literacy govern this objective, 
which admittedly is not universal? Indeed, 
it’s possible to distinguish information liter-
acy from other literacies, as we do to an extent 
when librarians, experts in information liter-
acy, guide students through an instructional 
module on “library day.” It’s also possible to 
teach students to write from sources (rather 
than with sources) by integrating and citing 
source material, independent of finding or 
evaluating sources. We thus recognize pos-
sibilities for overlap as well as disjuncture 
between information literacy and academic 
literacy. As Bill and Zara discussed strategies 
for more intentional collaboration between 
the writing program and the library, this over-
lap became a site to intuit. In practical terms, 
it meant agreeing that students should visit 
the library in the first semester, in 101. 

While this move may seem obvious, it 
was not immediately clear what broad ends it 

would serve. Students will go (or, depending 
on one’s perspective, come) to the library, but 
once there what will they do? Zara and Bill 
concluded that this initial visit would not be 
tied to a specific research task; rather, it would 
serve to orient students to the library itself as 
a hub for information. While there’s only so 
much that can be accomplished in a session 
lasting, often, just 50 minutes, decoupling 
a general introduction to the library from a 
focus on research has its advantages. 

On the plus side, this orientation gives 
library instructional staff a full period to 
present the library on its own terms, with 
due attention to its range of resources. That 
range gets truncated when the goal of instruc-
tion is to move students swiftly to investigat-
ing a topic. At this point in their career, if 
they’ve been to the library at all, students 
may only be acquainted with computer ter-
minals used for purposes other than research. 
In English 101, students are exposed to the 
library and to librarians without the stress of 
a major research assignment, providing an 
early opportunity to demonstrate that the 
library is a helpful, welcoming place. In her 
groundbreaking discussion of library anxi-
ety, Constance A. Mellon (1986) encouraged 
librarians to emphasize helpfulness alongside 
library resources, allowing an instruction ses-
sion to double as what she called a “warmth 
seminar” (p. 164). Of course, the flip side to 
getting students into the library ahead of a 
research task is that they benefit little from 
the exposure. It was thus important to stress 
that this initial visit in 101 was paired with a 
second visit in 102, when the focus would be 
on actual research. 

The absence, historically, of a class- 
sponsored visit to the library for students in 
composition was something we sought to 
address squarely in a course redesign. We 
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were especially mindful that the compo-
sition sequence satisfied general education 
“foundational” requirements and was spe-
cifically dedicated to learning outcomes in 
information literacy. Beyond the immediate 
purposes of a writing course, Bill and Zara 
believed that 101 and 102 were committed 
to preparing students for information liter-
acy expectations beyond the first year. Soria 
and colleagues (2017) found that those stu-
dents who attended library classes “were 
more likely than their peers to earn a higher 
grade point average by the end of their fall 
semester” (p. 20). Similarly, “first- year stu-
dents who used web- based library services 
(like electronic journals, databases, and the 
library website) were more likely than their 
peers to be engaged in academic activities, 
develop academic skills, focus on scholarly 
work, and have higher grade point averages” 
(p. 20). Whether these results reveal a cause 
of academic improvement or merely the 
habits of academically strong students, they 
suggest that introducing first- year students 
to the library and its services have benefits 
that may continue throughout their academic 
careers. Thus, the earlier that students have a 
hands- on experience with (and in) the library, 
the better. 

In planning for fall 2015 and beyond, 
Zara and Bill decided that the new library 
orientation sessions for 101 would occur in 
weeks 8 through 11, or between late Octo-
ber and Thanksgiving break in fall semesters. 
This period coincides with the beginning 
of a series of linked assignments in 101 
that anticipate a need for research but do 
not make research an end in itself. By this 
point in 101, students have completed three 
assignments, none requiring sources beyond 
assigned texts. For the remaining assign-
ments, however, students are required to 

draw on source materials. The first of these 
linked assignments (“My Take”) is an open 
letter with a topic and an audience of a stu-
dent’s choosing. To pen this letter, students 
must keep in mind that this same topic is 
the basis of the remaining two assignments. 
In the second of the linked units (“To Think 
That . . .”), students represent counterargu-
ments to a position they voiced in their open 
letter. (They don’t write in feigned opposi-
tion; rather, they identify the grounds, or 
warrants, by which others may reasonably 
disagree.) For the final assignment (“Take 
Two”), students recast that open letter into 
an “academic” essay with evidence in sup-
port of claims and recognition of alternative 
perspectives. This remediated open letter is 
as a draft submission to The Scarlet Review, 
Rutgers–Camden’s undergraduate journal of 
first- year writing. 

These last two assignments in 101 send 
students back to the library after their orien-
tation session and propel them to consider 
a range of appropriate sources, scholarly or 
not. The linked units thus explore the nature 
of information and credibility. At the same 
time, students are not asked to produce a 
conventional research paper with a mini-
mum number of sources or even master the 
mechanics of citation. Learning to properly 
cite sources in MLA or APA style is not a 
focus of the unit. Instead, they engage with 
sources as a step beyond taking a position 
in a effort to construct evidence- based argu-
ments. Through examples and instructor- led 
exercises, students see how their civic argu-
ments in an open letter are further shaped 
by expectations of academic standards of 
argument. 

Neither Zara nor Bill think 101 is a satis-
factory end for our students’ engagement with 
critical information literacy (Elmborg, 2006) 
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and academic research. Fortunately, the first 
course is an appropriate entry, and a base on 
which to build in a second semester. 

inTerLude: BeTWeen SemeSTerS
In many ways, 102 echoes the assignment arc 
of 101. Students begin our second writing 
course with a turn to personal writing in a 
unit on literacy narratives. A second unit puts 
students in the role of researchers to produce 
a “profile of a discourse community.” A third 
unit, fully half the course, is devoted to a 
research project with several stages and deliv-
erables. Finally, students complete a digital 
portfolio to showcase revised work across one 
or two semesters. The explicit and primary 
objective is to give every student an authentic 
experience of research. 

To meet that objective, we conclude 
that there is no “one size fits all” approach 
to research, lest we devolve into teaching 
formulaic genres like the “research paper” 
whose implicit goal is to serve as a platform 
for demonstrating measurable skills. Like oth-
ers, we wish to go “beyond mechanics” in the 
teaching of academic and information literacy 
(Margolin & Hayden, 2015). As collaborators 
in teaching research- based writing, Zara and 
Bill are influenced by pedagogical movements 
emphasizing the progression of learning in 
“communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 
1998) and the cultivation of distinct habits of 
mind over the acquisition of concrete skills. 
Such notions provide a common language to 
describe our goals and a common motive for 
collaboration.

In the discipline of writing studies (an 
alternative name for composition), the notion 
of “threshold concepts” has gained a foothold 
as a way to summarize the core understanding 

that separates novices from experts in a field 
(Meyer and Land, 2005). This notion sug-
gests that in acquiring expert knowledge, 
whether driving a big rig, practicing law, or 
mastering an academic field, we pass through 
transformational stages that can be likened to 
crossing a threshold. Once learned, threshold 
concepts can’t be unlearned. Yet, while in the 
liminal space of learning, they are forms of 
“troublesome knowledge” confounding naive 
notions typically held by nonexperts (p. 377). 

The notion of threshold concepts has ener-
gized writing studies in recent year. A recent 
book, Naming What We Know: Threshold 
Concepts of Writing (Adler- Kassner & Wardle, 
2015), gathers a team of writing studies schol-
ars to crowdsource 37 core concepts—the dis-
ciplinary knowledge of the field. Under several 
major headings, these concepts animate the 
teaching of writing and the administration 
of writing programs. One macro- concept 
(1.0) is that “writing is a social and a rhetor-
ical activity”; a related micro- concept (1.1) is 
that “writing is a knowledge- making activity.” 
Under a second macro- concept (2.0), “Writ-
ing speaks to situations through recogniz-
able forms,” is a micro- concept (2.6), “Texts 
get their meaning from other texts.” These 
are working principles that those trained in 
writing studies bring to their profession. To 
some extent, those who learn to write success-
fully in any domain intuit variations on these 
principles even if they lack a vocabulary to 
express them. It is not that students in a given 
writing course must be taught these concepts 
explicitly. However, certain concepts can be 
introduced to demystify or correct notions 
that limit understanding or impede progress.

Thus, in teaching research- based writ-
ing, it helps for instructors to keep in mind 
that “writing is a knowledge- making activ-
ity” and not, as students may assume, a 
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knowledge- reporting activity. Misunderstand-
ing by students (or instructors) of the nature 
of research as an act of knowledge creation 
leads to formulaic efforts like the traditional 
research paper. Yet once students see writing 
as contributing to knowledge (if only, early 
on, to their knowledge) they can move beyond 
insipid forms aimed to show a teacher that 
they have learned to find and represent infor-
mation. A focus on information- related skills 
cannot in itself help students see the larger 
paradigm of knowledge creation in which 
such skills are productive tools. At issue in 
writing pedagogy across the K–16 spectrum 
is to what extent skills can be learned inde-
pendently of the spheres in which they are 
productive.

As Zara and Bill have discovered, similar 
constructs are shaping their respective fields. 
In information literacy, the Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education, 
adopted by the Association of College and 
Research Libraries (ACRL), likewise recog-
nizes threshold concepts as instrumental for 
learning. The Framework posits six “frames”: 
(1) Authority Is Constructed and Textual, 
(2) Information Creation as a Process, (3) 
Information Has Value, (4) Research as 
Inquiry, (5) Scholarship as Conversation, 
(6) Searching as Strategic Exploration. For 
each frame, the document identifies “knowl-
edge practices” and “dispositions” integral 
to that frame. For example, included under 
Research as Inquiry are these knowledge 
practices: the ability to “formulate questions 
for research based on information gaps or on 
reexamination of existing, possibly conflict-
ing, information; determine an appropriate 
scope of investigation [and] deal with com-
plex research by breaking complex questions 
into simple ones.” Equally important are 
dispositions associated with a given frame. 

Again under Research as Inquiry, the ACRL 
text asserts that “learners who are developing 
their information literate abilities” must “con-
sider research as open- ended exploration and 
engagement with information; appreciate that 
a question may appear to be simple but still 
disruptive and important to research; value 
intellectual curiosity in developing questions 
and learning new investigative methods” and 
six additional habits of mind, such as “per-
sistence” and “intellectual humility,” or incli-
nations, such as “seek appropriate help when 
needed” or “follow ethical and legal guide-
lines” (Framework).

These dispositions find an analog in a 
similarly titled document in writing instruc-
tion, Framework for Success in Postsecondary 
Writing, produced jointly by the Council of 
Writing Program Administrators (CWPA), 
the National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE), and the National Writing Project 
(NWP). This 2011 text considers notions of 
college readiness with an emphasis on nec-
essary “habits of mind,” including curiosity, 
persistence, creativity, and flexibility, with 
such habits to be fostered through “writ-
ing, reading, and critical analysis.” As in 
the ARCL’s Framework, the objective is not 
to teach specific concepts but to chart how 
learners move from peripheral participation 
to more central participation in communi-
ties of practice. They do so by naturalizing 
relevant knowledge practices and normaliz-
ing relevant dispositions. This process takes 
time, but not just time. It also takes deliberate 
scaffolding and some explicit teaching of con-
cepts. Especially, we think, it takes carefully 
designed learning experiences that bring stu-
dents into the liminal spaces of the activity 
systems in which critical threshold concepts 
like “information has value” and “writing is a 
knowledge- making activity” are experienced. 



78 Part II Collaboration and Conversation

Beyond The reSearch  
PaPer in 102
Overall, Bill and Zara endorse the “frame-
works” approach to information literacy and 
writing instruction. In particular, we find 
the notion of threshold concepts useful in 
imagining the potential for instruction to 
spur development in multiple literacies. But 
a commitment to a model of learning does 
not lead directly to a curriculum, let alone to 
collaboration between writing instructors and 
librarians. Enacting a shared vision of liter-
acy instruction depends on multiple factors, 
not least on finding ways to “bureaucratize” 
that vision with forms for collaboration. In 
most respects, this burden lies with writing 
programs to (1) fashion a course of study 
responsive to literacy expectations implicit in 
constructs of “information” and “research,” 
and (2) reach out to the library as a partner 
in pedagogy. 

At Rutgers–Camden, as we have noted, 
literacy and research are foregrounded, with 
specific units in 102 giving students opportu-
nities to engage with their own literacy devel-
opment and “real” research. There’s a risk that 
such opportunities will be missed, given the 
challenge of moving learning and instruction 
from well- trod paths. There are reasons why 
the traditional research paper and one- shot 
library session persist, despite recognized lim-
itations, just as there are reasons to worry that 
changes to these institutional staples will be 
largely superficial. We recognize the challenge 
of change. 

The most visible change at the level of col-
laboration is a decision to require two instruc-
tional visits to the library, the first in 101 and 
the second in 102. If the goal in 101 is to 
bring students to the library as part of a broad 

commitment to information literacy, the goal 
in 102 is to move students beyond exposure 
and toward specific research- oriented goals. 
This goal is a work in progress, but a com-
mitment to dialogue and collaboration is 
instrumental to meeting it. For maintaining 
an instructional partnership is just the begin-
ning of a process to discern how best to sup-
port the overlapping domains of information 
literacy, writing, and undergraduate research. 
Zara and Bill recognize that the mere fact of 
a second instructional visit to “do research” is 
no guarantee of advancement. At issue is what 
broader learning goals are served by aligning 
writing instruction with information literacy. 
Bill and Zara agreed it was necessary to go 
“beyond the research paper” in 102 if larger 
literacy goals were to be met.

At a distance, our “new” library instruc-
tion in 102 looks much like the old. Early in 
the third unit (dedicated to research), roughly 
mid- semester, students come to the library to 
hone search strategies and vetting strategies 
for information they find. Guided by library 
staff, they learn to distinguish “degrees” of 
sources (primary, secondary, tertiary) and 
scholarly from popular sources. At this time, 
they are introduced to specialized databases 
and other reference tools and to the notion of 
“bread crumbs” in using one source to locate 
others. Ideally, students come to see research 
as an iterative process, rather than a linear 
one, in moving from a topic to a research 
question to an arguable claim supported by 
available evidence. By this effort, we hope 
students go beyond thinking of research as 
simply providing backup for positions they 
already hold but lack the authority to claim 
on their own. 

Our approach uses terms and strategies 
from The Craft of Research (Booth, Colomb, 
Williams, & Bizup, 2016), a text that puts 
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research into the context of contributing 
to an ongoing, critical conversation, if not 
necessarily an academic one. Bill (with Joe 
Bizup) recently updated this classic guide, and 
it serves as a foundational text in 102. Our 
intention is to teach not the research paper, 
but research process. This process includes 
writing up the results of research to share with 
a community of readers, ideally an audience 
beyond the instructor, as well as practices of 
inquiry and “engaging sources” (a chapter 
title in Craft). 

To be clear, this understanding of the 
research process doesn’t just happen after one 
or more instructional sessions. For it to occur, 
the model of research that shapes our cur-
riculum must actively push against reductive 
notions embodied in the “school genre” of the 
research paper, with a prescribed number of 
“outside” sources (though never Wikipedia) 
and a slate of predictable topics (Bean, 1996). 
The research paper, in untold numbers across 
disciplines, is conceived by both students and 
instructors as a simulacrum suitable for learn-
ing the mechanics of research for use one day, 
perhaps, in real research. So conceived, the 
fruits of information literacy wither on the 
vine; “research” becomes a desultory ticking 
of boxes: scholarly journal, check; MLA for-
mat, check.

Note again our words of caution (to our-
selves) that begin this essay. Zara and Bill, 
like our counterparts elsewhere, cannot 
simply ordain that meaningful practices of 
research and information literacy take root. 
Even the sage advice in The Craft of Research 
cannot easily prevent superficial approaches 
to “source- based writing” (Howard, Serviss, 
& Rodrigue, 2010, p. 188). The Citation Proj-
ect found that students in first- year writing 
engage secondary sources quite superficially, 
typically referencing material only from the 

first few pages of a source and rarely employ-
ing summary in favor of quotation, accept-
able and unacceptable paraphrase (Jamieson, 
Howard, & Serviss, 2010).

We make no bold claims of success; we 
only express a desire to embed notions of 
literacy in a more expansive, and ecological, 
framework than our previous models. We do 
so to promote a rhetorical sensibility in our 
students, a disposition to perceive oneself as 
having agency in one’s learning and within a 
broader sphere of social action. Bill and Zara 
see our task as at once academic and civic in 
import: to introduce students to practices 
and habits of mind of the university and to 
underscore their own participation (and the 
university’s participation) in a wider ecology, 
not just as consumers of knowledge but con-
tributors as well. 

Make no mistake, we’re talking about 
first- year students; much professionalizing 
lies ahead. All the more reason to engage a 
flow of ideas and discourse that is not nar-
rowly focused in academic disciplines but ori-
ented to norms of civic argument. We concur 
with Wardle (2009), who maintains that the 
research paper in first- year composition does 
not help students meet future disciplinary 
norms. We do not place those hopes in the 
research- based writing we sponsor in 101 and 
102. The broader engagement we imagine 
involves, as we have noted, a more expansive 
approach to research than is typically experi-
enced in a first- year writing course in the form 
of “going to the library.” In implementing 
principles articulated in both “frameworks” 
texts for our programs, we look to curricular 
and pedagogical decisions that put research 
front and center. 

At a curricular level, perhaps the most 
significant intervention is the creation of the 
unit “Profile of a Discourse Community” 
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as the second major project of 102. In this 
ethnographic unit, students engage in var-
ious types of primary research to investi-
gate a community to which they belong or 
otherwise have access. They observe, collect 
materials, interview members, and conduct 
surveys to better understand how their object 
of study is a discourse community, and hence 
uses modes and genres of communication 
(text, talk, and other media) to further its 
objectives. The assignment puts students into 
the role of “researcher,” applying definitions 
from Swales (1990), Gee (1989), and others 
in ways that foreground their agency as con-
tributors to knowledge. To produce this 5–6 
page essay, they learn to pose a research ques-
tion (why is this group a discourse commu-
nity?) and apply methods of data collection 
and analysis. They learn to recognize exper-
tise and authority and to sort out conflicting 
accounts in data they collect. Indeed, they 
learn to transform information (assembled 
through fieldwork) into evidence that sup-
ports their reading of a cultural practice. The 
assignment underscores the fact that research, 
understood as a practice of systematic inquiry 
accountable to communal norms, is some-
thing that students can do and, indeed, have 
already done before they begin the third unit 
of 102, focused on research. 

This third unit returns students to a more 
familiar stance of research in dialogue with 
sources largely obtained through libraries 
and the Internet. (But other approaches are 
possible.) By now, however, they have con-
ducted primary research in a focused inquiry 
emphasizing the ACRL frame Information 
Has Value. The (re)turn to secondary research 
likewise reinforces notions of Scholarship as 
Conversation (Framework) rather than under-
scores implicit dependence on authoritative 
sources to make one’s argument. Here, we 

can turn to several optional texts that extend 
the structure of inquiry articulated in Craft 
of Research. In particular, many instructors 
continue to use They Say/I Say (Graff, Birken-
stein, & Durst, 2006) for its advice on how 
to engage with source material. (This text 
was required in the previous version of 102.) 
Some instructors turn to “BEAM: A Rhetor-
ical Vocabulary for Teaching Research- Based 
Writing” to help students understand what 
roles the sources they engage can play in their 
own arguments: B(ackground), E(xhibit), 
A(rgument), and M(ethod) (Bizup, 2008). 
Bizup’s heuristic, applied to an intermedi-
ate assignment of an annotated bibliography 
summarizing four to eight sources, helps to 
minimize the “cherry picking” of convenient 
material from sources in favor of more strate-
gic models of dialogue. 

We hope that students find themselves in 
“threshold” spaces where they begin to see 
research and inquiry as forms of conversation 
among agents with differing motives, subjec-
tivities, and degrees of expertise. Ideally, they 
approach the tasks in this unit and the course 
as a whole through the construct of appren-
ticeship. This is an invitation we can’t expect 
students to accept fully at this early stage, 
however. Most will remain in at best a lim-
inal state, still attached to notions and identi-
ties that mark them as outsiders to academic 
discourse, yet perhaps open to the value of 
research as a door- opening skill set. Break-
through moments occur when students see 
themselves as novices on a path to expertise. 

When students return to the library for 
that second instructional session in 102, after 
their first visit in 101, they’ve already engaged 
in independent research and have read early 
chapters of The Craft of Research. Especially, 
they’ve considered the essential progres-
sion of research—from topic to question 
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to problem (i.e., a question that others also 
want answered) to sources—that structures 
The Craft of Research. Our students come 
to the library soon after they’ve identified a 
topic and begun to formulate a research ques-
tion (Nutefall & Ryder, 2010). We hope that 
both classroom and library instruction take 
students beyond “finding information on a 
topic” to the ACRL frame Searching as Stra-
tegic Exploration.

Here, even the best- laid plans go awry, as 
inexperienced researchers confront the com-
plexities and constraints, or “mess,” of research 
(Rickly, 2007). In truth, there’s little time in a 
semester for students to gain adequate exper-
tise on any topic, make sense of a surfeit of 
information, and contribute substantially to a 
conversation. It can take years in many cases. 
It can be hard to spot bias and reliability in 
information to mount informed arguments 
on complex issues. At best, students can agree 
or disagree with some claims. We have no 
illusions that students can avoid entirely the 
many pitfalls on the road to information liter-
acy. Yet we also think well- supported students 
can succeed, in the main, through heuristics 
for problem- posing and problem- solving in 
the context of information literacy and rhe-
torical approaches to argumentation.

An aid to reaching these goals is stronger 
collaboration between writing instructors 
and their library counterparts. Zara and Bill 
further concluded that a missing element in 
relations prior to our involvement was dia-
logue ahead of a class visit. Often, a cleavage 
exists between the writing class instructor 
and library instruction. Bill and Zara decided 
that several weeks before a scheduled visit, 
instructors will meet with library instruc-
tional staff to discuss the design and pace of 
their course. This meeting determines where 
students will be in their projects when they 

arrive for group instruction; what follow- up 
assignments, including one- on- one consulta-
tions with library staff, are anticipated; and 
what emphases would be ideal. In effect, each 
composition sequence requires three visits to 
the library, one in 101 and two in 102, includ-
ing one for the instructor.

A year into this effort, we are working 
to maximize the potential for productive 
dialogue. There are issues of turnover and 
training, but it’s clear that exploring research 
and information literacy goals with library 
staff is a net gain because learning goals 
are more tightly integrated into the course. 
Beyond this, a need for tailored instruction 
follows from increasingly varied approaches 
to research in 102. Some instructors focus on 
archival research or quantitative literacy. Oth-
ers extend the research activities of the sec-
ond unit, on discourse communities, into the 
third unit. Still others are thinking through 
a range of alternative genres in the direction 
of “multiwriting” (Davis & Shadle, 2007). As 
a whole, the program is moving beyond the 
8–10 page academic essay and toward diverse 
ways of engaging and representing informa-
tion. These include opportunities to compose 
and circulate texts in digital environments. 
The default deliverable in 102 is still a research 
report of some kind, but we anticipate other 
modes of contributing to knowledge through 
multimodal compositions. 

The final unit of 102 is not the researched 
essay or its variants, however, but a digi-
tal portfolio in which the work of 102 (and 
optionally 101) is re- presented in digital form; 
we use Wordpress as a platform. In the portfo-
lio, students revise or expand on their work as 
well as reflect on their growth as writers and 
researchers. Like the final essay in 101 that 
might appear online in a journal of under-
graduate writing, the portfolio contributes to 
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students’ development of digital and media 
literacies and to their identity as agents writ-
ing beyond the audience of a teacher. Students 
are introduced to the portfolio at the begin-
ning of 102 and encouraged to take advantage 
of the affordances of digital media, including 
linking to information sources where possible. 
In this way, digital literacy reinforces infor-
mation literacy within a larger framework of 
civic and academic literacies. 

concLuSion: ParTnerS  
in Pedagogy

Bill and Zara embrace (uncommonly, we 
think) a common vision of pedagogy and 
partnership of great practical benefit to our 
students and colleagues. Behind the scenes of 
instruction in the classroom and the library, 
we’re working not for the cause of efficiency 
(much as we value it) but for moments of 
discovery as yet unrealized by students and 
instructors who must complete the program 
of study we anticipate for them, coloring 
inside (or outside) lines we have drawn. We 
have built up traffic between our programs 
with increased visits and consultations, ensur-
ing that students receive scaffolded support in 
what can be a gaping hole in their education. 
Information literacy falls between the cracks 
of formal education. Not owned by any disci-
pline, it is an infrastructure for content- based 
instruction. In this, it forms an essential bond 
with writing programs, invested as each are in 
equipping students to participate in the acad-
emy and beyond. The more vibrant and sub-
stantive the encounter with information, the 
nearer students come to realizing their poten-
tial as agents in the knowledge economy.

Beyond a more vibrant partnership, then, 
Zara and Bill are creating a model of collabo-
ration between the writing program and the 
library that’s anything but static in engaging 
students in transformative learning experi-
ences. In the 21st century, this means going 
beyond the research paper as an academic 
exercise. It means pushing students into the 
flow of information through emerging forms 
of academic and civic participation; it means 
outfitting students with critical literacy skills 
to interrogate, even resist, information and to 
recognize the distributed nature of informa-
tion in networked ecologies. 

Still in the early days of a partnership, 
Bill and Zara are solidifying collaboration 
through appropriate assessment of instruction 
and products of that instruction. Together, 
Zara and Bill will look for opportunities to 
build on success and address deficits, in ways 
as simple as sharing student work with library 
colleagues. Bill and Zara further recognize 
that this partnership plays a vital role in the 
broader mission of the university. Beyond 
immediate goals of instruction, the library’s 
relationship with the writing program serves 
as a catalyst for change in a vertical curric-
ulum. We see ourselves accountable to our 
colleagues for what we do to sustain a model 
of instruction grounded in notions of thresh-
old concepts, for the “threshold” is very much 
an elongated portal through which students 
traverse, at varying rates, in the course of their 
education. 
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According to the 2016 Project Information 
Literacy Report, while some information lit-
eracy (IL) skills are transferring beyond col-
lege, our college graduates are still missing 
the element of questioning as a foundation for 
academic inquiry (Head, 2016). The IL chal-
lenges facing first- year composition (FYC) 
instructors are myriad, and include a lack of 
shared terminology from the common core 
to college instructors and librarians (Brown 
& Walker, 2016), a confusion of knowledge 
of technology skills with knowledge of infor-
mation literacy skills for both students and 
high school instructors (Stockham & Collins, 
2012), a lack of ability for instructors to col-
laborate with librarians (Gregory & McCall, 
2016; Stec & Varleis, 2014; Wojahn et al., 
2016), and professors’ hesitancy to engage 
with librarians during, prior to, and after 
library sessions (Zoellner, Samson, & Hines, 
2008). Space and time in the classroom 
might be blamed for many of these push-
backs against directly integrating IL instruc-
tion into FYC. However, information literacy 
is a foundation of today’s Internet- centered 
research, and having excellent information lit-
eracy skills will be necessary for tomorrow’s 
scholars. The question is: How can we begin 
to train these scholars in our classrooms? Is it 
possible to include direct IL instruction in an 
already overburdened FYC curriculum? 

There may be an ongoing argument as to 
what the role of FYC is (Fulkerson, 2005), 
but most FYC courses prepare students to 
be researchers in their disciplines. The first 
step in becoming a researcher is to develop 
the curiosity and inquiry skills needed to 
begin discovery. Although all of the above 
issues deserve to be addressed, instruction 
that directly supports the ACRL Framework 
Research as Inquiry frame is highly suited to 
already existing classroom practices in FYC. 

Including inquiry as a learning outcome in 
FYC may have the power to alter students’ 
Google- dependent research methods, to 
form foundational inquiry behaviors, and to 
transfer those positive research practices to 
discipline- specific courses and the workplace. 
Addressing the need for classroom- ready and 
classroom- tested methods, this chapter will 
briefly explore the barriers and challenges to 
Research as Inquiry before illustrating how 
inquiry might be a strongly transferable skill, 
and offering several malleable applications for 
integrating Research as Inquiry into any FYC. 

BarrierS and chaLLengeS  
To reSearch aS inquiry

Students with poor research habits were likely 
common in FYC courses well before writing 
studies asserted itself as a discipline in the 
1970s, yet the advent of Internet research 
has given students the impression that they 
already know how to research any informa-
tion they desire—through Google. As most 
instructors of FYC may observe, students’ 
confidence in their search skills is often mis-
guided, and when students are faced with 
search platforms other than Google, they 
can become easily frustrated (Corbett, 2010). 
Much research has shown that students 
depend almost solely on Google for their 
research (Purcell et al., 2013), that new high 
school instructors believe that understand-
ing how to Google constitutes information 
literacy (Purcell et al., 2013; Stockham & 
Collins, 2016), that dependence on Google 
as a go- to research tool confuses students’ 
understanding of the Internet itself (Corbett, 
2010; Wojahn et al., 2016), and that library 
databases, which require instruction in order 
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to adequately use them, can be overwhelming 
and frustrating for students who are mainly 
Google- literate (Corbett, 2010; Wojahn et al., 
2016; Yancey, 2016). 

A further argument is that students’ reli-
ance on Google has created an expectation of 
expediency that is problematic given the slow 
and often circular pattern of research. This 
expectation of immediacy is paired with stan-
dardized testing’s creation of students whose 
dispositions, when influenced by current 
K–12 testing, are answer- oriented (Wardle, 
2012). The linear, answer- oriented behavior 
of entering a few search terms into Google 
and the search engine returning “answers” is 
in conflict with the more circular pattern of 
research, or as Purcell and colleagues (2013) 
describe it, the “slow process of intellectual 
curiosity.” This slower process of circular 
research based on curiosity is necessary to 
achieve what the ACRL IL Framework calls 
Research as Inquiry. “Research as Inquiry” is 
defined by the board as such: “Research is iter-
ative and depends upon asking increasingly 
complex or new questions whose answers in 
turn develop additional questions or lines of 
inquiry in any field.” This iterative nature 
depends upon students’ ability to refine their 
search terminology and to revisit their ini-
tial research question in a circular pattern 
of behavior, which is in direct conflict with 
the linear pattern of searching Google for 
an answer. This is not to argue that Google 
has no place in the academic world—most 
instructors use Google as regularly as students 
do. However, actively teaching Research as 
Inquiry can offer students pathways to less 
frustrating interactions with databases, and 
can encourage students to modify—or make 
more circular—all of their research habits. 

The first knowledge practice of Research as 
Inquiry is that students are able to “formulate 

questions for research based on information 
gaps or on reexamination of existing, possi-
bly conflicting, information” (ACRL, 2015). 
It is in this initial formulation of a question 
that students often become mired. Although 
it is beyond the scope of this chapter to argue 
that our society is becoming more pliable and 
less able to create lines of inquiry due to the 
mass of information available on the Inter-
net, this may be a factor in students’ strug-
gles. The “Google effect,” as Corbett (2010, 
p. 267) calls students’ inability to understand 
that the Internet is not simply Google, has 
created a one- stop shop for answers, and few 
opportunities for students to create questions 
in their classrooms or in their lives. In fact, 
students often expect answers to un- formed 
questions. This inability to create questions 
in the face of multiple, conflicting sources 
will become pervasive throughout students’ 
discipline- specific courses if not addressed at 
the threshold of their college education—in 
FYC. Practice with inquiry as a transferable 
skill can encourage students to bring those 
modified, potentially more circular, research 
habits into their discipline- specific courses.

Inquiry as Transferable 

As a study, transfer of knowledge is in its 
infancy. Defined by Dana Driscoll, transfer 
is “how much knowledge from one context 
is used or adapted in new contexts” (2011). 
Knowledge is learned, then carried to a new 
situation where prior knowledge becomes 
the basis for further learning. Researchers 
have offered some initial behaviors needed 
for a strong possibility of transfer, including 
reflection (Adler- Kassner, Clark, Robertson, 
Taczak, & Yancey, 2015), cuing students 
(Brent, 2011), and increasing metacognitive 
awareness to enable students to ask “good 
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questions” about writing situations (Elon, 
2015). The ability to create lines of inquiry 
into any discipline and any topic should and 
can be highly transferable into disciplines 
outside of writing studies. 

It’s notable, then, that the Elon Statement 
on Writing Transfer acknowledges that “Prior 
knowledge is a complex construct that can 
benefit or hinder writing transfer” (2015). 
Prior knowledge can include attitudes and 
beliefs that impact students’ abilities and 
dispositions. Yancey in Adler- Kassner and 
colleagues (2015) asserts, “all writers are 
influenced by factors of prior knowledge that 
are . . . very powerful, and often in unhelpful 
ways” (p. 37). In Information Literacy, prior 
knowledge almost always includes the use of 
Google for research. Even when students are 
taught to use databases during library ses-
sions, as many researchers have shown, stu-
dents are likely to believe that databases are 
for school, whereas Google is for life (Cor-
bett, 2010; Purcell et al., 2013; Wojahn et al., 
2016). This duality of thought can inhibit the 
transfer of research skills.

As a result of these challenges, rather than 
disconnect Google from the academe, con-
necting inquiry as a behavior that applies to 
searching databases, searching Google, and 
investigating the credibility of all sources may 
allow for transfer of the IL practice Research 
as Inquiry. Because many students are inad-
vertently taught that Google is bad research 
and databases are good research (Corbett, 
2010), placing the focus on instruction in 
inquiry can avoid this divisive thinking and 
create a single positive practice: Research as 
Inquiry no matter what tool is utilized. Even 
Google searches can become circular and 
lead to increasingly complex questions and 
ideas if the practice of Research as Inquiry 
is engaged.

Further, incorporating inquiry as a learn-
ing outcome of the FYC classroom in reading, 
discussion, and writing can add metacogni-
tive and self- reflective elements that many 
researchers assert enhances skills transfer 
from FYC to writing in the disciplines (Adler- 
Kassner et al., 2015; Elon, 2015; Wojahn et 
al., 2016). Because one of the 2016 Project 
Information Literacy Report’s major findings 
is that our college graduates assert they’re not 
being taught to question, and employers have 
made it clear that questioning is a desirable 
skill for college graduates (Head, 2016), using 
Research as Inquiry to transfer questioning 
skills from FYC to discipline- specific writing 
and beyond should be a priority. The ACRL 
IL Framework asserts: “inquiry extends 
beyond the academic world to the community 
at large, and the process of inquiry may focus 
upon personal, professional, or societal needs” 
(2015), which potentially makes the teaching 
of inquiry quite significant. Inquiry, which 
the following assignments will illustrate, can 
be incorporated in ways that engage students’ 
metacognition and reflection practice and can 
prime Research as Inquiry for transfer.

recommendaTionS for 
foSTering inquiry

The following are applications that were devel-
oped for use in both community college and 
four- year college classrooms over two years 
while I was a recipient of a Reading Appren-
ticeship (RA) grant for faculty development 
through Assessment in Action (AIA). All of 
the work here derives from my study of RA; 
however, simultaneously I was studying trans-
fer, and so I modified the classroom resources 
to reflect those transfer- focused studies. I 
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found that the goals of RA closely align with 
those of transfer. Strong inquiry skills are at 
the heart of both reading critically and trans-
ferring knowledge from first- year composition 
into Writing in the Disciplines WID courses 
and beyond. Although these methods are 
malleable for several levels of composition, 
they were developed for second- semester or 
second- year English composition courses with 
an academic- research focus. 

These inquiry- based assignments might be 
applied before and during the research process 
including in reading and synthesis of infor-
mation, during in- class discussion of shared 
texts, in research question development, in 
database searches, and in research writing and 
reflection. By incorporating versions of the fol-
lowing assignments, students might increase 
their ability to frame Research as Inquiry 
and to create increasingly complex lines of 
inquiry during each stage of the research pro-
cess. In their ability to be decontextualized, 
these applications lend themselves to transfer 
into writing in the disciplines courses and 

potentially to prepare students for inquiry in 
the workplace.

Reading and Questioning

Integrating questioning into reading is not a 
new concept, but the behavior of questioning 
during the reading process, popularized by 
Reading Apprenticeship (RA), makes a strong 
foundation for self- reflection and metacogni-
tion through inquiry. RA is an instructional 
framework that guides classroom applications 
to assist students to feel safe discussing the 
difficulty of texts and exploring metacogni-
tive inquiry during the reading process, rather 
than after the fact (Greenleaf & Schoenberg, 
2017). For more on RA see Box 7.1, “What Is 
Reading Apprenticeship?”

Inquire of the Text Bookmarks

Think aloud bookmarks (see Figure 7.1) are 
one such application beneath the RA frame-
work. The original bookmarks created for RA 

BOX 7.1
WHAT IS READING APPRENTICESHIP?

In 1995, Cynthia Greenleaf and Ruth Schoenbach, 
the founders of the current Reading Apprenticeship 
at WestEd, began the Strategic Literacy Initiative to 
research literacy and create an inquiry-based literacy 
model—now known as Reading Apprenticeship. 
The model was first tested at a San Francisco high 
school as a course called Reading Apprenticeship 
Academic Literacy (RAAL), and it resulted in two 
years of growth in student test scores in only seven 
months of classroom work. The bestselling 2012 
book Reading for Understanding: How Reading 
Apprenticeship Improves Disciplinary Learning 
in Secondary and College Classrooms by Ruth 

Schoenbach, Cynthia Greenleaf, and Lynn Murphy 
introduces RAAL and the Reading Apprenticeship 
instructional framework for classroom practitioners 
with a particular focus on four-year and community 
college students (Schoenbach & Greenleaf, 2017).

Today, through federally funded studies, the ef-
fectiveness of RA is being tracked in high schools 
and colleges across the country. It was through one 
such program that the author was funded and edu-
cated in Reading Apprenticeship. For more on the 
Reading Apprenticeship Framework, visit https://
reading apprenticeship.org/our-approach/our-frame 
work/.

https://readingapprenticeship.org/our-approach/our-framework/.
https://readingapprenticeship.org/our-approach/our-framework/.
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encourage various types of questioning as part 
of active reading. This update more closely 
reflects the intentions of a first- year composi-
tion course working under the Habits of Mind 
framework and includes metacognitive and 
reflective elements to engage transfer (Adler- 
Kassner et al., 2015). Encouraging students to 
use the bookmark not just in a composition 
course, but in all courses, can assist them in 

understanding that the concept of inquiry is 
highly transferable.

Play the Believing and  
Doubting Inquiry Game

First suggested by Peter Elbow and mentioned 
in subsequent textbooks, this inquiry game is 
described by John Bean (2011) as: “teaching 
students to simultaneously be open to texts 
and skeptical of them” (p. 176), which sup-
ports the ACRL Research as Inquiry practice: 
“monitor gathered information and assess for 
gaps or weaknesses” (2015). This activity can 
be developed into an inquiry grid to assist 
students in questioning reading materials and 
prepare them to practice Research as Inquiry 
with search results and source material during 
any research process. This extremely flexible 
application can be used in a large class discus-
sion, in small groups, or individually.

Believing
What’s the author’s claim? Question their 

influences. 
Question the author’s intention as it aligns with 

your interpretation.
How does the claim relate to your experience?

Doubting
Question the author’s claim.
Upon what might the claim be based? Can you 

question these premises?
Where can you question the author about some-

thing they might have overlooked—perhaps 
with which you’ve had personal experience?

Discussion and Inquiry 

Victor Villanueva (2014) describes using dia-
lectic in his classes, which address difficult 
issues of race and intolerance in order to trace 

Talk Back to the Text

Question the author’s 
intention

Identify your 
emotional reaction 

Ask a Why question about it

Question the context of 
 this text in a greater 

literary tapestry

Question the author’s 
assumptions

Question the author’s 
influences

Figure 7.1 Think aloud bookmark.
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their exigencies. Villanueva asserts that his 
students use dialectic as a method of inquiry. 
This practice might also be understood as 
sharing inquiry: looking at multiple senses 
of a text and being open to others’ interpre-
tations of a text. To encourage this type of 
inquiring discussion, a worksheet reminiscent 
of the intentionality of Villanueva’s dialectic 
assignment might engage students in self- 
reflective inquiry. This type of assignment 
echoes the importance of inquiry as a com-
ponent of critical thought and self- reflection 
and may assist students to meet the Research 
as Inquiry disposition to “maintain an open 
mind and a critical stance” and “demonstrate 
intellectual humility” (ACRL, 2015).

Inquiry Through Emotional Response 
 1.  Question your emotional reaction to a text. 

Why did you respond to the text the way 
you did?

 2.  Question the origin of your emotional reac-
tion to a text. What experiences have you had 
that made you feel the way you do?

 3.  Question the factors that contributed to your 
emotional reaction. What life experiences 
and values have led to your thoughts and 
reactions?

 4.  Question how others might have reacted to 
the text. How are others’ experiences differ-
ent from your own, and how can you con-
sider them in our discussion?

Research and Inquiry 

Yancey (2010) models incorporating inquiry 
into classwork in order to stress the impor-
tance of inquiry for inquiry’s sake. She asserts 
that such assignments are exercises in think-
ing (p. 328) illustrating the shift from the 
K–12 model of claim and evidence to one 
that allows students to develop philosophical 

questions. The following assignment, inspired 
by Yancey’s work and my development of an 
inquiring classroom, shows efforts to allevi-
ate students’ high levels of frustration with 
databases. 

Question Creation 
The Question Creation handout might be 
assigned after essay prewriting but prior to 
research, or during an informational library 
session in order to begin to meld students’ 
home research behaviors with their school 
research instruction. Research, according to 
the ACRL, depends on creating increasingly 
complex questions (2015). Here, students 
are asked to narrow their research ques-
tion and create a stronger, more specifically 
worded question for their research projects 
through inquiry. 

•	 What is your general observation or idea?
•	 A question you have about this idea or 

observation is?
•	 Look at the specific language of your 

question. Can you create more concrete  
words? 

•	 Now, ask a question about your question 
by including a WHY element. 

•	 Look at how your question reflects on 
society. Can you question its relationship 
to our world, and what’s important in 
our world? 

•	 How can you further define the question 
elements for concrete, specific language?

•	 What ideas have you discovered or 
unveiled? Can you question those  
ideas?

Question Maps

The “timing of the research question” has been 
explored in various papers from Nutefall and 
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Ryder (2010) to Gregory and McCall (2016), 
but an exploration of how a research ques-
tion evolves throughout the research process 
can assist students to understand research as 
circular and ever- developing. Yancey (2016) 
creates a map assignment for students in order 
to address the ACRL IL Framework. Using 
Yancey’s concept and altering it for Research 
as Inquiry, the hope is that students shift their 
ideas into question form even if they have 
slipped away from such a practice during pre-
writing. This exercise is an excellent example 

of an application with high transferability to 
research in other courses. I often give my stu-
dents several copies and encourage them to 
use them for other research projects in their 
other courses (see Box 7.2).

Writing and Inquiry

Researcher’s Notebook 
Numerous researchers have looked at ways to 
incorporate IL into research papers, but most 
focus on the issue of source credibility rather 
than process. But Wojahn and colleagues 
(2016) explore various ways to integrate infor-
mation literacy into classroom teaching with 
strong metacognitive and reflective elements 
using “Research Diaries.” The researchers 
assert that Research Diaries allow for reflec-
tion, which they report enhanced their stu-
dents’ research practices (p. 199). 

A modified version offered here is the 
Researcher’s Notebook, which asks for a 
paced, inquiry- heavy process and includes an 
end- of- semester self- reflection. The notebook 
is composed of process activities to be com-
pleted over six weeks, but they may be altered 
as appropriate for any FYC class. 

Researcher’s Notebook 
Part 1 Question Creation Handout

_________/5
Part 2 Essay Proposal with new research ques-

tion, research plan
_________/10

Part 3 Research Question Map and revised 
research question

_________/10
Part 4 Revised Proposal including draft thesis 

and revised research plan 
_________/10

Part 5 First 3–4 annotated works cited 
_________/10

BOX 7.2 
SAMPLE quESTIoN MAP

Question: Why do we have so many strong fe-
male dystopian heroes?
Search terms entered: female dystopia* main 

character 
Found: The Hunger Games review Analysis of 

Major Characters

New question: Besides Katniss, are there strong 
female leads in young adult dystopias?
Search terms entered: female lead young adult 

novel 
Found: Reading Like a Girl: Narrative Inti-

macy in Contemporary American Young 
Adult Literature, a book of several analyses 
of YA novels and their intimacy and contra-
dictory ideas

New question: What are contemporary, strong 
girls looking for in literature? Why?
Search terms entered: young adult novel con-

temporary literature strong 
Found: no appropriate sources
Search terms revised: children’s literature female 

strong 
Found: “Talking About Books: Strong Female 

Characters in Recent Children’s Literature”
Source to use: “Talking About Books: Strong 

Female Characters in Recent Children’s Lit-
erature”
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Part 6 Finished annotated works cited sheet 
_________/10

Part 7 Outline of argument including antici - 
pated sources

_________/15
Part 8 Abstract of your argument; first three  

essay pages 
_________/10

Part 9 Peer draft of your paper
_________/10

Part 10 Research Reflection: Your Research 
Theory 

_________/10

 Your points total:  ________/100

Why incLude inquiry?
In 2010, journalism professor Clay Shirky 
compared the advent of the Internet to that 
of the printing press and suggested that, 
much as society has created a literate culture 
by investing in teaching children to read, we 
must now “figure out what response we need 
to shape our use of digital tools.” Composi-
tion instructors, Head (2016) notes, have the 
power to begin to address students’ ability 
to question texts and multimedia in just this 
way. As it is the responsibility of instructors 
to teach reading skills, it is also the respon-
sibility of FYC instructors to “assist students 
[to] learn to approach these texts as informed 
critical thinkers” (Schoenbach, Greenleaf, & 
Murphy, 2012, p. 11). Even if FYC instruc-
tors collaborate with librarians for enhanced 
IL instruction (Gregory & McCall, 2016), if 
students lack the ability to frame Research 
as Inquiry, they will be challenged in their 
ability to sort through the world of informa-
tion. The research of Head and colleagues 
illustrates a clear lack of transfer of inquiry 

skills, and it’s been shown that there’s a “vital 
link between higher education, information 
literacy, and lifelong learning” (Head, Van 
Hoeck, Eschler, & Fullerton, 2013, p. 75). 
This leaves FYC instructors with an oppor-
tunity to teach Research as Inquiry as more 
than an IL skill. Let us teach inquiry as a 
transferable skill that can create a foundation 
of curiosity that will serve students in their 
discipline and beyond. 
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Many college students lack the skills needed 
for academic research, and professors, more 
than ever, are increasingly concerned about 
their undergraduates’ “inability to conduct 
research adequately” (Kueppers, 2016). 
However, if students lack the skills professors 
expect them to have, when and where will 
they learn to “conduct research adequately” 
if not in their college classrooms? In other 
words, who is responsible for teaching infor-
mation literacy and academic research, and 
how much instruction are students really 
receiving in these areas? Can information 
literacy be taught in substantive ways that 
equip students with the skills they need, 
while still allowing instructors to cover all 
of their course content? These are some of 
the questions that concerned us when we 
first began collaborating several years ago to 
develop a cross- disciplinary model for teach-
ing information literacy (IL) and academic 
research. As faculty at a City University of 
New York (CUNY) community college—
one of us a librarian and the other an English 
professor—we were both responsible for 
teaching information literacy and academic 
research to largely underprepared students, 
and were experiencing similar problems and 
frustrations. Our efforts to collaborate with 
each other had been minimal, however, mir-
roring a broader lack of cross- disciplinary 
conversation between faculty in these two 
disciplines. At a certain point, we acknowl-
edged a need for greater collaboration, and 
began developing a model for co- teaching 
academic research, one that sought to make 
instruction in information literacy a more 
sustained and successful part of students’ 
learning. 

This chapter discusses the scaffolded infor-
mation literacy model we developed to teach 

general IL skills while also helping students 
learn to conduct discipline- specific research 
and enter scholarly conversations. Drawing 
upon five years of collaboration in which we 
have implemented this model in numerous 
sections of Professor Dennihy’s English 102 
course (a dual first- year writing and Intro-
duction to Literature course), we will explain 
how we use this model to teach research skills 
specific to the discipline and more generally 
applicable to courses across the disciplines. 
Particular attention will be given to how we 
use flipping, reinforcements, and incentives to 
enhance our model’s success. These concepts 
allow us to teach research in more substan-
tive ways that help students move beyond 
approaches such as “Googling” or using a 
citation generator to become more discern-
ing and discriminating in how they find and 
use sources. While faculty, especially those 
teaching subjects other than English or first- 
year writing, often explain that they don’t 
cover research skills because they can’t afford 
to take time away from course content, our 
experiences suggest not only that students can 
learn important research skills without “cut-
ting” substantial time from content, but also 
that, when taught in substantive and effec-
tive ways, research and information literacy 
enhance, rather than detract or take time 
away from, students’ abilities to learn and 
respond to course material. We see this as a 
particularly valuable learning experience for 
community college students, who are often 
underprepared and may have anxieties about 
academic research: by researching and joining 
a scholarly conversation, students think more 
critically and substantively about what they 
are studying, and become equipped to con-
tribute in more informed ways to academic 
discussions. 
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anoTher Way in: Teaching 
academic reSearch To 
underPrePared STudenTS
The ability to do college- level research is 
dependent upon the more basic abilities to 
read and write about varied texts. A student 
needs to understand what she or he is read-
ing in order to effectively conduct research: Is 
this source scholarly? Is it appropriate for my 
research? What is the author’s thesis? Students 
also need to understand how to locate author-
itative sources and then synthesize and write 
about these findings coherently. At Queens-
borough Community College (QCC), how-
ever, many students are underprepared not 
only with regard to research skills, but also 
more basic reading and writing skills: in the 
2014–2015 academic year, 27.4% of incom-
ing QCC students needed remedial writing 
instruction, while 23.1% required reme-
dial reading instruction (QCC FactBook, 
2014–2015). Additionally, a recent study of 
research habits among QCC students found 
that while a majority—68%—had writ-
ten a college research paper, 60% had never 
taken an information literacy class (Kim & 
Dolan, 2015). This suggests that students 
are being asked to do college- level research 
without acquiring the requisite information 
literacy skills needed to successfully conduct 
research. Understandably, this can cause stu-
dents to view the physical library and the 
prospect of research assignments with fear 
and anxiety (Mellon, 1986). Project Infor-
mation  Literacy’s 2013 study of college fresh-
men, which included 10 community colleges, 
found that, indeed, a majority of students find 
college libraries daunting (Head, 2013). They 
also recognize that their often inadequate 

high school research skills need updating to 
accommodate college- level rigor. But without 
further instruction in research skills, students 
tend to default to what they already know, 
which often does not go beyond using search 
engines like Google or sites like Wikipedia to 
conduct research.

Thus, while professors expect students to 
utilize credible, authoritative information, 
many students approach research assign-
ments with both a lack of skills and anxieties 
about library research. It should be unsurpris-
ing, then, that anecdotal conversations with 
our QCC colleagues indicate that many are 
unhappy with the quality of their students’ 
research papers. Yet, even as professors are 
aware of and frustrated by students’ lacking 
IL skills, many explain that because they 
have so much course content to cover, they 
cannot afford to cover research skills in much 
depth. A popular approach to addressing 
this dilemma is the “stand- alone” or “one- 
shot” information literacy session, in which 
instructors bring their students to the library 
to spend one class with a librarian, attempting 
to absorb as much information about research 
as it is possible to introduce in less than two 
hours. Students who attend a one- shot session 
do learn some research skills, and it is better 
for instructors assigning research assignments 
to schedule a one- shot class than to provide 
students with no instruction in information 
literacy at all. However, since much of the 
information and skills covered in a one- shot 
class is new to students—and often not rein-
forced by their instructors beyond this single 
session—students tend to forget much of what 
they learn. Many students find their way to the 
library reference desk at some point after the 
one- shot class, needing assistance with an IL 
component covered during the session such as 
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evaluating sources or locating a specific data-
base. The single- session library class, therefore, 
is ideal for introducing IL concepts, but is not 
structured to reinforce student learning. 

We began our collaboration after several 
years of one- shot sessions in which Professor 
Dennihy brought English 102 students to 
the library once a semester for a class with 
Professor Mohess. Though students expressed 
that these one- shot sessions were helpful, 
many students’ assignments were still inad-
equately researched, and their citation skills 
were subpar. We wanted to develop a model 
that would make it possible to extend and 
deepen IL instruction in a way that did not 
detract from course content or prove oner-
ous to students. Since English 102 is both an 
Introduction to Literature course and a first- 
year writing course with a research compo-
nent, there is a lot of content to cover, much 
of which is unfamiliar and intimidating to 
students. Instead of treating literary study and 
academic research as two separate hurdles to 
conquer throughout the course, we designed 
a scaffolded research model that allows stu-
dents to learn about both in a complemen-
tary fashion. 

The assignment we use is fairly straightfor-
ward: students write a literary research paper 
using two secondary sources, at least one of 
which must be a scholarly work of literary 
criticism, to support their analysis of a novel. 
Throughout the steps of the assignment, stu-
dents learn a variety of research- related skills 
that also further their abilities to engage in 
literary study. These skills are comparable to 
the content covered in a typical one- shot ses-
sion (differentiating various types of sources; 
learning about search mechanics and library 
databases; discussing citing and plagiarism; 
etc.). What is different is the manner in which 
IL instruction is deployed. Rather than trying 

to cram everything into a one- shot class, we 
“flip” and space the learning process by scaf-
folding instruction and having students com-
plete some tasks on their own outside of the 
classroom. We then reinforce and add on to 
this learning during the library session, and 
give graded incentives to complete the work. 
Our flipped, scaffolded approach draws on 
educational research on student learning, 
namely the benefits of spacing, accumulated 
practice, and testing. Spacing refers to how 
“the same thing recurring on different days, 
in different contexts, read, recited, referred to 
again and again, related to other things and 
reviewed, gets well- wrought into mental struc-
ture” (Carey, 2014, p. 79). Accumulated prac-
tice addresses students’ need for a sufficient 
quantity of practice in order for learning ben-
efits to accrue (Ambrose, Bridges, DePietro, 
& Lovett, 2010, p. 133). Testing, in certain 
forms and contexts, can be equivalent to addi-
tional study and can reinforce and improve 
learning (Carey, 2014, p. 101). Embedding 
these research- based practices into a scaf-
folded model enables students to encounter 
the same IL concepts multiple times in dif-
ferent contexts; offers ample opportunities for 
practice at home and in class; and provides 
structured reinforcement of student learning 
beyond a single library session. 

ScaffoLding inSTrucTion  
in academic reSearch:  
a Three- STeP modeL
When working with students who are less 
familiar with academic research, scaffolding 
and flipping are particularly useful ways to 
allow for spacing and accumulated practice. If 
students are not given adequate time to learn 
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and practice research skills, they are more 
likely to look for quick fixes when writing 
research papers, including Googling or even 
plagiarizing. Research assignments can cause 
underprepared students to experience “trepi-
dation, anxiety, and confusion,” accompanied 
by an “intense need to ‘fix’ this problematic 
assignment as quickly and easily as possible 
. . . [m]any students are doomed to failure 
under this scenario” (Leckie, 1996, p. 201). 
Instead, a scaffolded model, one that “flips” 
some responsibilities onto students prior to 
and after their library session, more effectively 
sets students up for success. 

Our scaffolded model includes a series of 
cumulative tasks, some of which are flipped, 
requiring students to access IL content (video 
tutorials, research worksheets, and an MLA 
citation guide) from the course’s online library 
subject guide or Blackboard site in order to 
complete at- home assignments and review 
material covered in class. While students have 
approximately five weeks in total to complete 
their research essays, most of the scaffolded 
instruction takes place within the first week 
after students receive the assignment. The 
steps of our model, which we will elaborate 
on in more depth below, are as follows:

Step 1: Pre–Library Class
•	 During the class prior to the library ses-

sion, Professor Dennihy gives an intro-
duction to the research process and QCC 
library databases.

•	 Students are assigned video tutorials 
to view for homework, with accompa-
nying deliverables to be brought to the 
library session. 

Step 2: The Library Class
•	 Students attend an IL session with Profes-

sor Mohess in the physical library, which 

includes (1) reinforcing of previously cov-
ered material; (2) introduction of more 
advanced research skills and strategies; 
(3) time for hands- on practice in IL skills 
and conducting research.

Step 3: Post–Library Class
Students:
•	 are assigned several short video tutorials 

to watch at home, which reinforce some 
of the more complex material introduced 
during the library session

•	 take an open- book quiz on research skills 
and concepts 

•	 continue with independent research out-
side of class, directly applying the skills 
they have learned and practiced to a course 
assignment

•	 can request one- on- one meetings with Pro-
fessor Mohess to receive further individu-
alized instruction in conducting research 
and citing sources

It is important to emphasize that all of these 
steps in total require less than two full ses-
sions of the course instructor’s class time, and 
allow students much more intensive instruc-
tion in academic research than a typical one- 
shot session. 

Step 1: Pre–Library Class

The in- class introduction to research begins 
with a video tutorial entitled “Picking Your 
Topic Is Research”1 (Burke, 2013), which 
is only three minutes long, offering a quick 
introduction to the research process. The 
tutorial emphasizes the iterative nature of 
research, helping students to understand that 
the research process typically involves several 
cycles of selecting and refining a topic. As 
Leckie (1996) notes, college students often 
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see the “ambiguity and non- linearity” of the 
research process as “quite threatening”: “they 
do not think in terms of an information- 
seeking strategy, but rather in terms of a 
coping strategy” (p. 202). It’s important to 
introduce students to the nonlinear nature of 
research and to assure them that ambiguity 
and nonlinearity are both natural and desir-
able. This can be done easily through a digest-
ible video students can easily watch again 
later should they wish to. Students are also 
introduced at this time to library databases 
appropriate for literary criticism, though they 
are not instructed in how to develop search 
terms or find appropriate sources using these 
databases. Watching the video and introduc-
ing library databases requires, in total, only 
about 20 minutes of class time. 

Flipping some of what would be covered 
in the classroom during a one- shot session, 
the next task requires students to complete 
at- home work prior to their library session. 
Students are assigned to select an appropriate 
library database and find one source related 
to their paper topic, bearing in mind that 
the research process may require adjusting or 
refining one’s topic, and browsing through 
multiple sources to find a suitable one. Stu-
dents are given some concrete strategies for 
searching databases by being assigned to 
watch a tutorial on “Library Database Search 
Tips” (QCC Library, 2013) before begin-
ning their search. Assigning students to 
watch this tutorial and practice conducting 
a database search for homework frees time 
in both the previous class session and the 
upcoming library session. While watching 
the tutorial is important for students to learn 
database search strategies, the tasks of con-
ducting a search and finding an appropriate 
source take this lesson several steps further, 
asking students to put the strategies they’ve 

learned immediately into practice. Having 
a deliverable—requiring that students not 
only locate but also bring a printed copy of 
a source to class—is also important: if asked 
only to watch a video and then do a search, 
students may not follow through with the 
tasks; but assigning students to bring printed 
sources to class in order to receive participa-
tion credit for that session provides a concrete 
incentive to complete these tasks. These low- 
stakes tasks also scaffold the learning pro-
cess, ensuring students start their research 
early and conduct it in manageable steps, 
rather than becoming overwhelmed by last- 
minute efforts to research and write a paper 
days or hours before a deadline. Student writ-
ers, especially underprepared writers, benefit 
when instructors provide starting points and 
offer approachable steps for breaking down 
challenging assignments, and the scaffolding 
and flipping models effectively allow for this.

Step 2: The Library Class

Since students have already been introduced 
to the iterative nature of the research process, 
subject- specific databases, and how databases 
work, the library session both reinforces 
this material and further advances students’ 
research skills. Students know they will be 
quizzed on the content covered during the 
library class, and, as a result, are also more 
attentive and engaged than students in a tra-
ditional “one- shot” class. Many students take 
notes and actively participate throughout the 
session. When certain IL concepts need only 
be reviewed, rather than introduced, this 
also leaves more time during the session for 
deeper, more substantive discussions about 
research. Students move on to more advanced 
skills, such as learning what makes a source 
scholarly or nonscholarly, a distinction our 
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students initially have a hard time under-
standing. Students are often surprised to learn, 
for example, that a college textbook or New 
York Times article are not scholarly sources. 
Upon learning this, students will often ask 
if these sources are therefore not authorita-
tive or appropriate for college research, which 
launches a discussion about what might make 
a source—scholarly or nonscholarly—reliable 
and relevant. During these conversations, 
some students even learn for the first time 
that their professors conduct research—in 
other words, they learn the qualifications that 
make someone an expert on a topic, which 
helps students understand how and why some 
sources can be more authoritative than oth-
ers. When professors are concerned about 
the time it takes to teach research, they may 
not want to bother delving into distinctions 
between scholarly and nonscholarly sources; 
but a flipped model that covers some material 
outside of class allows for more advanced dis-
cussions of this nature.

Another topic that can be more substan-
tively covered during our library session—
one that confuses even those students more 
adept in library research—is how to deter-
mine if a source, whether scholarly or not, is 
relevant to one’s paper topic and suitable for 
the assignment. Addressing these questions 
helps students become more discerning in 
how they assess sources and incorporate them 
into their writing: not only do they learn they 
can’t rely on Google for academic research, 
but they also learn that just because a source 
is scholarly or available through a library 
database does not mean it is appropriate for 
the discipline, assignment, or argument. For 
example, when students in Professor Denni-
hy’s course write literary research papers on 
the Vietnam War novel The Things They Car-
ried, many students will initially struggle to 

understand why certain sources—such as a 
study of PTSD symptoms among Iraq War 
veterans—may not be directly relevant to an 
analysis of postwar trauma as experienced by 
fictional characters in the novel. These stu-
dents are assuming that any scholarly source 
is a good one, and they need more substan-
tive instruction to understand the different 
types of scholarship produced within differ-
ent disciplines. Distinctions that are obvious 
to academics, such as the difference between 
a psychological study and a work of literary 
criticism, can be quite confusing to students 
who are new to academic research. When 
students are taught this information, they 
quickly understand it and are able to make 
better choices when selecting sources—but 
instructors cannot expect students to learn 
this on their own. 

Similarly, students can benefit greatly 
from some instruction in formulating key-
words, recognizing related search terms, and 
narrowing search results, another set of top-
ics our model can cover in more depth than 
a one- shot session. For example, a student 
researching the theme of sexuality in Nella 
Larsen’s novella Passing might, without the 
requisite IL skills, conduct a database search 
using only the word “passing” as a search 
term. This will yield an overwhelmingly large 
number of results, many of which will not 
be relevant to the student’s paper. Students 
need to be taught, through a more substan-
tive discussion of academic research, how to 
develop and recognize keywords that more 
specifically address their own paper topic. As 
Leckie (1996) notes, students often do not 
know how to find and narrow down sources 
related to their topic, and may even reject 
sources well suited to their research because 
“the words in the title did not [exactly] 
match the words they were using to describe 
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their topic” (p. 204). While professors may 
think students know enough about search-
ing the Web to effectively formulate search 
terms and narrow down results, these are 
actually challenging intellectual tasks that 
require students to understand the different 
ways their topic might be described and dis-
cussed. Students “have to be able to articulate 
the[ir] topic, preferably with some alternative 
words[,] an act which even graduate students 
have difficulty performing” (p. 205). To help 
students understand the importance of effec-
tive search terms, we often begin with a “real 
world” example, such as noting the differ-
ences in search results when Googling “how 
do I get money for school” versus “CUNY 
scholarships.” Starting with a more relatable 
example helps students transition into think-
ing about how to develop effective search 
terms for their research. At the same time, 
students are also learning how IL skills can 
be applied not only to the research paper 
genre, but to everyday challenges they face 
outside academic contexts.

After substantive discussions about locat-
ing, assessing, and using sources, both schol-
arly and nonscholarly, the library session ends 
with approximately 30 minutes of hands- on 
time. This more individualized portion of the 
class, which we did not have as much time 
for during one- shot sessions, provides a much- 
needed opportunity for students to practice 
and receive further instruction in the skills 
most challenging for them: some students use 
this time to brainstorm or refine search terms; 
others read and evaluate potential sources; 
and still others practice writing citations or 
Works Cited pages. This gives students a 
chance to apply what they have learned and 
get help from both Professors Mohess and 
Dennihy with challenges specific to their 
own paper topics. Students are also invited to 

contact the librarian for further one- on- one 
help with research and citations.

All of these students are accumulating prac-
tice in aspects of research that may be new 
or challenging for them. In How Learning 
Works (2014), Carey discusses “time- on- task”: 
“even if students have engaged in high- quality 
practice, they still need a sufficient quantity of 
practice for the benefits to accumulate.” Prac-
tice should ideally be “focused on a specific 
goal or set of goals,” which students tackle 
at “an appropriate level of challenge” (p. 136). 
Quantity of practice and appropriate levels 
of challenge are inherent within our model: 
students get an easy “warm- up” by watching 
video tutorials and locating an article in a lit-
erary database before the library session. This 
enables them to arrive at the session with 
some prior knowledge. During the library ses-
sion, they further refine and build upon what 
they have learned about database mechanics, 
keyword searching, and refining a topic; then, 
they practice these skills during the hands- on 
time in a more sophisticated and independent 
way that allows each student to spend time on 
a task and work at a level appropriate to his 
or her needs. 

Step 3: Post–Library Class

After the library session, students are assigned 
several more short tutorials to watch at home, 
which reinforce topics covered during the 
session and further prepare students for the 
short- answer quiz they will take in the fol-
lowing class. Students can use their notes to 
complete this “open- book” quiz, which gives 
them incentives to actively take notes during 
the library session and while completing the 
“flipped” work. Completing the quiz itself, 
which includes questions on citing as well 
as more complex questions on how to find, 
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evaluate, and incorporate sources, serves as 
yet another way to reinforce the concepts 
students have been learning and practicing 
throughout this process. As Carey (2014) 
argues, certain forms of testing can be viewed 
more accurately as “equivalent to additional 
study. Answering does not only measure what 
you remember, it increases overall retention.” 
Carey also notes that “some kinds of tests 
[can] improve later learning—even if we do 
poorly on them” (p. 101). To ensure that even 
students who may do poorly on this quiz have 
an opportunity to learn from it, we review the 
answers in class immediately after students 
take the quiz, and students are expected to 
fill in or correct answers to questions they had 
trouble answering before handing their quiz-
zes in (taking the quiz and reviewing answers 
requires, in total, about 40 minutes of class 
time). The opportunity to assess and revise 
their answers before handing their quizzes 
in to be graded reinforces the material yet 
another time, and also makes students more 
cognizant of which IL skills they may need 
continued practice in. Writing out answers to 
the questions also gives students an additional 
set of notes they can later reference as they 
continue their research on their own. All of 
this makes students better equipped to move 
forward with the assignment: sustained, con-
tinually reinforced coverage of IL concepts 
more readily allows students to retain and 
employ what they have learned than would 
be likely in a one- shot session.

At this point, students are equipped not 
only with a stronger set of research skills, but 
in many cases, an increased sense of confi-
dence, as they are better prepared to conduct 
research and write their papers. We have also 
noticed that, although the quiz marks the 
end of in- class instruction in information lit-
eracy, many students make an active effort to 

continue developing their IL skills on their 
own time. Some students make appointments 
to work on their research papers one- on- one 
with Professor Mohess, indicating how this 
model can facilitate greater student interac-
tion with library faculty. That students know 
when and why they may want feedback or 
guidance from someone other than their pro-
fessor suggests that this model also encour-
ages students to more actively use campus 
resources—which can extend not only to the 
library, but other resources like the Writing 
Center. Leckie (1996) notes that even when 
mention of librarians and library resources are 
embedded into an assignment, students may 
not share their professors’ sentiments that 
“librarians are there if you need them”: they 
may be hesitant, skeptical, or nervous about 
asking librarians for help (p. 205). By co- 
teaching research with a librarian, however, 
professors help students to become familiar 
with library faculty and to better understand 
when and how librarians may be able to help 
them with aspects of their coursework. As 
Leckie argues, models for teaching informa-
tion literacy should strive for “meaningful 
participation of librarians in the educational 
experience of students,” and this seems to be 
one notable outcome of our model (p. 201). 
Another outcome is that many students seem 
to have a changed relationship to the library 
itself. After working in the library and with 
a librarian, the library is no longer perceived 
as an intimidating space where students feel 
uncertain of what to do, where to work, or 
whom to ask for help. Instead, the library 
becomes akin to a second classroom or 
study space: students know where it is; what 
resources it has; where to find books, com-
puters, and quiet study spaces; and how to 
ask librarians for help with various aspects of 
research assignments. 
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iS iT WorTh iT?: The adVanTageS 
of adoPTing a ScaffoLded  
iL modeL
Our experiences using this model in multiple 
courses over several years suggest that, when 
given more sustained, substantive opportuni-
ties to learn and practice information literacy 
skills, even underprepared students can and 
do successfully tackle research assignments. 
Incorporating flipped components, incen-
tives, and reinforcements into a scaffolded 
model helps students reach significantly 
higher levels of sophistication in how they 
conduct and produce research. Using our 
model, students are not just learning how to 
write citations or format a bibliography in 
ways that are disconnected from the topics 
they are studying and writing about. Instead, 
they use IL skills and resources to enhance 
their knowledge of specific topics and improve 
the quality of their written work. As such, 
teaching IL adds to or enhances, rather than 
detracting time from, students’ engagement 
with and understanding of course content. 
Students learn new, more substantive and 
sophisticated approaches to both academic 
research and literary study, and both their 
research and literary analysis skills improve. 
For example, students learn how incorpo-
rating literary criticism into an analysis of a 
novel can strengthen the writer’s argument, 
allowing him or her to consider multiple 
perspectives and acknowledge other textual 
interpretations. Developing the ability to 
effectively use scholarly sources also gives 
students increased confidence and capability 
to continue with scholarly research in future 
courses across the disciplines: they now 
know not just how, but why, to move beyond 
Googling in order to use library resources and 

more advanced research strategies. Indeed, we 
have observed fewer cases of both plagiarism 
and research anxiety once students have had 
a chance to learn substantive—not just super-
ficial—research skills. Rather than feeling 
intimidated by the library and its resources, 
or resorting to Googling or plagiarism out 
of a desperate need for a quick fix, students 
know how to find, evaluate, and effectively 
use scholarly sources in their writing. Under-
prepared students also gain confidence in 
their ability to enter scholarly conversations: 
once they know how to find and use author-
itative sources, students feel increasingly 
“authorized” to make scholarly arguments 
themselves and join academic discussions.

The model we use is easily adaptable across 
the disciplines. Professors can play a valuable 
role in enhancing students’ research skills 
(and reducing research anxieties) by intro-
ducing them to library materials and person-
nel through an IL session; and by scaffolding 
and deepening the learning of IL concepts 
through flipping and reinforcing elements 
of IL instruction. Flipping some of this 
instruction effectively scaffolds new learning 
concepts without detracting significant time 
from course content or adding a burdensome 
workload for students (Roselle, 2009). Even 
a little can go a long way—our experiences 
echo Leckie’s (1996) assertion that “even 
with minimal effort, faculty intervention can 
make an incredible amount of difference to 
the outcome of the research paper process” 
(p. 206). Since implementing our model, 
the quality of research papers submitted by 
Professor Dennihy’s students—including 
reliability of sources; suitability of sources for 
the discipline and assignment; and how effec-
tively sources are used to support an argu-
ment—has improved notably. When students 
approach research in scaffolded, manageable 
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steps; are guided throughout the process by 
two faculty members from different disci-
plines; and have multiple opportunities to 
practice research skills in the classroom, in 
the library, and on their own, they are much 
better equipped for continuing this work 
independently and successfully in both cur-
rent and future courses. The opportunity to 
learn and conduct research also helps students 
enter academic conversations, as they gain the 
confidence to research, read, and respond to 
scholarly debates. 

noTe
 1. Our model uses a number of video tutorials, 

a format we find beneficial because students 
can watch—and rewatch—tutorials on their 
own time. Some of our tutorials were created 
by Professor Mohess, and some were devel-
oped by other university libraries, many of 
which conveniently post tutorials directly to 
YouTube.
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inTroducTion
Today’s students never knew a time when the 
digital environment was not available and 
have a reputation for having mastered the 
Internet. When they need to find information 
for assignments in a first- year writing course, 
however, students face a perfect storm. They 
are new to the conventions of the academic 
conversation, new to the sources available 
through an academic library, and new to the 
critical thinking needed to evaluate informa-
tion for college work. Students are then asked 
to write about a topic that interests them 
without the help of their most familiar tool, 
Google. This challenge is even more daunting 
when students need to tie academic sources 
together for interdisciplinary issues.

A seemingly innocuous writing assign-
ment could ask students to pick a current 
issue from the news; use eight sources (five 
of which must be scholarly) and explain how 
this issue affects them. Certainly such assign-
ments engage students in an authentic situ-
ation, but consider how the granular nature 
of scholarly information fits into the broad 
issue of current events. If the student wants to 
discuss alternative fuel cars, academic sources 
may range from engineering studies of lith-
ium batteries to case studies of consumer 
behaviors. Even a seemingly focused thesis 
such as the use of therapy dogs in treating 
PTSD patients could retrieve sources rang-
ing from how these animals are trained and 
paired with clients to the effectiveness of this 
therapy. Additionally, students need to make 
significant links between information aimed 
toward a general reader when using news-
papers or magazines and specialized articles 
from the scholarly community. Students 
in first- year writing courses are generally 
brought to the library for an introduction to 

the available materials and services. This col-
laboration can nurture their introduction to 
the academic conversation as well as demon-
strate how to link a broad discussion from a 
general source to relevant academic sources 
in a variety of disciplines.

There are a number of choices to be made 
when bringing academic disciplines together: 
which database to use, how to evaluate the 
information, which source to select, and how 
to integrate information into their assign-
ments. In order to navigate these choices, stu-
dents need to become self- regulated learners 
(SRLs). They need to develop an awareness of 
the range of available search tools, the variety 
of available sources, the diverse criteria for 
evaluating the appropriateness of each source, 
the task at hand, and then how to select an 
appropriate tool and method of evaluating 
information to complete their assignment. 
Self- regulated learning provides a structure 
for consciously selecting search tools and 
evaluating the resources they locate. Appre-
ciative inquiry (AI) provides an approach 
for nurturing confidence in identifying and 
evaluating alternatives as students develop a 
broader range of skills.

Rather than “fixing” old habits, AI pro-
vides a way to build on students’ experience 
through discovering their abilities, identify-
ing what they want to be able to do, and clos-
ing the “is- ought” gap through implementing 
a plan of action (Harrison & Hasan, 2013, p. 
71). Library instruction can play a vital role 
in developing these skills as students begin 
to find sources for their writing assignments. 
After a brief survey of SRL, the chapter exam-
ines how developing AI can improve students’ 
performance on first- year writing assignments 
through examining how to coach students 
using this method in the context of a one- 
shot library instructional session.
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SeLf- reguLaTed Learning
Self- regulated learning (SRL) refers to the 
ability of students to guide their own learn-
ing through developing an awareness of cur-
rent skills and tools, an understanding of 
the assignment, and an ability to reflectively 
select the most appropriate way to complete 
the task at hand within their abilities (Zim-
merman & Martinez- Pons, 1990). It involves 
developing strategic knowledge, which includes 
a familiarity with the different types of tasks; 
knowledge about the cognitive task, which 
includes understanding the task and the stra-
tegic knowledge needed to complete the task; 
and self- knowledge, which refers to the ability 
to judge which strategy would work best in a 
given situation (Nilson, 2013, pp. 2–3). Pre-
paring students to locate appropriate material 
for their paper requires strategic knowledge, 
which includes an understanding of the func-
tionality and content of various databases, 
evaluation criteria for vetting a variety of 
sources, and the conventions of citing used 
in an academic conversation. Knowledge 
about the task refers to the requirements of 
the assignment, and self- knowledge refers to 
the ability to select the most appropriate stra-
tegic knowledge to complete the assignment.

Instructing self- regulated learners is fun-
damentally different from demonstrating the 
functionality of a database, or providing an 
orientation to the sources available through 
the library. Rather, it involves making an 
informed choice from a range of familiar 
options. If the task involves finding back-
ground information on a source, the stu-
dent could use the library’s OPAC to find 
a book, the library’s discovery tool to find a 
magazine, or even Google to find an article 
in Wikipedia. Each of these sources requires 
using a different tool to locate material and 

a different method of evaluation to assess its 
relevance. While editors assess books, mag-
azines, and newspapers, there is no editorial 
control of social media, and Wikipedia’s edi-
tors are not clearly evident. While scholarly 
articles have bibliographies and a peer- review 
process to check the credibility of the source, 
newspapers, magazines, and books undergo a 
different method of quality control. In addi-
tion to a familiarity with the various ways of 
evaluating sources, there is the issue of devel-
oping a familiarity with using a number of 
different search tools to identify and access 
relevant material.

Developing self- regulated learning is espe-
cially useful in working with interdisciplinary 
topics. Students tend to recycle methods used 
in high school and stick to a single routine 
from one assignment to the next (Head & 
Eisenberg, 2010, p. 3) “Whether they were 
conducting research for a college course or 
for personal reasons, nearly all of the students 
in our sample had developed an information- 
seeking strategy reliant on a small set of com-
mon information sources—close at hand, 
tried and true” (Head & Eisenberg, 2009, 
p. 3). Furthermore, students who had not 
developed a solid background in their issue 
“appeared to develop further erroneous habits 
as they continued[;] this may partly be due 
to frustration and fatigue as they worked 
with the challenging task” (Debowski, 2001, 
p. 378). Consequently, library instruction 
needs to expand the range of tools and sources 
students use.

Narrating the thought process of a self- 
regulated learner involves explaining the pro-
cess, thinking aloud as one chooses among 
a variety of approaches to accomplish the 
task at hand. This is designed to develop an 
awareness of available techniques, explain the 
rationale for selecting sources best suited to 
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the assignment, and critically evaluate the 
source, the tool, and the relevance of material. 
This activity is not “fixing” a search strategy, 
but rather explaining choices, demonstrating 
how one knowledgeably selects an appropriate 
tool from a range of known options, evaluat-
ing the source using criteria appropriate for 
that assignment, and effectively incorporat-
ing the source within the assignment. This 
instruction is not deliberate practice. Whereas 
deliberate practice involves breaking a task 
into components to perfect steps in a larger 
process, SRL involves the metacognitive task 
of selecting and employing appropriate pro-
cedures (Nilson, 2013, p. 6). Bridging the gap 
between how students searched for informa-
tion and how they need to search for informa-
tion involves adapting new skills.

aPPreciaTiVe inquiry
Appreciative inquiry (AI) acknowledges the 
abilities students developed through previous 
searching activities, explores the skills needed 
to complete academic assignments, and pro-
vides a plan to bridge this gap. Cooperrider 
and Srivastva developed AI in the late 1980s 
as a tool for improving organizational effec-
tiveness (Cooperrider, Stavros, & Whitney, 
2008). Developed in a business environment, 
this method explores issues using the perspec-
tive of everyone in an organization within the 
categories of the 4- D structure of apprecia-
tive inquiry; Discover, Dream, Design, and 
Delivery. Discover encourages participants 
to acknowledge the best current practices 
within an organization. Dream encourages 
participants to envision what an ideal situ-
ation might be. Design organizes a plan for 
reaching these aspirational goals, and Deliv-
ery involves implementing and perpetuating 

these objectives. Bloom, Hutson, He, and 
Konkle (2013, p. 8) added two additional 
phases to the 4- D structure of AI: Disarm and 
Don’t Settle. These two phases provide book-
ends around the 4- D structure by preparing 
a supportive environment at the beginning 
of the session, and motivating the student to 
continue using the techniques discussed after 
the session ends. The author will use all six 
elements of AI in an analysis of the content 
of instructional sessions for first- year writ-
ing students.

AI is far different from problem solving. 
Problem solving involves a postmortem of a 
situation with the intention of fixing some-
thing that is not working well. It involves ana-
lyzing what caused the problem, investigating 
possible solutions, and enacting a remedy. AI 
begins with appreciating the best features 
of current practices, envisions what might 
work better, designs a method for achieving 
these aspirational goals, and carries through 
with these plans (Cockell & McArthur- Blair, 
2012, p. 15). Whereas problem solving is reac-
tive and limited to a particular situation, AI 
is forward- looking, focuses on achievement, 
and is open ended. Rather than fixing a situ-
ation, one can improve a process through AI. 
AI practices have been adapted to an educa-
tional setting in a number of ways (Bloom et 
al., 2013; Cockell & McArthur- Blair, 2012; 
Harrison & Hasan, 2013). This approach is 
especially helpful in overcoming many of the 
negative mythologies labeling students, par-
ents, and the educational process (Harrison 
& Hasan, 2013, p. 65).

Librarians can use AI in structuring the 
sessions as well as conducting the class. 
Examining the literature from an AI per-
spective reveals what the current situation 
is, articulates aspirational goals, and can lay 
the groundwork for reaching these goals. AI 
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in the classroom provides positive reinforce-
ment for what students know how to do, and 
offers a supportive environment in which to 
develop the skills needed to inform an aca-
demic conversation. Students build on their 
extensive Internet experience when learning 
to locate information for more sophisticated 
tasks, and librarians use these experiences as 
a foundation for developing more robust skills 
in locating and evaluating information. “AI 
can be utilized deliberately in shaping experi-
ences and processes designed to focus student 
attention and reflection on both the dynamic 
complexity of their world and the agency 
of purpose available to them” (Harrison & 
Hasan, 2013, p. 71). 

Disarm

The first phase of AI involves creating a safe 
environment (Bloom et al., 2013, p. 8). Stu-
dents, faculty, and librarians come to instruc-
tional sessions with a number of preconceived 
notions. Creating a safe environment involves 
abandoning such characterizations as: stu-
dents are Google dependent, faculty have 
unrealistic expectations, and librarians are lit-
tle old ladies who constantly patrol the stacks 
of books reminding patrons to be quiet. In 
reality, professors are mentoring students in 
the conventions of an academic conversation. 
Rather than abandoning a familiar technique, 
students are developing more sophisticated 
search strategies and developing more rigor-
ous evaluation skills to effectively participate 
in a new conversation. Librarians are not fix-
ing defective searching strategies but rather 
mentoring successful strategies for managing 
information needed in an academic conver-
sation. AI provides a framework for looking 
past negative sweeping overgeneralizations 
while searching for positive traits to continue 

and aspirations to meet (Harrison & Hasan, 
2013, p. 65).

Discover

This phase involves learning other people’s 
perceptions of their own personal strengths 
and the strengths of the organization of which 
they are a member (Bloom et al., 2013, p. 8). 
The literature provides a wealth of informa-
tion about how students, faculty, and librar-
ians view the library; resources available 
through the library; and the assistance pro-
vided by librarians.

Students appear to have always had 
problems finding sources for an academic 
conversation. In the 1990s, Jennie Nelson 
concluded, “Students tend to draw quotations 
from sources that they have not demonstrated 
they have read and understood and engage in 
‘patchwriting’ rather than synthesizing infor-
mation or creating their own understanding” 
(Fister, 2015, p. 98). Around the same time, 
Leckie (1996) concluded that students were 
desperately seeking citations. Twenty years 
later, students are still desperately seeking 
citations (Rose- Wiles & Hofmann, 2013). 
Blundell (2015, pp. 35–37) found that stu-
dents used family, friends, and peers as pri-
mary sources of information, demonstrated 
a reluctance to change search strategies even 
following library instruction, exhibited a ten-
dency to resort to minimal requirements of an 
assignment because of anxiety, and continued 
to experience difficulty when trying to locate 
relevant academic resources. Furthermore, 
these students believed they were more pro-
ficient in finding material than their skills 
demonstrated.

The challenge of engaging students has 
been studied by Linda Nilson and others. In 
describing how to create a “Self- Reflective 
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Learner,” she summarizes an apparent apa-
thy on the part of students that undermines 
efforts to engage them in the following way: 
“Specifically, these students take little or no 
responsibility for their own learning, blam-
ing their shortcomings in achievement on 
their ‘ineffective’ instruction and the ‘too 
advanced’ or irrelevant course material” (Nil-
son, 2013, p. 20).

Porter (2011) found that millennials begin 
on Google, using natural language queries, and 
generally select a source from the beginning of 
the results list because they trust that the search 
engine has already prioritized the results. He 
contrasts the success students experience on 
popular search engine sites with the difficulties 
they experience on library database sites. Stu-
dents also appear to make a number of careless 
mistakes as well. A number of studies report 
that students make rudimentary mistakes in 
logic and spelling, make errors in manipulat-
ing a database, and exhibit problems in citing 
sources (Debowski, 2001; Fidel et al., 1999; 
Ford, Miller, & Moss, 2002; Minetou, Chen, 
& Liu, 2008; Thatcher, 2006, 2008; Wilde-
muth, 2004). Might we be missing something? 
Townsend, Brunetti, and Hofer (2011) provide 
an interesting observation about the innate 
knowledge students appear to demonstrate.

Students understand instinctively that you 
would not look in the school newspaper 
for a definitive one- page biography of Lin-
coln any more than you would check out 
a book of postmodernist film criticism to 
[find] this week’s movie listings. Capitaliz-
ing on this understanding, instructors can 
guide students toward connecting what 
they understand through their own experi-
ences with the underlying principle of why 
information formats are distinct entities. 
(Townsend et al., p. 861)

Clearly students have some “instinctive” 
knowledge. Numerous studies document the 
benefit domain knowledge has in the search 
process (Lazonder, Biermans, & Wopereis, 
2000; Waniek & Schäfer, 2009; Wildemuth, 
2004). Students who developed a familiarity 
with the broader issues of their topic use bet-
ter keywords and select more relevant sources. 
The lack of such a background is perhaps the 
most difficult obstacle to overcome.

Finding contexts for “backgrounding” 
topics and for figuring out how to traverse 
complex information landscapes may 
be the most difficult part of the research 
process. Our findings also suggest that 
students create effective methods for 
conducting research by using traditional 
methods, such as libraries, and self- taught, 
creative workarounds, such as “presearch” 
and Wikipedia, in different ways. (Head & 
Eisenberg, 2009, p. 1)

Faculty know that students experience 
problems when asked to find information for 
assignments, value the instructional support 
provided by librarians, and collaboratively 
work through a number of instructional ini-
tiatives (Wolff, Rod, & Schonfeld, 2016). 
The instructions for their assignments, how-
ever, may not provide adequate guidance in 
the techniques for searching for appropriate 
sources or evaluating the quality of the sources 
their students choose to use (Head & Eisen-
berg, 2010). Furthermore, faculty appear to 
use many of the same Internet tools their stu-
dents use. Through social media, blogs, and 
Google, some faculty keep current in their 
field of research. After locating information 
on authors or sources, however, they turn 
to the library to access the needed material 
(Wolff et al., 2016).
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Librarians have gone to great lengths to 
empower users to independently access the 
information they need. Their familiarity with 
resources and search tools, however, may cause 
librarians to overestimate the importance of 
particular techniques or sources. Badke pro-
vides three remarks that deserve special atten-
tion in relation to teaching first- year students. 
Badke (2010) says that librarians can demon-
strate how to walk through the resources of 
a discipline. He believes that librarians can 
play the role of a mentor in deciphering an 
assignment (Badke, 2014b). Librarians can 
untangle the complications behind the entic-
ing simplicity of Google searching (Badke, 
2014a). Librarians may also need to rethink 
the selection process.

Librarians generally regard “satisficing” 
as settling; as accepting less than ideal infor-
mation or locating it through an ineffective 
process. The notion that something is “good 
enough,” however, means various things. As 
skills improve, expertise in a discipline devel-
ops, and requirements become more rigor-
ous, one becomes more selective about the 
information gathered. Whereas faculty are 
satisficed only when they located the breadth 
and depth of sources relevant to a particular 
area, students look to the requirements of an 
assignment (Barrett, 2005; Nicholas, Hun-
tington, Jamali, Rowlands, & Fieldhouse, 
2009, p. 109; Prabha, Connaway, Olszewski, 
& Jenkins, 2007). “A satisficing search is 
‘thermostatic’ in that it is turned on or off as 
the need arises; formal information seeking is 
never done without a proximate cause of spe-
cific question in mind” (Zach, 2005, p. 25). 
Librarians can effectively mediate between 
the professor’s expectations and the student’s 
performance by discussing where the thermo-
stat is set in an instructional session. Librar-
ians are not crafting little experts nor are we 

initiating them into a discipline. Rather, we 
are working with students to become “par-
ticipants in the community of college grad-
uates. More narrowly, they are apprenticing 
to the community of scholars in a particular 
discipline or to the community of a particular 
profession” (Kuglitsch, 2015, p. 461). Sources 
that are “good enough” for a first- year compo-
sition course are clearly different from sources 
that are “good enough” for a master’s thesis. 
The tools that are used to locate these sources 
as well as the criteria used to evaluate them 
should reflect a growing sophistication as stu-
dents progress through their academic career. 

This brief survey reveals that students have 
a basic sense of the relation between different 
types of sources. Faculty may use the same 
tools as students but have more success in 
using the tools more effectively because of 
their superior domain knowledge, and librar-
ians can act as a mentor while untangling a 
Google search or deciphering an assignment. 
Building on this foundation is the next 
phase of AI.

Dream

The goal of this stage is discovering the big 
picture ideas (Bloom et al., 2013, p. 9). Infor-
mation overload is now a fact of life, and 
the goal of library instruction is to develop 
a student’s ability to navigate these sources. 
Clearly the assignment sets the thermostat. If 
five sources are required, five relevant sources 
need to be included. If five sources within the 
field of psychology written within the past 
three years need to be included, then five rel-
evant psychology sources written in the past 
three years need to be included. So articulat-
ing the quality and relevance of the sources 
becomes an important part of the assign-
ment. Establishing a context for their topic, 
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however, requires students to develop exper-
tise in using a broader variety of search tools 
and more sophisticated evaluation criteria, 
and the language we use to pursue these goals 
is important. “Telling people they are capa-
ble and that their successes depend on them 
opens up opportunities for new thinking and 
positive action. Conversely, using judgmen-
tal language or language that diminishes self- 
respect is oppressive” (Samba, 2013, p. 57).

Librarians can verbalize the process of 
what adequate background means within 
the context of an assignment and show how 
to turn broad topics into more narrowly 
focused questions. These questions then pro-
vide descriptive keywords for a search as well 
as criteria for selecting relevant sources. If 
the source addresses a particular question, it 
should be selected. If it does not, it should be 
passed by. As students become more familiar 
with conventions within their discipline, per-
haps instructions can assume a greater famil-
iarity of expectations. 

Design

This stage involves charting the journey from 
“is to ought” (Bloom et al., 2013, p. 8). It 
involves designing learning objectives. The 
unique attribute of AI is involving all stake-
holders in the process. Students, however, 
have not been involved in the discussion to 
this point. Engaging students in the pro-
cess becomes a critical element of designing 
an instructional session. As we move from 
Is (Discover) to Ought (Dream), we need 
to keep in mind the supportive atmosphere 
first discussed (Disarm). Students have likely 
used a search engine, and developed a famil-
iarity with selecting items, placing results in 
a shopping cart, and downloading content. 
They may, however, have less familiarity 

with filtering their results, and may not have 
needed to distinguish between the types of 
sources they retrieve. Acknowledging what 
students know while emphasizing where they 
need to grow is an essential part of AI.

Preparing for an instructional session 
involves explaining the assignment, demon-
strating how to use the tools available for 
locating sources, and explaining the ratio-
nale for selecting one tool over another. 
Furthermore, it involves explaining why one 
source in the list of sources is better than 
another. Following an instruction session, 
students should be able to locate background 
information about their topic, formulate a 
research question, use descriptive keywords 
in a search, make informed selections from 
the list of results, access their selections, and 
use the selected sources in their assignment 
within the citation conventions of the aca-
demic conversation. While this is an optimis-
tic list of objectives, these become the goals 
we aspire to reach.

Deliver

This stage involves carrying out the plans 
created in the previous section (Bloom et al., 
2013, p. 9). In this case, a class presentation 
incorporates the principles discussed above. 
Introductory remarks can create a supportive 
environment in which the students’ previous 
search experience is acknowledged (Disarm). 
Linking the search process to what students 
may have done in Google provides a connec-
tion between what they have done (Discover) 
and what they need to do (Dream). The same 
bridge needs to be built between the terms 
they use, the process they apply to select 
results, and the method they use to access the 
selected material. Clearly they need to adopt 
more sophisticated methods of evaluation, 



Promoting Self- Regulated Learning in the First- Year Writing Classroom Chapter 9 119

develop an awareness of a broad range of data-
bases, and adopt a more rigid method of doc-
umenting the sources they used and the way 
they use the source (Dream). Moving beyond 
the mere number of sources involves the last 
component of AI.

Don’t Settle

This stage challenges one to revisit the process 
(Bloom et al., 2013, p. 9). In information lit-
eracy, this stage involves moving past locating 
three scholarly sources to finding three schol-
arly sources that are relevant to the assign-
ment, integrating them into the assignment, 
and doing so within the conventions of the 
academic conversation. In Discover we’ve 
learned that students may resort to minimally 
acceptable sources, and faculty to assign-
ments that do not emphasize the connection 
between sources and the academic assign-
ment. Students need to understand the link 
between the research question, the descrip-
tive words used in the search query, and the 
connection between individual sources and 
the original research question. The classroom 
environment provides an excellent forum in 
which to explain how each source relates to 
the research question.

Utilizing SRL in the Classroom

A brief survey of several common writing 
assignments illustrates the range of tools 
needed to complete an assignment and the 
variety of evaluation techniques required to 
select viable sources. Instruction needs to dis-
cuss the differences between academic sources 
and popular material, content type with 
publication cycles to determine currency, 
and free- range information on the Internet 
with material approved by an editor or peer 

review process. Writing about a contemporary 
issue requires students to pick an issue, locate 
enough background information to become 
familiar with the context of their topic, evalu-
ate relevant information, and integrate sources 
into the assignment using appropriate citation 
conventions. The sources for current issues 
can be found in newspapers, social media, or 
broadcasts. One could use Google, a discov-
ery tool, or a specialized database to locate the 
initial source. When evaluating these sources, 
students need to realize that there will be no 
bibliography to indicate the sources used in 
the story, and an editor checks the accuracy 
of the article before it is published. 

Placing that event in a context involves 
accessing an understandable source for back-
ground. This could be a general news maga-
zine, a book chapter of a book, or a feature 
article in a newspaper. The tools used to locate 
this could include a specialized database, such 
as CQ Researcher; a book, such as one from the 
opposing viewpoints series; a newspaper data-
base; or a discovery tool (limiting the results 
to magazines or newspapers). Using the AI 
process in this instruction involves creating 
a safe environment through comparing this 
activity with those many students regularly 
do (Disarm), linking common procedures 
used in finding background information with 
the techniques commonly used in searching 
the Internet (Discover), identifying the more 
refined requirements needed for finding 
background information (Dream), creating 
the search (Design), executing the search and 
evaluating the results (Deliver), and ensur-
ing the selected resources are relevant to the 
research topic (Don’t Settle).

A different writing assignment involves 
analyzing a literary work. While the AI 
goals may be the same in an interdisciplin-
ary investigation, the tools, sources, and 
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method of evaluation are different. Students 
may find background information in Spar-
kNotes or a Wikipedia article using Google 
but would need to use the library’s OPAC to 
find books about the author or work. While 
these sources can provide background infor-
mation, only the book would be considered a 
scholarly source, which could be used in the 
essay and included in the bibliography for 
the assignment. Additional scholarly infor-
mation can be located through searching a 
specialized database, using a discovery tool, 
or citation chasing from the bibliography of a 
book. An interesting twist on a literary anal-
ysis involves investigating an issue raised in a 
course reading and comparing the historical 
context of an issue evident in the story with 
the current treatment of that issue. Examples 
include the status of women in Chopin’s The 
Story of an Hour, or psychological illness in 
Faulkner’s A Rose for Emily. This involves 
gaining a familiarity with the literary work 
as well as a historical perspective of an issue. 
One would use a literary database to explore 
issues discussed in the story, and a discovery 
tool to find background information concern-
ing the issue when tying a historical percep-
tion to a present outlook, and any one of a 
number of databases when locating scholarly 
perspectives.

In A Rose for Emily, one could examine 
mental health. This would require students to 
find background information on the history of 
the treatment of mental illness and then find 
scholarly information about current practices 
regarding specific pathologies. Although the 
content may be unfamiliar, students would 
have some familiarity with the search process 
(Discover). Comparing results from Google 
and a discovery tool would reveal that the 
discovery tool helps refine searches through 
using filters for content type, date, and 

even discipline, and students would need to 
develop an understanding of the distinctions 
between newspapers, books and journal arti-
cles (Dream). A Wikipedia entry could pro-
vide some background, but would need to be 
validated through scholarly material for the 
assignment. The narrative in this assignment 
would discuss the role a Google search and 
Wikipedia could play in developing enough 
background so the student can understand 
the professional literature dealing with men-
tal health, and then discuss how descriptive 
keywords would be used in a discovery tool 
to retrieve a set of results, which would then 
be filtered (Design and Deliver).

refLecTiVe menTorShiP: 
cuLTiVaTing SrL Through  
The reSearch ProceSS
At the University of Central Missouri, six 
hours of the general education curriculum 
are devoted to two English composition 
classes, and a major assignment in the second- 
semester class involves writing an extended 
essay. The essays professors assign range from 
exploring current events to analyzing literary 
works. Library instruction generally con-
sists of a single class period, and the author 
focuses the instruction on locating informa-
tion to support the specific essay assigned. 
Classes generally have between 20 and 25 
students, and usually meet in a hands- on 
environment. Learning objectives for library 
instruction focus on using a discovery tool, 
a literary database, and evaluating informa-
tion when making selections. Appreciative 
inquiry guides a journey from search activ-
ities students are generally familiar with, to 
more sophisticated evaluation techniques and 
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a wider range of search tools. The narrative 
uses principles of SRL in discussing the avail-
able options for selection along the way, and 
explains the rationale for those choices.

An interesting assignment involved inte-
grating the university’s common reader that 
year, Elizabeth Svoboda’s What Makes a Hero, 
with a short story selected by the student. The 
essay needed to examine the heroic nature of a 
character from the story using several sources, 
five of which must be scholarly. Students need 
to have a familiarity with the common reader, 
the short story they chose, and an issue they 
want to use to tie these sources together, and 
integrate the granular information of scholar 
sources into the essay. 

When class begins, students are in a com-
puter lab, and the teaching podium projects 
computer images on a screen at the front of 
the room. Before coming to class, students 
are expected to have selected a story, formu-
lated a topic, and prepared several questions 
from earlier class discussions. At the begin-
ning of the class, the handout is distributed 
(see Appendix), and preliminary introduc-
tions and explanations of the assignment 
involve a few minutes and several PowerPoint 
slides (Disarm).

The narrative discusses the importance of 
having a context for the assignment. While 
the students have done this in class, the nar-
ration explicitly links this background infor-
mation to finding sources and writing the 
essay. The discussion turns to finding back-
ground information using some nonscholarly 
material, including SparkNotes and even a 
well- written Wikipedia article. Students then 
follow the author on an analytical discussion 
of what the professor wants as we collabora-
tively work thorough the handout.

The first section of the handout addresses 
the thesis of the essay. It is phrased as a 

question so that it becomes a tool for eval-
uation. A question requires an answer, and 
serves to more precisely describe their essay. 
An academic database will provide access 
to dozens if not hundreds of peer- reviewed 
sources for practically any topic. If the source 
answers the question, it is relevant to the 
essay. If the source does not answer the ques-
tion, it is not relevant. The next section of the 
handout involves an analysis of what Svoboda 
considers heroic. The class then considers 
Faulkner’s Homer, and students analyze his 
character using Wikipedia and SparkNotes. 
These are not scholarly sources, but can pro-
vide background for understanding the con-
text of the story, the time, and some of the 
issues. As the author uses Google, Wikipedia, 
and SparkNotes, students are encouraged to 
evaluate sources and identify what each source 
can provide. The class collaboratively looks 
for signs of scholarship and critically evalu-
ates the information retrieved. For example, 
Wikipedia may have a bibliography but is 
not scholarly. Whereas Wikipedia prohibits 
original research, scholarly publications only 
contribute original research to the academic 
conversation. Whereas Wikipedia strives for 
consensus in the community contributing 
to an issue, academic conversation embraces 
unique, original, and controversial ideas in 
the conversation of a discipline. None of these 
popular sources count in the five scholarly 
sources required for the essay, but they can 
provide the needed context for evaluating the 
assignment and selecting relevant material. At 
this point, the narrative discusses attributes 
of a scholarly article: material written by pro-
fessionals for professionals, extremely detailed 
and specific, and following the conventions 
of an academic conversation in a specific dis-
cipline. These conventions include how cita-
tions are formatted as well as the importance 
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of the accompanying bibliography. If the arti-
cle doesn’t have a named author or a bibliog-
raphy, it quite likely is not scholarly. 

The class then collectively uses the research 
question to identify search terms that would 
be appropriate, and looks up words that may 
be unfamiliar, such as antebellum South. 
Through this diversion, students have the 
experience of working through a frequently 
encountered obstacle, unfamiliar terms. The 
class then investigates the different between 
Google and a discovery tool. On the work-
sheet, the two boxes below the search infor-
mation inquire about some context for heroic 
expectations of the character and heroic 
expectations discussed by Svoboda. At this 
point, students have a research question, and 
they have selected keywords from that ques-
tion to use in a Central Search, the discovery 
tool used at UCM. Following the search, they 
identifying the number of magazine in which 
journal articles are available. In this example, 
the author is looking for examples of heroism 
in the antebellum South. The search retrieves 
hundreds of journal articles, all of which are 
peer- reviewed scholarly sources, but not all 
of them are relevant to the questions raised 
on the worksheet. The first several titles 
have nothing to do with the topic. Using 
the research question to evaluate relevance, 
two sources are selected because they address 
that question, and MLA citation format is 
used to identify the selections. The narra-
tive uses appreciative inquiry by tying past 
search experience to the present task while 
setting more rigorous goals to accommodate 
the requirements of the current assignment. 
This activity generally takes one of two ses-
sions devoted to library work by this profes-
sor, and the second session provides time for 
individual consultation using the worksheet 

as a framework for focusing the search and 
selecting the results.

Appreciative inquiry identifies transfer-
able knowledge that can be used on the task 
at hand. The basic mechanics of searching 
(Discover) are developed by building more 
sophisticated skills in describing and evalu-
ating sources for use in academic work. The 
questions need to be more focused. The key-
words need to be more descriptive, and skill 
in manipulating a database needs to develop 
to include filtering the results (Dream). The 
worksheet provides a framework for struc-
turing the exercise (Design), and working 
through the exercise steps the student through 
the various stages of locating and evaluating 
material for the essay (Deliver). The process of 
selecting relevant material embraces the Don’t 
Settle objective.

concLuSion
Instead of giving students a fish in the form of 
information contained in textbooks, reserve 
readings, or lectures, assignments force stu-
dents to learn to successfully fish for sources 
through gaining proficiency in finding what 
they need. Creating SRLs involves familiariz-
ing students with a number of different tools 
and techniques. This instruction cultivates an 
awareness of the task so students can effec-
tively choose the technique suited to the task. 
Reflective mentoring in the classroom offers 
a “director’s commentary” on the search pro-
cess in which librarians verbalize the thought 
process involved in analytically evaluating the 
research question, selecting descriptive key-
words, selecting a search tool, and evaluating 
results. Library instruction can effectively 
cultivate information management skills 
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through reflectively mentoring the critical 
thinking needed to overcome crucial obsta-
cles in the research process and begin the pro-
cess of linking the sources to the assignment. 
In this context, the challenges of informa-
tion overload and anxiety can be addressed 
through discussing how to filter and evaluate 
a seemingly overwhelming list of results. AI 
recognizes skills students may already have, 
but identifies these abilities as a foundation 
that needs to be developed to successfully 
complete the task at hand. 

Stories provide a memorable way to com-
municate information (Devine, Quinn, & 
Aguilar, 2014; Klipfel, 2014). A director’s 
commentary on why choices in the research 
process are made provides such a story. Nar-
ratives provide an explanation when selecting 
one search tool over other available options, 
and how one is working with aspects of an 
issue provides a bridge between parts of the 

research exercise and past the obstacles dis-
cussed above. SRLs are able to choose the 
most applicable tools for a task, provide a 
rationale for that choice, and have an aware-
ness of their ability to decide which technique 
is more effective for a given situation. Mod-
eling this behavior provides an example that 
students can follow in a narrative they can 
relate to. This approach to satisficing sets the 
thermostat according to what the professor 
wants in an assignment while explaining 
how to achieve it to students. It explores 
which search tool is appropriate and which 
attributes of the source need to be evaluated. 
An AI approach recognizes the abilities stu-
dents have while setting aspirational goals 
for completing more rigorous tasks along the 
way, and students gain more sophisticated 
research skills as librarians reflectively mentor 
self- reflective techniques through verbalizing 
critical choices along the way. 
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inTroducTion
As is common for librarians and composition 
instructors, the authors of this text, human-
ities librarian Vandy Dubre and assistant 
professor of English Emily Standridge, col-
laborated on various classroom projects. Our 
partnership was, though, what Rolf Norgaard 
(2003), a professor of English, calls “a part-
nership of convenience,” characterized by the 
stereotypical “quick field trip, the scavenger 
hunt, the generic stand- alone tutorial, or the 
dreary research paper” (p. 124). We worked 
together as needs arose but did little in terms 
of “genuine intellectual engagement” (p. 124). 
That changed when tasked with the improve-
ment of information literacy (IL) instruction 
for the students at a medium- sized regional 
university, the University of Texas at Tyler 
(UT Tyler), when the university created an 
Information Literacy Directive, which, in 
full, reads: 

Faculty members and professional librar-
ians at The University of Texas at Tyler 
believe that the ability to evaluate and 
incorporate information strategically will 
be critical in creating a competitive advan-
tage for students. Graduates will be skilled 
in locating, evaluating, and effectively 
using and communicating information in 
various formats. They will be aware of the 
economic, legal, and social issues concern-
ing the use of information and will be able 
to access and use information ethically and 
legally. Within this comprehensive infor-
mation literacy effort, the University will 
strive to develop the ability of its students 
to use information technology effectively 
in their work and daily lives. UT Tyler’s 
information systems will be state- of- 
the- art and will serve as the central hub 

influencing, supporting, and integrating 
academic and administrative processes 
across the University. (The University of 
Texas at Tyler, p. 3)

This new directive provided the urgency to 
implement some of the ideas we had been dis-
cussing about improving pedagogical meth-
ods for library and composition interactions. 
The directive called for reaching students 
across multiple disciplines, and we wanted to 
do more than just disconnected lessons with 
little value placed on them. We also wanted 
to value the limited class time composition 
instructors had with their students. We were 
searching for a model that would teach the 
amount of information literacy dictated by 
the university, have flexibility for faculty and 
students in completion, and have the ability 
to maximize the impact of hands- on librarian 
instruction. 

We knew “one of the major difficulties 
information literacy practitioners must con-
tend with is how to make information literacy 
embodied, situated, and social for our diverse 
student body” (Jacobs, 2008, p. 259). We 
wanted to offer individualized and compre-
hensive lessons to all first- year composition 
students, but we lacked the time or resources 
to develop such lessons from scratch. The 
Muntz Library leadership at UT Tyler decided 
to start the IL program with purchased les-
sons from Research Ready- Academy (RR- A). 
RR- A was designed by information literacy 
librarians and aligned with the Association 
of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) 
information literacy standards (ACRL, 2000). 
The ACRL standards identify criteria for the 
“information literate” person and break each 
criterion into “performance indicators” and 
“outcomes.” The desired learning outcomes 
and assessments of those outcomes provided 
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confidence that RR- A would have the rig-
orous content dictated in the IL directive. 
Additionally, RR- A reported multiple points 
of data about student performance, painting a 
nuanced picture of what students were learn-
ing as well as where they were having diffi-
culties. RR- A is split into three “levels”; each 
level begins with a “Pre- Test” to assess what 
students know going in and ends with a “Post- 
Test” to assess what students have learned (or 
not learned) through that level. Each “level” 
is broken down into multiple “courses” (see 
Table 10.1), which cover specific areas of IL 
with quizzes and activities built in to assess 
learning of the concepts at each stage. 

One of the main concerns in using RR- A 
was the information being too “canned,” 
created to meet the ACRL guideline but not 
actually meeting the needs of our students 
in our courses. Jacobs (2008) notes similar 
concerns, stating, “because learning, teach-
ing, researching, writing, and thinking are 
inherently messy processes, the neatness of 
ACRL- inspired rubrics does presses a certain 
allure. It is no wonder, then, that adminis-
trators turn to them as a way of managing 
the messiness of pedagogical reflection and 
curricular evaluation” (p. 258). Ultimately, 
RR- A made it clear that we could adapt the 
materials as needed to meet our needs and 
objectives while working within their tested 
and rigorous standards. They were happy for 

us to change text, examples, and the order 
of delivery of the lessons to work with our 
courses. With limited time and resources to 
develop fully individualized lessons, let alone 
be able to justify their assessments across situ-
ations, this was the best option available. 

We also found that RR- A answered a call 
for a best- practices teaching method for IL. 
Bean (2011) notes the importance of engag-
ing students at multiple points through mul-
tiple methods as a means of increasing critical 
thinking skills. RR- A does just what Bean 
calls for: each “lesson,” a subset of a larger 
“course,” includes several “quiz” questions 
reviewing the material immediately after it is 
presented; short answer questions appear at 
the end of each “lesson,” reviewing the mate-
rial as a whole. At the end of each “course,” 
several short answer questions are presented to 
review material on a larger scale. When added 
to a course that often already instructed stu-
dents on IL matters, RR- A further increased 
the multiple points and methods of instruc-
tion in IL. Plus, students and instructors are 
able to see students’ scores on IL matters at 
multiple points and through multiple meth-
ods within RR- A, giving another window 
into how students are actually learning the 
material. This method of instruction was 
what we wanted to see across all sections, so 
we were encouraged to see it as part of this 
product from the beginning. We would only 

table 10.1 Courses Within the RR-A Levels

Level 2 Sources, 
Sources, 
Sources

Website 
Evaluation

Conquer the 
Research 
Process

Cite It Before 
You Write It

Inquiring 
Minds Want 
to Know

Level 3 Source 
Identification

Databases & 
Open Web

Identifying 
Source 
Credibility

Ethical 
Research

Conquering 
Research
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need to modify things slightly, if at all, based 
on our individual needs. 

RR- A was also the ideal product from the 
perspective of implementation. All of the 
set answer quiz questions were graded auto-
matically, including the pre-  and post- test 
scores; they required no additional labor to 
process. The short answer questions did need 
to be graded individually, but Vandy argued 
that that job could easily be taken on by the 
librarians because they are experts in both IL 
and RR- A. RR- A did more than just collect 
information. Pre-  and post- test scores were 
compared in the program itself, and a num-
ber of statistical analyses on all of the assess-
ment data was provided through the RR- A 
platform. This allowed unprecedented insight 
into student work with a minimum of effort. 
Further, RR- A technology was convenient to 
integrate into the learning management sys-
tem, so both on- campus and online university 
classes could use the materials easily.

We anticipated having to defend the use of 
RR- A against claims that it would be “discon-
nected from pedagogical theories and day- to- 
day practices, but it also begins to lose sight 
of the large global goals” of IL in higher edu-
cation, becoming nothing more than an extra 
set of activities divorced from the content of 
the class (Jacobs, 2008, p. 258). Our goal was 
to start with the lessons RR- A had already 
created and, through our “genuine intellec-
tual collaboration” (Norgard, 2003, p. 124), 
build something suited exactly to the needs 
of our institution. 

Our Approach

This chapter traces our process from Research 
Ready- Academy’s existing information liter-
acy lessons to completely customized infor-
mation literacy education for the University 

of Texas at Tyler’s first- year composition 
classes. We offer what Jacobs (2008) calls 
“actual classroom practices and activities 
not, as Chris Gallagher has described, so 
that we may present ‘replicable results’ but 
to ‘provide materials for teachers to reflect 
on and engage’” (p. 260). The information 
we present does support the idea that infor-
mation literacy instruction is effective when 
provided through first- year composition using 
both a structured curriculum package created 
independently of any particular course with a 
reflective writing element that is particular to 
that FYC course.

This chapter traces our path to this con-
clusion by reviewing our pilot semesters using 
RR- A and the refinements to our approach 
as we proceeded. We conclude with evidence 
from student writings, which shows that 
they have achieved a new kind of thinking 
about their IL. This new thinking is indic-
ative of their movement in Bloom’s Revised 
Taxonomy. 

daTa
Pilot 1: Lessons in One Semester of FYC

Model
In the spring 2015 semester, we started with 
one section of English 1302, the second 
semester of the FYC courses offered at UT 
Tyler. Our goal was for students to complete 
both Level 2 and Level 3 of RR- A and to 
increase their post- test scores. RR- A was used 
as an IL- focused supplement to the implied 
IL instruction of the other course materi-
als. RR- A materials were graded mostly on 
completion as it was assumed that the “active 
learning” and “application” seen in the other 
areas of the course were more important to 
their learning (Porter, 2014). 
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Rationale
English 1302 was selected because it is a 
required course, whereas other FYC courses 
are optional in students’ degree plans. Students 
from all majors take English 1302 and are not 
isolated by major, and the course was specifi -
cally designed to be interdisciplinary, a com-
mon goal among similar programs (Deitering 
& Jameson, 2008; Palsson & McDade, 2014).

Outcomes
We were encouraged about the possibility of 
instructing a large majority of students (we 
will never reach “all students” with implemen-
tation in only one course) since we saw such 
a large number of majors represented in this 
pilot: Nursing, Biology, Accounting, Spanish, 
Human Resources, and Education. However, 
many of the students failed to complete the 
RR- A materials; while 12 students completed 
the RR Level 2 pre- test, only 2 completed the 
post- test. Only 7 of the beginning 12 students 

did the Level 3 pre- test, and only 2 of those 
did the Level 3 post- test. Th is lack of comple-
tion was likely due to the language of instruc-
tion, which failed to say “take the post- test” 
directly. Still, students were not completing 
the materials and we felt that we would need 
to make some important changes in how the 
materials were presented in order to meet the 
directive’s imperative to instruct “all students” 
with a “full range of instruction.”

For the students who did complete the 
pre-  and post- tests, Level 2 results showed an 
increase while Level 3 showed a decrease in 
scores. Th is result was perplexing because in- 
class discussions showed students were capa-
ble of fl uent discussions of the new IL material 
in both levels of RR- A. Th e quiz scores helped 
illuminate the matter further: students were 
having trouble retaining what they learned. 
Students showed increases in the scores from 
the pre- tests to the quizzes at the end of each 
course in Level 2, demonstrating an ability to 
remember the material for the short term (see 

Figure 10.1 Spring 2015 (Level 2) student scores on all courses. Students who did not attempt the course 
are left blank.
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Figure 10.1). A similar, although less marked, 
change in scores was also shown in Level 3 
(see Figure 10.2). Th e lack of post- test scores 
and the decrease in post- test scores seen in 
Level 3 combine to show a picture of students 
not remembering the material beyond their 
moments within RR- A, likely because they 
were not applying the information beyond the 
immediate setting. Even though close analysis 
of student writing was beyond our original 
scope, specifi c trends seen in grading revealed 
that they were not applying what they were 
doing in the supplements to their “main” 
writing work.

Changes
Based on students’ requests on satisfaction 
surveys for “more time to do” the work and 
more quizzes to process RR- A as well as the 
low completion rates, we knew that complet-
ing Level 2 and Level 3 in one semester was 
simply too much work. Splitting the levels over 
the two- semester FYC sequence made sense.

We also decided to change how the RR- A 
lessons were used. We wanted to make clearer 

the connection between the RR- A and the 
class material as students claimed RR- A was 
not “relevant to the subject matter.” Th is 
meant revising both the RR- A materials and 
the course content. At the end of our fi rst pilot 
semester, we were convinced of the potential 
of our project to meet many of the IL Direc-
tive goals using RR- A, but we also saw room 
for a great deal of improvement. 

Pilot 2: Expanding to Two Semesters 
of FYC: English 1301

Model
With the new semester of our pilot study, we 
wanted to increase students’ retention of the 
RR- A information by moving the RR- A les-
son timing relative to class discussions and 
by including the language and terminology 
of RR- A within class discussions more con-
sciously and purposefully. This semester, 
we worked with English 1301, the fi rst of 
the FYC courses off ered at UT Tyler, and 
included Level 2 courses as they best matched 
the course material. 

Figure 10.2 Spring 2015 (Level 3) student scores on all courses. Students who did not attempt the course 
are left blank.
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In addition to the reconfi guring of the con-
tent delivered, the reporting of quiz evalua-
tions was changed. Vandy agreed to compile 
scores from multiple choice and short answer 
questions and forward the information to 
Emily. Emily would incorporate this data 
into the class grading scheme. Th is grad-
ing arrangement eased the issues students 
encountered with their “proof” of completion 
while also increasing the importance of actu-
ally learning the material, as that knowledge 
would be refl ected in their grades.

Our goal in the second pilot was to obtain 
higher completion rates, to see improvements 
in post- test scores, and to create improved 
engagement with the RR- A material among 
students as measured by in- class discussions. 

Rationale
Th e guiding assumption of Pilot 1 was that 
highlighting the IL concepts inherent in the 
work students were doing through RR- A 
would increase students’ IL abilities, but this 
was not seen to be accurate. More work was 
needed to “situate [IL] instruction in the lived 
academic and social lives” of our students 

(Norgaard 2004). By directly linking the 
RR- A lessons into class content, using shared 
vocabulary among the elements of the class, 
and grading on answers as well as completion 
in RR- A, we hypothesized that Pilot 2 would 
be more benefi cial for our students. 

Outcomes
Eleven students completed the pre-  and post- 
tests and 91% of those students showed an 
increase in their post- test scores. Th is shows 
an increase in both completion rates and 
knowledge measured. We were satisfi ed that 
this increase in post- test completion revealed 
students were being exposed to all of the 
information we wanted, so we were well on 
the path to meeting the directive. We still 
had a disappointing eight students begin but 
not complete the work; our eff orts to increase 
the importance and relevance of the RR- A 
courses were only partially eff ective. Student 
quiz grades were also consistent with our pre-
vious pilot: they showed an increase from pre- 
test to quiz, so students were remembering the 
information during the course of RR- A (see 
Figure 10.3). 

Figure 10.3 Fall 2015 (Level 2) student scores on all lessons.
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A new trend emerged as we kept closer track 
of students’ performance on the short answer 
questions versus the multiple choice answer 
questions. Students would score well on the 
multiple choice questions but failed to do well 
on the short answer–type questions. This pat-
tern of scores indicated that even though stu-
dents were viewing the information and able 
to remember it, they were not able to apply the 
information. Students were simply remember-
ing the material from RR- A, and probably only 
for a short time; if we wanted to increase their 
ability to retain and apply the ideas, we would 
need to make further adjustments. In- class dis-
cussions showed students were more invested 
in this work than in Pilot 1, but they were not 
applying their learning as much as we wanted. 

Changes
Something needed to be added to increase 
students’ engagement with the material to 
move them past the remembering stage of 
learning. Students needed to do more writing 
in conjunction with the RR- A lessons to get 
this increased critical thinking (Bean, 2011). 
We decided to add reflective writings built on 
those already a regular part of the course, but 
with specific consideration of RR- A and IL; as 
Yancey (1998) states, reflection allows students 
the “articulating of what learning has taken 
place, as embodied in various texts as well as in 
the processes used by the writer” (p. 6). Reflec-
tive writings along with the other data points 
would provide a nuanced picture of students’ 
IL skills while also helping them do more than 
just remember the lessons temporarily. 

Pilot 3: Lessons in Two Semesters  
of FYC With Reflective Writing

Model
Pilot 3 occurred in spring 2016 with English 
1302 and Level 3 of RR- A. The incorporation 

and pacing of the RR- A lessons was the same 
as in Pilot 2, but we built upon established 
reflective writing assignments by including 
questions about how the information pre-
sented in the RR- A lessons impacted writing 
throughout the semester and by creating a 
distinct writing assignment directly related to 
the RR- A lessons. Students completed reflec-
tion questions at the end of each writing proj-
ect. The prompts asked them to consider how 
the RR- A information added to their work in 
the project. At the end of the semester and as 
scaffolding for their final exam paper, students 
were asked to “speak about the benefits and 
shortcomings of the Research Ready activi-
ties” using “specific elements in the Modules 
(lessons)” to “find at least one beneficial thing 
and one negative thing” in a separate paper. 
They were given a set of questions to consider 
in their writing: 

What are the main things Research Ready was 
attempting to teach you?

How was Research Ready attempting to teach? 
(Using what methods?)

How much of Research Ready did you already 
know? How much was new? 

Do you think you learned using Research 
Ready—why or why not? 

What do you know about yourself as a learner 
because of Research Ready? 

Students worked on drafts of this paper with 
teacher and peer feedback. Their writing 
received a final grade; students were familiar 
with this pattern of work as it was followed 
throughout the semester. The goal of this 
assignment was to help students learn the ways 
they were expected to perform “reflection” on 
the final exam paper: using specific examples 
from the lessons and thoughtfully answering 
the questions given, in addition to helping 
them retain and apply their IL learning from 
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RR- A. The questions were designed to help 
students postulate about the impact of RR- A 
information on their coursework as well as 
their future lives, which ,as Norgaard (2004) 
suggested improves learning and retention of 
material. 

Rationale
While we knew the importance of writing 
in learning, we did not want to add what 
seemed like another required writing feature 
to English 1301 and 1302, especially since 
so many of the assignments already in place 
achieved what we wanted from information 
literate students. We also did not want to 
encounter the issues Palsson and McDade 
(2014) encountered in setting up a com-
mon assignment; namely, we wanted to keep 
instruction firmly situated in the hands of 
each instructor. Reflection, though, adds a 
common feature with common evaluative 
methods, which works for any classroom or 
goal (Yancey, 1998). We thus thought that it 
was time to add a reflective writing feature. 

Outcomes
Seventeen out of the initial 30 students com-
pleted the pre-  and post- tests in RR- A during 
the spring 2016 semester. Their scores were 
consistent with those in previous semesters, 
as shown in Figure 10.4.

Unlike previous results, just 82% of stu-
dents showed an increase in their scores from 
pre- test to post- test. While this was initially 
concerning, as it seemed to indicate that stu-
dents were learning less in the RR- A courses 
with the addition of written reflections, there 
are some potential explanations for the low-
ered score. First, since more students actu-
ally completed both the pre-  and post- tests, 
there could have been some selection bias in 
the previous semesters. Students who knew 
much of the material to begin with may have 

been the ones to complete the tests rather 
than all students, making Pilot 3’s percentage 
simply a better representation of this popu-
lation’s growth since more completed both 
tests. Second, since students were interacting 
with the material in more depth, they could 
have been less certain of what they knew. As 
students grapple with complexity, we know 
that they sometimes “drop” what they have 
previously mastered. Potentially the same 
is true here. Third, because this was such a 
small sample, the results from this class may 
just have been a fluke. Overall, there was a 
35% increase in the scores between pre-  and 
post- tests, which means the class as a whole 
was learning, whatever else was happening. 
While this drop was puzzling, the further 
data from the reflective writings eased some 
of our concerns. 

Gleaning information from the reflections 
was more complicated than grading quiz 
questions. We did a two- round coding pro-
cess on the reflective essays: first, reading the 
essays individually, creating coding catego-
ries based on the patterns noticed. We then 
compared categories and refined them to 
“suggestions,” “how I learn,” “already knew/
expanded knowledge/wrong information,” 
“writing skills,” and “topics” discussed. With 
the new set of coding categories, we recoded 
the essays together. 

The “suggestions” and “how I learn” pieces 
of the reflections were responses to either the 
prompt or in- class discussion; they had little 
to do with meeting the IL Directive, but they 
were ultimately important in the ways dis-
cussed below. The code about what students 
knew or did not know was very revealing 
for the directive. One student wrote, quite 
impactfully, “Of course I knew what pri-
mary and secondary sources were, and basic 
information like that. What surprised me, 
however, was the amount of information I 
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didn’t know” (Student 14.004). Throughout 
the pilots students noted how they felt that 
RR- A was not new material, but, like this stu-
dent, soon realized that there was far more 
depth to the topics than they had previously 
been introduced to. Eighty- nine percent of 
students thought the material in RR- A was 
familiar to them to some extent, claiming 
that they “already knew most of what was pre-
sented.” Upon further analysis of the essays, 
though, we found that 79% of the students 
were able to name at least one area where they 
expanded their knowledge on a previously 
known topic or learned a new facet of those 
known topics. So students were “reviewing” 
their knowledge, but they were also expand-
ing, refining, and gaining new knowledge in 
the process. The reflections revealed that stu-
dents were deepening their understanding of 
the topics, which was important since it called 
for students to have a working knowledge of 
IL skills. 

The “writing skills” elements showed 
students applying what RR- A was teaching 
to their work, with 25% discussing finding 
sources more effectively and efficiently than 
they previously had or other writing skills. 
For instance, one student said, “my writing is 
also improved after doing the research ready 
assignment because it informed me about 
researching a topic on the internet without 
wasting a lot of time such as using proper 
search engines for scholarly articles instead of 
spending an ample of time on the open web 
and finding the vague information” (Student 
3.006). In addition to technology- specific 
writing skills, students wrote about how RR- A 
improved their writing skills more generally, 
such as, “this helped me in future writing as 
I am able to take essays and learning in small 
chunks rather than try to complete everything 
in one sitting” (Student 3.004). Students were 

thus using the information they learned as 
well as applying it to effective communica-
tion in multiple situations, an element of the 
directive not seen in any of the other pilots. 
Finally, the topics mentioned most often were 
about sources (79%) and plagiarism (54%), 
indicating that students were remembering, 
outside of RR- A quiz questions, information 
about finding and ethically using sources, 
another of the IL Directive elements not seen 
as clearly in previous pilots. Overall, students 
in Pilot 3 showed a much greater growth in 
their information literacy than in any other 
semester. 

There was a small but important 11% of 
the students who claimed to know specific 
information from RR- A, but in the essay 
wrote information that was incorrect or not 
in the RR- A platform at all. For instance, 
a student wrote, “I learned that primary 
sources are usually peer- reviewed journals 
and secondary sources, like magazines usu-
ally have advertisements” (Student 4.004). 
This incorrect understanding of primary and 
secondary sources suggests a student who was 
just “clicking through to get completion” as 
it correctly identifies a topic of discussion in 
the tutorial. Some students are not going to 
engage with the material, no matter what. At 
least this student was considering types of 
sources in a way that would not harm him 
or her in the future. Another student wrote 
about improving grammar knowledge during 
RR- A, which was part of the course materials, 
not the RR- A. This student’s response, despite 
not meeting the assignment, argues for the 
work we have been doing, as it shows that the 
student did not really distinguish RR- A from 
any other course material. 

Overall, students were starting to connect 
the information from Research Ready and 
the course to create a cohesive idea of what 
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information literacy means in practice and to 
think about how they will be able to apply 
those skills throughout their lives when they 
had both the RR- A lessons and the reflective 
essay incorporated in their course. 

Benefits of This Approach
We had two main goals in our process: we 
wanted and needed to find a method for 
meeting the IL Directive set by our univer-
sity, and we wanted to see students develop 
their critical thinking in multiple directions 
in order to impact their college careers and 
life after college. We were frustrated by our 
students’ inability to apply learning from one 
course to another or one situation to another, 
especially as they used online resources. 
Through these pilots, we found that using 
a premade (but adapted to our situation) IL 
curricula along with reflective writing met 
our goals. The benefits of this model are 
seen through the lens of the IL Directive, 
Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy, and students’ 
reflective writing. 

IL Directive
The IL Directive had three main components, 
in which students showed marked improve-
ment during our third pilot: 

 1. Students are skilled in locating, evaluating 
and effectively using and communicating 
information.

 2. Students are aware of economic, legal, 
and social issues concerning the use of 
information.

 3. Students are able to use information technol-
ogy effectively in their work and daily lives.

As discussed throughout, students were 
making progress toward meeting the ele-
ments of this directive from Pilot 1. In each 

iteration, we saw students interacting with the 
material, especially in locating information 
and being aware of the issues concerning the 
use of information. In Pilot 3, we saw students 
engaging in all areas of the directive. Students 
saw the information, were tested on it, and 
wrote about it. The student writing artifacts 
suggest they were both being instructed on 
and applying the information in their English 
classes, and students claimed to be able to 
use the information in other classes as well. 
Students developed the information liter-
acy skills to have the “competitive edge” the 
directive asked for; with reflection, though, 
students were also developing their critical 
thinking skills in many areas, demonstrating 
growth along Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy (see 
Figure 10.5).

Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy
The quizzes, both multiple choice and short 
answer, included in RR- A primarily mea-
sured students’ remembering skills—the 
lowest level. The set answer questions were 
drawn directly from the lessons, with wording 
nearly the same as in the lessons. The short 
answer questions, which drew more on con-
texts in which the information would be used, 
were aimed at the understanding element of 
Bloom’s. The fact that students in Pilots 1 
and 2 did not do as well on the short answer 
questions shows that they were not advanc-
ing in this area. When we moved to Pilot 3, 
students showed an increase in their short 
answer scores, demonstrating their growth 
from remembering to understanding. With 
the reflective writing, many students showed 
even more growth, up to the analyzing and 
evaluating stages. 

Students were asked to “analyze” source 
information during RR- A; this analysis was 
seen in multiple courses including “Sources, 
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Sources, Sources” and “Identifying Source 
Credibility.” Th e short answer quiz responses 
demonstrated some limited analysis, but stu-
dents showed detailed analysis in their refl ec-
tive writing on two levels: 

1. Analysis of sources within their own 
writing. For instance, “Being taught how 
to use a database and what good sources 
looked like, I was able to diff erentiate the 
good from the bad to improve my papers” 
(Student 1.004). Additionally, another stu-
dent discussed how RR- A helped him or her 
learn to “identify if [sources] are credible or 
not and also if they are considered primary 
or secondary sources that really helped me 
use those article in this class and other more 
eff ectively” (Student 11.004). Both of these 
examples reveal students’ own awareness of 
how and when they “analyze” source material. 
Students then reported using that analysis to 
their benefi t when writing papers. While we 
cannot be certain this portrayal of “analysis” 
is entirely accurate, the fact they write about 
it indicates this level of thinking is present. 

2. Analysis in action is seen as they answered 
the question “What do you know about your-
self as a learner because of Research Ready?” 

Students variously described themselves as 
“visual learner,” “impatient learner,” and “to 
the point learner” and discussed how “refl ect-
ing over what I gained from Research Ready 
encouraged me to not only understand what 
I learned, but to also recognize how I learned 
it” (Student 4.006). Many students really dug 
into how they retained information and how 
they write. For instance, Student 3.004 noted 
that RR- A “helped [sic] me in future writ-
ing as I am able to take essays and learning 
in small chunks rather than try to complete 
everything in one sitting.” Th is student was 
able to recognize the pattern of instruction in 
RR- A as a pattern of writing that would help 
him or her be more successful. A student who 
claimed “although I personally prefer learning 
in a classroom with a professor” because he 
or she enjoyed personalized attention, argued 
that “doing Research Ready really helped me 
as a student by teaching and explaining the 
lessons in a diff erent way” (Student 2.004). 
Th is student was able to see beyond personal 
preferences in order to analyze the learning 
elements and recognize the strength of them. 
Students enact “analysis” in their writing as 
well as discussing it as a process they have 

Figure 10.5 Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy. (Data from Krathwohl, 2002.)
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completed. With both of those elements 
present in the reflective writing, it is safe to 
say that students have indeed expanded their 
thinking in this way. 

“Evaluating” was seen as students spoke 
about the value of the RR- A experience. In 
Pilot 1, students claimed that the lessons were 
“boring” or “super cheesy.” While these are 
critiques of the program that have some valid-
ity, they lack specificity and do not really eval-
uate the program as such. By Pilot 3, though, 
we were seeing students pointing to specific 
benefits and detraction leading to an overall 
evaluation of the entire learning experience. 
For instance, one student said, “because of the 
narrative, Research Ready made it personable, 
even if it was just cartoons with talking bub-
bles” (Student 6.006). This student, instead 
of calling the art “cheesy,” discussed why that 
simple addition made his or her learning of 
the subject more effective. Similarly, another 
student lauded the use of clever examples and 
well- structured explanations to help him or 
her “personally understand what research 
ready was trying to explain” (6.004). The 
ability to tie the learning to specific examples 
and explanations and thus claim its overall 
usefulness is an excellent evaluation. Even the 
students who did not find the course useful 
showed elements of evaluation in their work. 
Student 13.006 stated, “I am not saying that 
this research academy work was a waste of 
time” even though it started to “feel like busy 
work” because the lessons were “drawing 
things out and doing cartoons for students 
who are in college.” Even while noting that 
the style of instruction did not suit his or her 
learning preferences, this student thought 
that it encouraged a “focus on each subject” 
and that the lessons “do something different 
so that these topics that we have to do” feel 
less repetitive and stick to “just the facts.” 

This evaluation points to a problem the stu-
dent identified and looks to a solution for that 
problem, which fits into Bloom’s “analysis” 
and “evaluation” levels. 

Student Learning Preferences
As was mentioned above, student learning was 
a theme seen among many of the reflective 
essays. In addition to demonstrating students’ 
ways of thinking according to Bloom’s Tax-
onomy, discussions of their learning allowed 
us insight into how to revise the lessons for 
future use. Many students (14%) noted how 
the small chunks of information were use-
ful for them. They noted that “this is a good 
way to teach as it is not overwhelming at any 
point” (3.004). Since students in Pilot 1 com-
plained of not having enough time or inter-
action with the material, this statement was 
gratifying; splitting the levels over two semes-
ters was a good choice. Also, students who feel 
overwhelmed will not learn as effectively, so 
students noting their comfort with the way 
information is presented indicates they are in 
a mindset to learn (Gute & Gute 2008). Stu-
dents also noted that delivery of RR- A was 
helpful, with one stating it “allowed me to 
be more flexible with my learning styles and 
have some control of my environment” (Stu-
dent 1.006). Control is another marker of stu-
dent engagement with the material. We saw 
through the reflections that Pilot 3’s model 
set students up to learn as much as possible. 

Reflections also revealed that students need 
examples and applications in order to learn 
most effectively. Student 5.004 said, “I now 
definitely know that I will retain information 
better when I write the information given and 
actually put it to use” (Student 5.004). While 
this information does not come as a surprise 
to educators, allowing students to come to 
this conclusion through experience cements 
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that learning principle for them. Whether 
that “writing things down” is done through 
independent written reflection or quizzes 
used in RR- A seems less important; 43% of 
students claimed frequent quizzes and other 
assessments aided in their work, indicating 
this practice helps them pay attention to the 
lesson and apply what they learn immediately. 
Keeping the application questions is import-
ant for RR- A’s success, even if students voice 
complaints.

Students also valued the multiple modes 
of instruction as much as we theorized they 
would. Students need instruction to come 
in multiple verbal patterns, as evidenced by 
36% of reflections noting the importance 
of definitions in conjunction with examples 
in their understanding of important topics. 
Working beyond just verbal patterns is crucial 
as well. Student 6.006 noted, “sometimes it 
can be difficult to understand what an edu-
cator or education program is trying to teach, 
but because of the narratives research ready 
made it personable even if it was just cartoons 
with talking bubbles.” Adding a visual story, 
even a simplistic cartoon, can really change 
the impact of a lesson, helping students learn 
more effectively. This is supported by the fact 
that 21% of reflection noted the importance 
of added visuals in students’ engagement with 
and processing of the material. 

moVing forWard
Problems With Large- Scale 
Implementation

In fall 2016, we offered a “soft start” to the 
program. Instructors were given the choice 
of incorporating the Pilot 3 model into their 
courses. Few chose to do so; many who did 

accept the invitation used methods that clearly 
misunderstood the goals of the project, stick-
ing to inserting the “canned product” into 
their course with no consideration of how it 
fit into their teaching or grading schemes at a 
larger scale. For instance, one instructor did 
not want to change the planned class sylla-
bus so added RR- A courses and reflections as 
“extra credit,” thinking it would accomplish 
the same goals as the pilot with the incorpo-
rated reflection. These flawed adoptions were 
in spite of sharing the data from the pilots and 
a sample syllabus showing how and where the 
lessons could be placed. 

We attempted full implementation to all 
sections of FYC courses in spring 2017. All 
English 1302 instructors on our campus 
were asked to use the model of courses and 
reflections used in Pilot 3. We saw 12 sec-
tions adopt the program, which was not full 
implementation, but did give us a bigger pic-
ture of the ways to work with faculty and the 
issues with student use of the lessons. Faculty 
struggled with technical concerns as well as 
ideological issues related to the importance 
of the work to their course. As in our “soft 
start,” they assumed the “canned product” 
could not work for their individualized needs. 
We also heard repeatedly that the lessons were 
covering material that was already implied in 
the course and that it was “busy work” for 
students. This was all despite a workshop dis-
cussing the needs for the lessons as well as 
why they were best practices for diversifying 
instruction.

Additionally, the 12 sections created a great 
deal more work for Vandy than anticipated. 
She found herself managing all the technical 
problems and complaints without the support 
that she needed. Out of these issues, we cre-
ated a focus group of five instructors teach-
ing both FYC courses. The goal of the focus 
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group was to increase faculty “buy- in” for 
the program while increasing understanding 
of the purpose of the lessons in meeting the 
directive while meeting faculty concerns. The 
discussion resulted in planned adaptations of 
the program in terms of faculty control and 
personalization. The Focus Group worked 
together to both improve the lessons and also 
align the lessons themselves with the topics 
presented in the sections (see Table 10.2). 
Looking at the types of concepts taught in 
English 1301 and English 1302, some les-
sons were moved between the two sections 
and some lessons were found to be redundant. 
The new collection better suits the faculty and 
the needs of each section. We removed short 
answer questions from the lessons since fac-
ulty felt grading of those by someone outside 
their class removed the importance and value 
of the work. Instead, starting in fall 2017, all 
faculty were given options for short answer 
questions to incorporate into their established 
quizzes and reflection during the course. This 
adaptation also relieved some of the extra 
work on Vandy and eased the complaints of 
students about the grading of the work. It 
also increased faculty’s engagement with the 
lessons and the purpose of the program. We 
also decided to further revise all of the lessons 
using avatars resembling the diverse popula-
tion at UT Tyler. While this was not directly 
requested by the focus group, we realized that 
making the lessons appear more personalized 
with these recognizable “faces” rather than 

the generic drawings originally used would 
increase the impression of the personalization 
that was already occurring but that seemed 
invisible to the faculty. We also thought that 
this change would help students engage with 
the material more as the lessons were “com-
ing from the mouths” of faces they “knew.” 
Avatars were created with the diversity of our 
student population as well as specific types 
of “majors” that reflect the different types 
of research needs, such as the differences 
in nursing, humanities, and engineering 
research. Using these examples helps the stu-
dents understand how these concepts relate to 
them in their fields of study and careers. All 
of the skills were discussed in both academic 
and personal life settings, emphasizing how 
each skill could be used in the school/work 
environment and in everyday life. Ultimately, 
the focus group helped us think about ways 
of discussing and displaying our lessons that 
moved beyond the impression (however false 
it might have been) that these were “canned 
lessons” that could be added to a class with 
no engagement from the faculty. 

Changing With the Times:  
When Your Product Disappears

After all of our efforts to learn the best way 
to work with Research Ready- Academy, we 
learned the company had been purchased 
and would no longer be available. Sadly, this 
is not an uncommon occurrence, especially 

table 10.2 New Course Schedule Within the RR-A Levels

Level 2 Internet Basics Website 
Evaluation

Scholarly 
Thinking & 
Writing 

Plagiarism 
Citations

Level 3 Source 
Identification

Source 
Credibility

Using Databases Ethical Research Research 
Processes
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when looking at digital tools. Because of our 
history with the company, though, we were 
able to use all of their course content with 
appropriate recognition, so we do not have 
to develop new lessons. If this kind of usage 
were not an option, we could have created 
our own lessons; however this would have 
forced a drastic time issue and would have 
delayed full implementation for possibly 
another year. 

As we scrambled to adapt the material to 
a new platform (Softchalk, for us), we were 
able to adjust the materials along the way, 
taking into consideration the feedback stu-
dents had given us. We are building in more 
content with a direct link to course materials. 
We are also incorporating the kinds of assign-
ments used in English 1301 and 1302 into the 
courses. We are using the RR- A platform to 
springboard our program, adapting it com-
pletely to our campus’s needs. 

Importance of Reflection

The most important thing we learned in this 
process was the importance of the right kind 
of reflection. Simply using the product as 
marketed, even with short answer questions 
that required students to apply the material 
taught, did not result in the learning gains 
we hoped to see. When we added the reflec-
tive questions to the process of their papers 
and the independent reflective essay, we saw 
completion increase and engagement with the 
material increase. Students were able to make 
larger scale connections to the tutorial, their 
classwork for English 1301/1302, courses 
beyond English, and themselves as students 
and future professionals. 

While the importance of reflection was 
indicated through all of our research, it was 
not until we saw the methods of reflection 

actually working through the students’ own 
words that we were convinced of the ultimate 
success of this approach. With the evidence 
from these reflective pieces, we are able to fight 
the concern often raised about the use of a 
“canned product” for individualized learning.

concLuSion
Vandy and Emily started working together 
because Vandy could offer library lessons to 
Emily’s classes, as was the standard procedure 
when Emily joined UT Tyler. We found, 
though, that we work well together and our 
ideas build on each other to improve the 
offerings we can give to students. When the 
Information Literacy Directive came down 
from the university, we realized we could use 
the directive to our advantage to make larger 
scale changes to IL instruction campus- wide. 
We felt as if we had a strong grasp on what 
was needed when we started, but our pilots 
allowed us to use our individual strengths 
together to create a data and theory–driven 
method of IL instruction and critical think-
ing skills that impacts students across dis-
ciplines and throughout their careers. We 
have devised a way to use a standard product 
as a starting point for truly individualized 
instruction without a huge budget or lengthy 
timeline. We continue to work together to 
address the needs of the students and the fac-
ulty. Even if the approach we have used here 
is ultimately discarded, which we believe and 
have evidence suggesting it should not be, we 
know this collaboration between the library 
and FYC faculty will continue to be fruitful 
because it is a true meeting of minds. 

We share our results for several purposes. 
First of all, we have further evidence of the 
benefits of students’ reflective writing in 
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learning. More importantly, we have been 
able to show how our collaboration in refin-
ing our IL lessons and pedagogy have worked 
so others can see how such a development 
can occur. We took Jacobs’s (2008) call to 
show such work to heart. Finally, we want to 
argue for the continued work of collaboration 
between libraries and composition. 
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The role primary sources play in research 
can be largely unknown to undergraduates. 
Though they are often required to use them, 
many students are unfamiliar with what they 
are, where they can be found, and how they 
can be used. With a large amount of research 
detailing information anxiety among under-
graduates, the added complication of finding 
and using primary sources can set first- year 
students up for failure. Designing an infor-
mation literacy workshop focused on primary 
sources can not only teach first- year students 
how they fit into the larger research conversa-
tion, it can increase engagement with research 
materials and enhance research skills to create 
more capable writers and researchers. 

undergraduaTeS and 
Primary SourceS

First- year writing programs are designed to 
be an introduction to academic research and 
writing. Traditionally, the introduction to 
research would chiefly include how to use 
secondary and tertiary resources, but there is 
growing recognition among instructors and 
librarians alike of the need to provide a more 
well- rounded view of and experience with 
information. For the case study outlined in 
this chapter, which was implemented at the 
University of California, San Diego (UCSD), 
this began with a foundational understand-
ing of the information environment within 
which students find themselves. Reflecting its 
prominence within the education literature, 
the Framework for Information Literacy for 
Higher Education created by the Association 
for College and Research Libraries (ACRL) 
incorporates the concept of metaliteracy. Some 
library literature even heralds reframing more 

traditional information literacy as a metaliter-
acy (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011). In the ACRL 
Framework (2016), students are considered 
both consumers and creators of information. 
Mackey and Jacobson (2011) put this into con-
text by highlighting that with the prevalence 
of participatory environments found on social 
media and in online communities, a metaliter-
acy frame ensures that information literacy is 
taught in a way that reflects the current Web 
2.0 environment within which students inter-
act. It relies on the belief that students should 
understand the intricacies of the relationship 
between the creation and consumption of 
information. If they do, they also understand 
that they are able to add their own analyses 
of materials to create new information and 
research. They then have the skills and knowl-
edge to become contributors to the scholarly 
community and feel confident in doing so. 
Furthermore, when academic writing and 
research become more personal, students feel 
ownership over and interest in what they are 
being asked to do (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011). 
In a major study of the relationship between 
primary source use and undergraduate educa-
tion, the Students and Faculty in the Archives 
(SAFA) project found that after students were 
able to engage with primary sources, they 
showed greater academic engagement repre-
sented by their level of interest and satisfac-
tion (Anderson, Golia, Katz, & Tally, n.d.). 
Students also demonstrated better academic 
outcomes than their peers, represented by 
higher course grades and higher rates of course 
completion (Anderson et al., n.d.). Taking into 
account the current information environment 
students find themselves in, a focus on using 
primary sources has many benefits.

In addition to the benefits of increased 
engagement and better academic outcomes, 
the instruction of primary source use enhances 
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critical thinking skills. A 2014 survey from 
the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) reported that “95% 
of the chief academic officers from 433 insti-
tutions rated critical thinking as one of the 
most important intellectual skills for their 
students,” and this was echoed among 81% 
of employers surveyed in 2011, who desired 
a stronger emphasis on critical thinking in 
colleges (Liu, Frankel, & Roohr, 2014, p. 1). 
The emphasis on the need for teaching critical 
thinking skills is there, but improving these 
skills has been a notoriously difficult outcome 
for instructors to meet. The analysis of pri-
mary sources is one way to fulfill that need. In 
some exercises, such as the one outlined later 
in this chapter, analyzing primary sources 
involves viewing a source, asking questions, 
and postulating what it could mean in a par-
ticular context. Such exercises require students 
to think critically about the materials and to 
use their own previous knowledge to make 
inquiries. Krause (2010) found this to be true 
in her study, testing student knowledge before 
and after a session involving primary source 
use. Using Yakel and Torres’s (2003) archival 
intelligence mode, she created four objectives 
to measure knowledge of source analysis, one 
of which was critical thinking. Her results 
showed that those students who received 
archival instruction demonstrated an increase 
in critical thinking, asking questions regard-
ing source validity, limitations, and strengths. 

oBJecT- BaSed Learning  
in firST- year WriTing

The workshop outlined in this chapter was 
grounded in an object- based learning approach, 
and this learning model aims to help students 

develop the skills needed to draw “conclusions 
based on an examination of evidence, together 
with an understanding of the limitations and 
reliability of evidence” (UCL, n.d., para. 6). It 
is well suited to facilitate the acquisition of the 
benefits enumerated previously. Implement-
ing this model allows students to explore the 
sources for themselves and realize that their 
personal observations of a source translate 
and contribute to the scholarly conversation 
within which the source is included. While 
this kind of exploration can occur with any 
object, during the UC San Diego workshops, 
students interact with topic- relevant primary 
sources from the campus library’s special col-
lections, as well as digitized materials from 
other online collections, as needed. The explo-
ration is paired with a worksheet that prompts 
students to make inferences about a chosen 
primary source, and think about how it relates 
to their prior knowledge and what questions it 
raises for them. The hands- on inquiry of these 
primary sources from the library collection, 
where possible, also facilitates teaching stu-
dents how to find them in the library’s col-
lection and, subsequently, how to use them in 
academic research and writing.

STrucTuring informaTion 
LiTeracy WorKShoPS in  
firST- year WriTing ProgramS
There are many elements to consider when 
embedding a primary source information 
literacy workshop into a course. In thinking 
about its structure, a single class may form a 
partnership with the library, or a program-
matic partnership can be formed between a 
library’s instruction program and a first- year 
writing program. Further, librarian roles in the 
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workshops might differ based on a number of 
factors—in some cases, librarians may teach 
the workshops themselves; in other cases, 
librarians might be involved in instructional 
design for the workshops and help in train- 
the- trainer sessions so that faculty or teach-
ing assistants (TAs) can teach the workshops. 
Depending on the university and library, the 
structure of the workshops might differ.

While there are always logistical concerns in 
instructional partnerships between the library 
and first- year writing courses, these concerns 
become magnified when the partnership is not 
between an individual course instructor and a 
single librarian, but between a library instruc-
tion program and a large- scale, multicourse 
writing program, such as it was in this case 
study. With more students, faculty, TAs, staff, 
and librarians involved, there were a greater 
number of obstacles that had to be navigated. 
The UC San Diego Library partnered with the 
Culture, Art, and Technology (CAT) writing 
program on campus, which included over 30 
stakeholders and 1,000 students. With this 
number of students, a major consideration was 
how to facilitate these workshops. Bahde (2011) 
notes that small class sizes are best for special 
collections instruction as they make it easier 
for students to “gather around and share” what 
they are discovering (p. 77). This is one reason 
that discussion sections were used in the case 
study, as a way to achieve the smaller class sizes. 

In addition to the concerns discussed 
above, this case study required the con-
sideration of several other potential issues, 
including:

•	 Communication between stakeholders
•	 Creating unified information literacy 

workshop learning outcomes
•	 Primary source selection
•	 Training of workshop instructors 

Many of these concepts may need to be 
addressed for a single workshop, and thus 
many of the following recommendations 
would be applicable to all primary source 
information literacy workshops for first- year 
writing courses, but in this context, due con-
sideration will be given to the added plan-
ning and attention needed to implement such 
workshops in a large- scale program, as was 
the case for the UCSD workshops. 

communicaTion BeTWeen 
STaKehoLderS

In any collaborative effort, effective commu-
nication is key to success. The more stake-
holders involved in a project, the more crucial 
communication becomes. Pivotal stakehold-
ers are typically the writing program coordi-
nator or course instructor and the librarian 
planning the workshop(s). Each of these stake-
holders must then communicate with faculty, 
TAs, and students, or librarians, archivists, 
and library staff, respectively, to coordinate 
and confirm the logistics of scheduling the 
series of workshops so that everyone is aware 
of what will happen, when, and where.

Communication Between  
Library Stakeholders 

The use of primary sources in information 
literacy workshops provides a rare opportu-
nity for collaboration between instruction 
and special collections librarians, but it also 
presents several challenges. Special collections 
librarians or archivists often have expertise 
in teaching the analysis of primary sources 
in a variety of formats. However, they may 
not have experience designing instruction 
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for or teaching in large- scale programs like 
a campus first- year writing program. In this 
instance, combining knowledge and skills of 
both types of librarians makes for a better 
workshop experience for writing students.

Communication Between  
the Library and First- Year  
Writing Program Stakeholders 

If a single instructor is partnering with the 
library to create an information literacy work-
shop, he or she needs to work with students 
and TAs to make certain they understand the 
purpose and expected outcomes of the work-
shop. It is essential that students can relate 
the content of the workshop to the content 
of the course; indeed, if there is no course 
assignment that relates to the information lit-
eracy workshop, it can feel like “busy work for 
both students and the librarian” (Matthew & 
Schroeder, 2006, p. 63). 

If a writing program is coordinating work-
shops for all first- year writing students, it is 
important to have buy- in from course instruc-
tors, otherwise there may be a sense that the 
workshops are “an imposition that infringed 
on their control of the course” (Dhawan & 
Chen, 2014, p. 419). Furthermore, if the work-
shops will take place outside of the usual class-
room (i.e., in a library classroom), the complex 
logistics of scheduling means that faculty, TAs, 
and students need to be aware well in advance 
when and where the workshops will take place.

creaTing unified WorKShoP 
Learning ouTcomeS

Writing programs may have a cohesive set 
of course learning objectives, but how each 

instructor approaches those objectives may 
differ. Further, disparate emphases in courses 
might be a specific feature offered by the pro-
gram, allowing students to select the topic 
they prefer. The writing program courses 
included in this case study covered such top-
ics as music, storytelling, history, religion, 
and science. This meant that the informa-
tion literacy workshop content needed to be 
flexible enough to accommodate the varied 
sources necessary for diverse topics, while still 
fulfilling a common set of workshop learn-
ing outcomes.

Information literacy learning objectives 
can take several forms. They can align with 
course learning objectives, planned workshop 
activities, recognized information literacy 
standards (e.g., AAC&U Information Liter-
acy Rubric; ACRL Framework for Informa-
tion Literacy for Higher Education), or some 
combination of these options. A sample of 
the workshop learning outcomes for the case 
study is included in Table 11.1, which aligns 
the outcomes with specific workshop activi-
ties and threshold concepts from the ACRL 
Framework (2016).

Primary Source SeLecTion
When considering a primary source–focused 
information literacy workshop, selecting 
appropriate sources for students to interact 
with and analyze is a crucial step in the plan-
ning process. The source or sources used in 
the workshop should reflect the focus of the 
class, and instructors should consider using 
sources in formats other than paper (e.g., 
sound recordings for a music- themed writing 
course). A close partnership between writ-
ing course instructors and campus librarians 
during the workshop planning process can 
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assist enormously with source selection, as 
librarians have intimate knowledge of digital, 
print, and archival collections, all of which 
could provide relevant primary sources for 
any number of topics.

Preservation of Sources 

When choosing between digital or physical 
sources for a primary source workshop, con-
sideration needs to be given to security and 
preservation concerns for special collections 
materials, due to the large number of students 
who might be handling the items. For a single 
workshop in a small-  or medium- sized class, 
librarians can often ensure the security of the 
sources, but for large lectures with more than 
50 students or multiple classes using the same 
object, instructors might opt for a digitized 
surrogate of the item, a born- digital primary 
source, or a print reproduction of a fragile 
or rare physical source (Bahde, 2011). In the 
case study, stakeholders opted for digitized 
surrogates of more fragile archival items. An 
excerpt of one source used is included in Fig-
ure 11.1, along with the questions provided in 

its accompanying worksheet to help students 
begin analyzing the assigned source.

Format Variety 

In this case study, a variety of primary source 
formats were used, including audio record-
ings, digital surrogates of pamphlets, differing 
biblical translations, paintings, and engraved 
illustrations. Students, instructors, and librar-
ians alike may find analyzing—or teaching 
the analysis of—sources in nontext formats a 
disconcerting endeavor. Proper training, dis-
cussed in the next section, can help mitigate 
this discomfort for instructors and librarians, 
and there are a number of tools available to 
assist in designing effective information lit-
eracy instruction for nontext sources. The 
first priority should be selecting the most 
appropriate primary source(s) for the course 
content, which may or may not mean using 
nontext items. As mentioned above, pres-
ervation and security issues might impact 
source format as well. However, using nontext 
sources can offer many benefits to students. 
Objects such as sound recordings, film, maps, 

table 11.1 Learning Outcomes From the UCSD Primary Source Information Literacy Workshop

Workshop Outcomes Workshop Activities ACRL Framework

Given a definition of types of sources and a list of 
sources, students will be able to determine if each 
one is a primary, secondary, or tertiary source

Think-pair-share exercise 
where students identify 
source type (primary, 
secondary, tertiary) for 
six provided sources

Authority Is Constructed 
and Contextual

Information Creation as 
a Process

Given a primary source to study (e.g., photograph, 
song, postcard), students will be able to analyze 
the source, including describing the item in 
detail, identifying potential bias presented in the 
source, generating questions about the source, 
and evaluating how the source might be used in a 
college-level paper or project

Group activity where 
students are assignment 
a primary source and 
given a worksheet with 
questions to prompt 
analysis

Authority Is Constructed 
and Contextual

Information Creation as 
a Process

Information Has Value
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visual art, and photographs can off er pro-
found insight into the ways people thought 
and acted throughout history. Using a variety 
of source formats can assist with increasing 
student engagement in the classroom and, 
as with text- based primary sources, help give 

“students a powerful sense of history and 
the complexity of the past. Helping students 
analyze primary sources can also guide them 
toward higher- order thinking and better crit-
ical thinking and analysis skills” (Library of 
Congress, n.d., para. 2).

Examine the source
•	 List three pieces of information the pamphlet 

provides its audience.
•	 What is the general ambiance of the pamphlet? 

What mood does it create? How does it do this 
(images, colors, fonts, word choice, etc.)?

•	 Who created this pamphlet?
•	 When was this pamphlet created?
•	 Where was this pamphlet created?
•	 Who is the intended audience of this pam-

phlet? 

Inference
•	 Why do you think this pamphlet was created? 

What evidence in the pamphlet tells you why 
it was made? 

•	 Do you notice any biases presented in the 
pamphlet? 

•	 Based on what you have observed above, write 
down one thing you might infer about this 
pamphlet. 

•	 Write down one thing the pamphlet tells you 
about life in the place and time it was created.

Questions
•	 Th ink about what you already know about the 

topic addressed in the pamphlet. How does 
this source relate to your prior knowledge? 

•	 What questions does this pamphlet raise in 
your mind?

Figure 11.1 Scanned excerpt of a 1915 pamphlet brochure for La Mesa, California, along with sample questions 
from the UCSD workshops used to analyze the source. (From La Mesa Chamber of Commerce, 1915.)
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Training WorKShoP 
inSTrucTorS
Teaching analysis of primary sources is often 
the purview of special collections librarians 
or archivists. If these experts are teaching the 
information literacy workshop(s) for a writ-
ing course, there may be no need for further 
training of instructors. However, if work-
shops are taught by librarians with other spe-
cialties, like instruction, reference, or subject 
expertise—as was the case at UCSD—then 
primary source analysis might not fall under 
their normal teaching duties. Likewise, if 
these workshops are taught by TAs or course 
instructors, information literacy instruction 
in general could be well outside their current 
skill set.

For workshop instructors unfamiliar with 
teaching primary source analysis, train- the- 
trainer sessions taught by special collections 
librarians would be highly advisable. These 
experts can walk the instructors through 
the workshop activities, and perhaps run a 
workshop simulation, with the instructors 
posing as students. Additionally, instruc-
tors new to teaching this type of workshop 
might consider investigating sources that pro-
vide tips and materials on teaching primary  
resources:

•	 Library of Congress, Teacher Resources: 
http:// www .loc .gov /teachers

•	 National Archives, Teaching with Doc-
uments: https:// www .archives .gov /educa 
tion /lessons 

•	 Using Primary Sources: Hands- On 
Instructional Exercises (Bahde, Smedberg, 
& Taormina, 2014): http:// www .abc -  clio 
.com /ABC -  CLIOCorporate /product .aspx 
?pc = A4130P 

aSSeSSmenT 
With any type of instruction, especially when 
using a new format, it is important to build 
assessment into the framework. Due to the 
one- shot nature of this kind of workshop, 
determining a useful assessment method can 
be a challenge. The UCSD workshop outlined 
here was the first part of a three- part course 
series, where different aspects of information 
literacy instruction was scaffolded over all 
three parts, so the consideration was whether 
to assess the primary source session on its own 
or as part of the whole series. The ultimate 
decision was to assess the progression of stu-
dent knowledge over their three workshop/
three quarter experience with the library. 
While it is commonly opined that assessing 
student knowledge directly at the conclusion 
of a course is not best practice, as demon-
strated in Krause’s (2010) study, useful data 
can still be learned by doing so. 

In either case, a one- shot session or a series 
of workshops, a formative assessment method, 
specifically a pre-  and post- test, could offer an 
idea of how closely the workshop aligns with 
the outcomes set for student learning and if 
student understanding of the concepts taught 
in the session improved by the end of the 
course or course series. The question used for 
this assessment presented students with a list 
of primary, secondary, and tertiary sources, 
and asked students to choose which ones 
were primary. Data analysis included deter-
mining how many primary sources were cor-
rectly identified, which primary sources were 
not identified at all, and which sources were 
incorrectly identified. After analyzing which 
sources were discussed in the workshop and to 
what degree, and comparing that to the data, 
the workshop can be improved in subsequent 
academic years.

http://www.loc.gov/teachers
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons
http://www.abc-clio.com/ABC-CLIOCorporate/product.aspx?pc=A4130P
http://www.abc-clio.com/ABC-CLIOCorporate/product.aspx?pc=A4130P
http://www.abc-clio.com/ABC-CLIOCorporate/product.aspx?pc=A4130P
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Summary
Embedding primary source–focused informa-
tion literacy workshops into first- year writing 
courses, individually or as part of a large- scale 
program, is both challenging and rewarding. It 
can increase student engagement and academic 
outcomes, and provide tools for building crit-
ical thinking skills. By using an object- based 
learning model to relate the analysis of primary 
sources to students’ previous knowledge, and 
asking them to use that previous knowledge to 
make inquiries about the sources, this type of 
workshop also helps students begin to question 
a source’s validity, context, strengths, and lim-
itations. This ultimately helps students under-
stand their part in the relationship between 
creation and consumption of information. In 
acknowledging these many benefits, and offer-
ing the context of the UC San Diego Library as 
a case study, these guidelines allow anyone to 
create this kind of workshop, and in doing so, 
foster students who are better equipped to han-
dle the current information- rich environment.
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At many universities, information literacy is 
an integral part of the first- year composition 
course. The Framework for Success in Postsec-
ondary Writing from the Council of Writing 
Program Administrators, the National Coun-
cil of Teachers of English, and the National 
Writing Project explains that one of the pri-
mary goals of college composition instruction 
is to encourage a “Habit of Mind” of curios-
ity, which 

is fostered when writers are encouraged 
to: use inquiry as a process to develop 
questions relevant for authentic audiences 
within a variety of disciplines; seek relevant 
authoritative information and recognize 
the meaning and value of that informa-
tion; conduct research using methods for 
investigating questions appropriate to the 
discipline; and communicate their findings 
in writing to multiple audiences inside and 
outside school using discipline- appropriate 
conventions. (2011, p. 4)

First- year writing (FYW) courses seek not 
only to introduce students to strong research 
methods, but also to help students understand 
the motivations for conducting research. 
Additionally, students learn how to frame 
appropriate questions for their field or topic, 
find and use credible sources, and synthesize 
their research. Since information literacy 
is just one aspect of composition instruc-
tion, FYW students often struggle with the 
complexities of information literacy given 
the limited amount of time for instruction. 
Therefore, FYW introductions to information 
literacy work best when thought of as a foun-
dation that students will continue to build 
upon in subsequent academic pursuits.

However, for information instruction to be 
most useful, students need to learn how to 

transfer those skills into other areas. Recent 
composition studies have found that students 
have trouble transferring what they learn in 
one class, or even in one assignment, to the 
next. The Elon Statement on Writing Trans-
fer explains that students do not think they 
will use the knowledge and skills from FYW 
courses in other areas (2013, p. 4). Writing 
instructors can help foster transfer by teach-
ing concepts of composition and information 
literacy in context with each other as part of 
a research- writing process and in assignments 
that tie in with students’ academic interests.

Additionally, both composition and infor-
mation literacy theories (ACRL Framework, 
2015; Townsend, Brunetti, & Hofer, 2011) 
hold that threshold concepts can be powerful 
learning tools for students. Recognizing the 
centrality of threshold concepts to learning 
transfer, the Elon Statement says that “Once 
educators identify threshold concepts that are 
central to meaning making in their fields, 
they can prioritize teaching these concepts, 
in turn increasing the likelihood that students 
will carry an understanding of these core con-
cepts into future coursework and contexts” 
(2013, p. 3). Linking together the threshold 
concepts of composition, based in the the-
ory of discourse communities, with those of 
information literacy enables students to see 
how research and writing are bound together, 
and how the practices of both apply to other 
disciplines.

Discourse communities are formed when a 
group of people use language in similar ways, 
with shared key terms, values, and assump-
tions. They use this set of shared language 
tools to build and achieve common aims, 
and to communicate internally and exter-
nally about those aims. Discourse commu-
nity analysis assignments ask students to use 
multiple methods of research to identify and 
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explain how a particular discourse commu-
nity communicates their goals. Many FYW 
courses employ discourse analysis as a means 
to teach students about composition concepts 
like audience and genre. Discourse analysis 
promotes learning transfer, giving students 
a strategy instead of a template, and when 
instructors allow students to conduct analy-
sis on an academic or professional discourse 
community that they are interested in, or 
plan on entering, students are both more 
prepared to conduct research in their chosen 
field, and are better able to see how the strat-
egies they learn can transfer to future writing 
and researching situations. By extending the 
bounds of discourse communities to infor-
mation literacy, instructors and librarians 
can create powerful connections between 
composition and information use. We adopt 
the criteria for discourse communities delin-
eated by John Swales (1990). He outlines the 
six characteristics of a discourse community:

 1. A discourse community has a broadly agreed 
set of common goals (Swales, 1990, p. 24).

 2. A discourse community has mechanisms 
of intercommunication among its members 
(Swales, 1990, p. 25).

 3. A discourse community uses its participatory 
mechanisms primarily to provide informa-
tion and feedback (Swales, 1990, p. 26).

 4. A discourse community utilizes and hence 
possesses one or more genres in the com-
municative furtherance of its aims (Swales, 
1990, p. 26).

 5. In addition to owning genres, a discourse 
community has acquired some specific lexis 
(Swales, 1990, p. 26).

 6. A discourse community has a threshold level 
of members with a suitable degree of relevant 
content and discoursal expertise (Swales, 
1990, p. 27). 

By engaging students in an analysis of a par-
ticular discourse community with which they 
are already connected, or with which they 
wish to be connected, instructors can encour-
age students to ask: What does it mean to 
enter scholarly conversations? How can I (the 
student) conduct research that helps me to 
understand and enter into the discourse com-
munity? What does the lens of the discourse 
community help me (the student) to better 
understand about the community’s work and 
methods of communication? How does that 
help me (the student) understand the infor-
mation creation process and participate in it?

To make a discourse community assign-
ment even more useful, instructors can give 
students the opportunity to research their 
choice of an academic community that they 
either are a part of now or are on the road 
to joining. For example, they might choose 
to conduct research on the discourse com-
munity of first- year writing courses, or first- 
year science courses, or they might choose 
to research the discourse community of the 
American Association for the Advancement 
of Science journal Science in preparation for 
reading, using, and eventually contributing to 
the research shared in that community. This 
approach makes the assignment relevant to 
students while also introducing them to the 
academic conventions in their field, making 
transferring knowledge of how to write in 
their field more likely. 

diScourSe communiTieS and 
informaTion LiTeracy

The artifacts of discourse (print texts, record-
ings, Web documents, etc.) are information, 
and as such fall under the umbrellas of both 
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discourse communities and information lit-
eracy. Since the product of a discourse com-
munity is information, and in a FYW course 
students are both learning how to navigate 
and to join discourse communities, students 
should be taught about discourse communi-
ties and information as linked ideas. Another 
way to reframe the idea of discourse commu-
nities would be as information communities 
that share aspects of both Swales’s definition 
and the Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education. Not only do students 
learn about the features of different types of 
communication in a given field, they begin 
to think of the artifacts of that communi-
cation and how it is organized, shared, and 
created. While the notion of linking genre 
analysis and information literacy is not new 
(Simmons, 2005), our goal in this chapter is 
to give examples of how to explicitly draw 
together some of Swales’s characteristics of 
a discourse community and the Framework. 
Here are three areas where discourse commu-
nities and information literacy overlap.

acTiVe reSearcherS
Swales’s second and third characteristics of a 
discourse community are that it “has mech-
anisms of intercommunication among its 
members,” and that it “uses its participatory 
mechanisms primarily to provide information 
and feedback” (Swales, 1990, p. 26). In other 
words, in discourse communities members 
use agreed upon outlets to communicate 
with one another. For example, in academic 
discourse communities, those outlets are 
commonly conference presentations, post-
ers, peer- reviewed articles, monographs, and, 
more recently, blogs and tweets. Notice how, 
in Swales’s definition, intercommunication is 

a key feature of the discourse community. In 
order to be considered members of a discourse 
community, participants must communicate 
with one another in some fashion. Discourse 
community members are not passive; they 
share information and make active choices 
about how to explain the significance of that 
information in ways that support achieving 
their shared goals.

This idea of intercommunication is at the 
heart of the Framework for Information Lit-
eracy for Higher Education frame Scholarship 
as Conversation, which states that “commu-
nities of scholars, researchers, or profession-
als engage in sustained discourse with new 
insights and discoveries occurring over time 
as a result of varied perspectives and interpre-
tations.” Contemporary information literacy 
teaches that students should recognize that 
information often develops through dialogue, 
and that they are entering that dialogue with 
their research. For the librarian teaching infor-
mation literacy in a classroom that is using 
discourse community analysis, this is a key 
component of showing how the skills learned 
in that analysis transfer to information liter-
acy. In particular, the Framework also high-
lights the active nature of information- literate 
students, who “see themselves as contributors 
to scholarship rather than only consumers 
of it.” Students should understand that with 
their research and writing they become active 
participants in the discourse community.

aimS and formaTS
The frame Information Creation as a Process 
intersects with Swales’s fourth criterion that 
“a discourse community utilizes and hence 
possesses one or more genres in the communi-
cation furtherance of its aims,” particularly in 
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how the Framework considers format. Swales’s 
definition of discourse communities is in ser-
vice of his larger project of laying out genre 
analysis, but in this particular case librarians 
can examine how the formats of information 
used in a discourse community work within 
larger definitions of genre. Students can map 
how information moves through different 
formats within a given community, and how 
those formats serve the needs of audiences 
within the community. Looking at format 
and genre provides an opportunity to teach 
not only traditional information literacy con-
cepts like primary and secondary sources, but 
also allows for deeper exploration of how the 
information creation process can be shaped by 
the goals of the community itself. For exam-
ple, in scientific communities where quick 
access to new information is a priority, sci-
entists tend to publish journal articles, which 
allow for faster publication than monographs. 

Tying together format and aims can be 
particularly helpful for promoting the knowl-
edge practice that students “develop, in their 
own creation processes, an understanding 
that their choices impact the purposes for 
which the information product will be used 
and the message it conveys” (Framework). 
Another way of considering this would be to 
suggest that the purpose of the information 
product can determine its format. For writing 
instructors, too, linking together these ideas 
highlights the process by which information 
moves through different formats.

LexiS and Search STraTegieS
Swales’s fifth criterion for a discourse com-
munity is that it “has acquired some specific 
lexis,” and this is certainly one of the more 
challenging aspects for students seeking 

to join writing and research communities. 
Librarians regularly see how finding the right 
terms used to convey and retrieve information 
is a stumbling block for novice members of 
a discourse community. The Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education rec-
ognizes that students should view Searching 
as Strategic Exploration, and that part of that 
threshold concept consists of helping students 
develop the ability to “use different types of 
searching language.” 

For librarians trying to emphasize the 
iterative nature of searching, discussing how 
terms are used and developed by communi-
ties can reveal how one comes to know the 
terms of a discourse community through the 
process of analyzing and joining it. Students, 
especially those attempting to join academic 
discourse communities, “try on” the lan-
guage of the academy (Bartholomae, 1986). 
Likewise, students seeking information must 
“try on” different lexical terms and searching 
vocabulary and strategies.

conSTrucTing effecTiVe 
diScourSe communiTy 
anaLySiS aSSignmenTS
This sample assignment is a prompt for a 
three- part discourse community project that 
emphasizes information literacy by engag-
ing students in learning about an academic 
community and guiding them through an 
iterative process of research and writing. 
Students conduct observations, analyze pri-
mary documents, and use their findings to 
draft effective interview questions. Next, they 
identify stakeholders in the community and 
conduct interviews with them. They mine the 
interviews for significant insights, vocabulary, 
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and indications about the ideologies of the 
community. Finally, they compose a written 
or digital representation of their findings and 
the significance of their findings. Their final 
product demonstrates what makes the dis-
course community unique and serves as an 
introductory piece of information for peo-
ple interested in entering or furthering their 
involvement in the community.

The three- part setup of the assignment 
places an emphasis on information liter-
acy, and particularly on helping students to 
see how discourse communities create and 
use information. The iterative nature of the 
project empowers students to recognize how 
information creation is a process by asking 
them to engage in different types of research 
and to conduct research at multiple points in 
the project. It encourages them to see them-
selves as beginning researchers who are enter-
ing a scholarly field and conversation. 

TaiLoring and ScaffoLding  
The aSSignmenTS

This assignment can easily be adapted to serve 
different class needs. It can be used as a group 
project with a presentation aspect at the end or 
as a portfolio, with the separate pieces written 
throughout the class and revised for a final 
class project. The assignment could also result 
in a multimodal presentation, an infographic 
or poster, a fully written research article, and 
so on. Instructors can shorten an in- class or 
supplemental assignment by directing students 
to focus on only one of the six characteristics 
of a discourse community. Another option 
would be to make it an innovative full- class 
project to encourage collaboration—the whole 
class can choose a community (perhaps the 

campus, or the freshman class) and split the 
class into six groups, with each group respon-
sible for focusing on one of the six aspects of 
the discourse community. The assignment can 
also be adapted for use in library instruction 
classes or interdisciplinary courses. 

To further aid in learning transfer and to 
give the assignment higher stakes, instruc-
tors can require or recommend that students 
submit their analysis to an external audience. 
The following are just a few options that 
are available: Students can (1) submit to an 
Undergraduate Research Conference at their 
campus or another school, (2) submit to the 
journal Young Scholars in Writing, which has 
a special section for first- year writing, or (3) 
circulate their research projects to a wider 
audience online through a blog, website, 
YouTube video, and so on. There are many 
student- produced discourse analyses posted 
on YouTube that can show students how they 
might share their own work. 

Sometimes students can feel anxious when 
asked to engage in such in- depth and nuanced 
research, especially about an academic com-
munity to which some students may not yet 
feel that they belong. To ease student anxiet-
ies, scaffold the assignment carefully by using 
some or all of the activities in order to give 
students confidence in their abilities. Read-
ing Swales’s definition and characteristics of 
a discourse community together as a class (it 
is written in academic language, for an aca-
demic audience, but is short and accessible for 
students) and discussing the reading before 
assigning the project gives everyone a shared 
vocabulary. It can also be very helpful to 
show examples of discourse analysis projects 
from YouTube or the Young Scholars in Writ-
ing archive and discuss how these examples 
relate to Swales’s text and what they illumi-
nate about a particular community. 
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Three- ParT diScourSe 
communiTy anaLySiS 
aSSignmenT SamPLeS
These materials can either be adapted for 
independent use or used to scaffold a larger 
assignment. In the latter case, use the materi-
als in class or as homework assignments that 
students can build upon to compose an in- 
depth discourse analysis. 

Discourse Analysis 
Assignment Overview 

This assignment invites you to use your 
researching and rhetorical analysis skills to 
investigate a discourse community. A discourse 
community is a group of people who share the 
same goals, interests, genres, and ways of com-
municating: for example, a group of scholars 
or students in an academic field like biology or 
sociology, a group of workers who all work in 
the same office or for the same company, and 
so forth. To decide on a discourse community 
to investigate, pick a community that you are 
either involved in yourself or that you want to 
be involved in. In either case, make sure it’s 
a community about which you are interested 
in learning more. The community needs to 
be connected either to an academic field or a 
professional community. 

Purpose: The purpose of this project is to 
practice the “habit of mind” of curiosity by 
engaging in research as a process and enter-
ing into scholarly conversations in your field. 
To do so, you will conduct research about a 
discourse community that you are a member 
of, that you want to join, or that you want to 
learn more about. You’ll present the results 
of this research in the form of a scholarly 
research article.

Rhetorical Situation: The primary audience 
for your Discourse Community Project is the 
academic discourse community of First- Year 
Writing students and teachers here on cam-
pus, and particularly the FYW students who 
are majoring in or interested in majoring in a 
program connected to the discourse commu-
nity that you choose to study. The primary 
purpose for writing this assignment is to gain 
knowledge about the discourse community 
so that you and your reader will be better pre-
pared to enter into the conversations in the 
community effectively. For example, if you 
are interested in entering a finance profes-
sion, such as accounting, your audience will 
be other FYW students who are interested 
in becoming accountants, and your goal will 
be to write an analysis that will help them 
understand an accounting discourse commu-
nity (the language, genres, shared knowledge, 
information, etc.) so that both you and your 
reader will be able to use and create infor-
mation as part of conversations in the field. 
You’ll also have the option of circulating your 
Discourse Community Project to a wider 
academic audience.

Assignment Part 1: Identifying  
a Discourse Community

Choose a discourse community and identify 
your primary audiences. The discourse com-
munity should be one related to a field or 
discipline that you are studying or plan to 
study, or to a profession that you are part of 
or wish to enter. Draw on your own interests 
to choose a discourse community. Then, in 
500–750 words, explain why you are inter-
ested in this community, how you are con-
nected to the community, and why you think 
it will be a fruitful community to study. Is 
this community a discourse community? 
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Why? Does it meet the six characteristics of 
a discourse community? In what ways? Who 
is part of it? Why is it a significant com-
munity to study? How will learning more 
about the community, its values, its methods 
of communication, and the information it 
produces be worthwhile for you? For other 
students? Use 2–3 primary sources from the 
community to support and illustrate your 
explanation. 

Next, in 500–750 words, identify and dis-
cuss your primary audiences. To whom will 
you write? What other students or student 
groups would benefit from learning more 
about this discourse community? Choose a 
group here on campus with whom you can 
share your findings. This might be students 
majoring in a particular field, students who 
are members of a professional club, or stu-
dents who are interning at a specific company, 
for example. 

Finally, draft questions that you can use to 
interview participants in the group. Write a 
list of 10–20 questions, and a 150–250- word 
rationale for why these are good questions, 
and what they will help you discover about 
how the discourse community functions. 

Assignment Part 2: Identifying 
Stakeholders and Conducting 
the Interview

Building on what you found in Part 1 and 
on the research you have conducted, write a 
500–700- word analysis of the people who 
make up the community, both generally 
and specifically. What groups of people are 
involved in the community? In what ways? 
How do they interact with the community? 
What methods do they use for communi-
cating information? In which genres do 
they read or write? Which specific people 

involved in the community do you want to 
talk to? Why? What do you already know 
about these people? What do you hope to 
learn about their discourse community? Use 
3–5 primary sources to illustrate and sup-
port your analysis.

Then, choose one of these people and con-
duct an interview. You can use the interview 
questions you wrote for Part 1, but tailor them 
to the specific person you are interviewing. 
Transcribe the interview into a Word docu-
ment, and complete the Interview Analysis 
Table (Figure 12.1).

In- Class Activity: Compile a Lexis

Discourse communities use very specific 
terms to refer a given idea or thing. Some-
times these terms are the same across all 
communities, but more frequently different 
groups use different terms for the same thing 
or idea. For example, agricultural communi-
ties refer to a device that keeps a mother pig 
from her piglets as a “gestation crate,” a “sow 
stall,” or a “farrowing pen.” Gathering infor-
mation from any retrieval system, whether it 
be Google, a database search, or your library 
catalog, depends upon knowing the terms 
used by your discourse community. 

For this assignment, create a lexis of the 
key terms used by your discourse community. 
You should come up with as many terms as 
possible, both popular and specialized, and 
identify which of the terms you find most 
often used in your discourse community. It 
is important to note that different discourse 
communities will likely use different terms to 
indicate the same things depending on the 
context and intended audience. For example, 
where community health organizers might 
say “heart attack,” medical researchers will 
likely say “myocardial infarction.”
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Generate a table that outlines the key ter-
minology you have identified, the alternative 
terms for each key term, what that key term 
means when used by community members, 
and an example of use from one of the pri-
mary sources you found. 

In- Class Activity: Identifying Genres  
and Sharing Information

Discourse communities use one or more genres 
to share information, build on knowledge, or 
make claims. For this activity, investigate what 

Information: Transcript from key 
parts of the interview Student answers
Analysis
What it means: What do these quotes show? 
Why is the quote significant? What do you 
think it means? How are you interpreting it? 
What does it tell you about the community? 
Does it relate to the discourse community 
that you are studying directly or indirectly? 
If indirectly, how will you make the connec-
tion? If directly, what aspect of the discourse 
community does it connect to? Which of the 
characteristics of a discourse community 
does it relate to?

Analysis

Implementation
How will you discuss this information? How 
will you write about this info to the appro-
priate audience? What section will you put it 
in? Will you use a direct quote, a paraphrase, 
or a summary? Do you need to support this 
point with examples from primary docu-
ments? What other pieces of your research 
does this section connect to?

Implementation

Further Research
What other questions does this info raise for 
you? What terminology do you need to re-
search for definition and context? 

Further Research

Figure 12.1 Interview analysis table.
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formats or genres your discourse community 
uses to disseminate information. For example, 
where does someone new to the community go 
to find the artifacts of discourse? Would that 
person go to encyclopedias, Web pages, schol-
arly articles, books, textbooks, documentaries, 
or other resources? 

Compile your own mini- database (a cor-
pus) of examples of the genre or genres used 
by your discourse community. Include 3–5 
primary examples in your database, and write 
a 100–250- word discussion of why you think 
this (or these) particular genres are useful to 
the community.

Assignment Part 3: Discourse 
Community Analysis

Using your primary and secondary research 
sources, as well as your analysis of the inter-
view you conducted, compose a 1,000- word 
written or the equivalent digital represen-
tation of your findings about the discourse 
community to help your audience understand 
how to successfully enter into and communi-
cate with the community. 

In your analysis, use support from primary 
texts and artifacts from the community, inter-
views with members, and secondary research 
to discuss how the community meets the six 
characteristics of a discourse community: 
What are the common goals of the com-
munity? The mechanisms for participation 
and intercommunication? How do members 
of the community provide information and 
feedback with each other? What genres do 
they utilize, and why? What are the key terms 
in the community’s lexis and what do they 
mean? Who are the experts and authorities in 
the community, and what counts as expertise? 
What other key things does someone who is 

interested in joining the community need to 
know in order to enter into and communicate 
effectively with the group?

TaKeaWayS
Creating interwoven information literacy 
and composition assignments that promote 
learning transfer requires finding the com-
monalities between the two disciplines. The 
theories and praxis of discourse community 
analysis intersect with information literacy 
at multiple points, thus providing a wealth 
of options for crafting meaningful learning 
experiences for students. When teaching this 
assignment sequence in our own classes, we 
have seen positive development in how capa-
ble our students are in conducting research, 
and this is a development they have also 
noticed and commented on in reflective let-
ters at the end of the course. We have also seen 
that teaching our first- year writing courses 
with a long- term, scaffolded discourse com-
munity analysis assignment helps students to 
think of using and creating information as 
iterative processes. Returning to their initial 
research through different lenses at multi-
ple points in the course helps students make 
stronger analyses and claims. Student reflec-
tion letters indicate that they independently 
recognize that they are gaining authority and 
entering into the scholarly conversations of 
the discourse community. They also identify 
nuances of primary and secondary research 
materials and discover that how sources are 
used depends upon the context and purpose 
of the author. Instructors can help students 
become more confident information users and 
creators by highlighting the interconnected 
nature of discourse and information practices.
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It isn’t unusual to hear discussions among 
college library and freshman- year composi-
tion instructors about the “one- shot” library 
session. In that traditional introduction to 
information literacy, a writing teacher might 
take a day out of the planned curriculum and 
set the students loose in the library lab, where 
they learn from the library instruction special-
ist about navigating database choices; using 
key search terms, Boolean operators, and the 
ILL system; and saving their findings. But this 
approach often leaves students with the sense 
that research is just “looking up stuff,” rather 
than showing these new- to- the- university 
writers how research is really about inquiry, 
not just location, nor does the one- shot 
approach to information literacy instruction 
emphasize research as a creative behavior born 
of students’ curiosity and a desire to explore—
and later join—existing conversations on a 

subject. Finally, it often does little to help stu-
dents learn how to engage with these sources, 
or how to think of them in ways that empower 
students to see themselves as active, contrib-
uting participants in an emerging discussion. 

We wanted to find a better approach, one 
that created a shared research instructional 
space that incorporated a rhetorical approach 
toward, as well as ways to effectively engage 
with, the research materials found by our stu-
dents. Therefore, in the spring of 2016, we set 
out to combine our writing and library instruc-
tional lesson planning to create more of a pro-
ductive flow from the writing classroom to the 
library classroom and back again, lessening 
that silo- type feel of the previous “one- shot” 
model of instruction, and creating an extended, 
cross- classroom space informed by our respec-
tive disciplines’ key beliefs about information 
literacy (ACRL, WPA) (see Figure 13.1). 

Samantha
Teaching and Outreach 
Librarian; UNIV 1004 
Instructor

Amy
Composition Lecturer, 
Dept. of English and 
Philosophy

Goals: Renegotiate, 
reconceptualize our 
relationship and 
practices

Shared groundwork: 
Disciplinary research 
and pedagogy; Bizup’s 
BEAM

Overlapping praxis: 
Rhetoric, vocabulary, 
metacognition

Figure 13.1 Collaboration Venn diagram.
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Both our individual efforts as well as 
our collaboration were driven by the same 
goal: there has to be a better way than the 
“one shot” to teach students how to “do” 
research. We asked ourselves: How do we 
help students understand how to approach 
their research assignment and related search 
tasks as a process of inquiry, not just a quote- 
mining activity? How do we help our stu-
dents re- see how they think about “doing 
research” as agency- promoting conversa-
tion exploration and building? The siloed 
nature of previous library instruction/writ-
ing classroom relationships has time and 
again proven unsatisfactory in addressing 
these questions. Our collaboration resulted 
in two tools that helped us enhance infor-
mation literacy instruction through coop-
erative brainstorming and planning to help 
students think more about the why than 
merely the what when it comes to how they 
view research and source materials.

For our project, we operated from a 
definition of information literacy instruc-
tion as a practice that includes and incor-
porates the idea that research is more than 
just gathering bits of information. It is the 
search behaviors as well as how to critically 
evaluate and apply that found informa-
tion. It is inquiry as a goal, not just a start-
ing point, an idea shared by many scholars 
within our disciplines (D’Angelo, Jamieson, 
Maid, & Walker, 2016; Head & Eisenberg, 
2009; Howard, Serviss, & Rodrigue, 2010; 
McClure & Purdy, 2016). We came at our 
individual tasks and tool development from 
our own disciplinary backgrounds, but we 
discovered that our thinking and efforts were 
linked by several common elements, foremost 
being Joseph Bizup’s (2008) rhetorical clas-
sification framework, BEAM. This created a 
synchronicity of effort that not only provided 

us with a common vocabulary, but allowed us 
to create a set of instructional tools based on 
this common text as well as the shared goals 
of our respective disciplinary scholarship. 
Further, we discovered Bizup’s work informs 
a variety of other library instructional publi-
cations such as Kristin Woodward and Kate 
Ganski’s 2013 “Lesson plan,” from which 
Samantha drew useful graphic summaries 
of core BEAM elements for her classroom 
session to reinforce the relationship between 
writing and library activities. For the writing 
classroom side, Bizup’s rhetorical classifica-
tions approach to source material helped set 
up a much- needed shift in students’ perceived 
relationships with sources, moving them 
from an extrinsic (source- as- authoritative- 
object external to student’s ideas) to intrinsic 
(source- as- dialogic- partner- in- exploration) 
lens through which students might see them-
selves in a conversation (Bizup, 2008, pp. 73, 
76). Extending this into the library instruc-
tion session, Samantha created an original 
conceptual visual metaphor designed to 
emphasize student agency in this relation-
ship—the Umbrella—continuing the use of 
vocabulary and concepts that center the stu-
dents’ agency in relation to what their source 
materials do or offer them. 

In our development of these two tools, 
we wanted to be sure we consciously and 
strategically created overlap and intersec-
tions made possible by existing disciplinary 
work. This was key to avoiding the siloed 
approach used in previous years, when the 
writing teacher simply passed the baton over 
to the library staff for “search instruction,” 
then returned to the writing classroom les-
sons. We wanted to create a wider, more 
seamless frame by renegotiating not only 
how we taught information literacy as library 
search habits, but also students’ own views 
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of their research behaviors and—perhaps 
more importantly—their perceptions of and 
engagement with sources. Both the Umbrella 
and BEAM tools allowed us to “flip the lens” 
for students by transforming the way we talk 
about research and their source discoveries. 
The goal: to move them from seeing research 
and its results as a passive data- gathering per-
formance—Burke’s “extrinsic” relationship 
with information (as cited in Bizup, 2008, 
p. 73)—toward fostering a more organic, 
more “intrinsic” student- idea- driven rela-
tionship with sources and research- as- 
inquiry (ACRL). 

PLanning and imPLemenTaTion: 
The Key iS a rheToric 
of cLaSSificaTion
Our collaborative work represents import-
ant overlaps reflecting the scholarship in 
our fields when it comes to information 
literacy and pedagogy. The two- course 
freshman writing sequence at Auburn Uni-
versity Montgomery (AUM) includes a sec-
ond semester focused on research writing. 
In 2013, the composition program rede-
signed the course focus and assignment arc 
to better facilitate a more inquiry- based 
approach to research, moving from several 
stand- alone analytical papers to a series of 
scaffolded projects meant to promote stu-
dents’ critical and metacognitive thinking 
about their arguments and research best 
practices. These changes emerged from our 
work with the Citation Project in 2010. Our 
program was one of 17 national higher edu-
cation institutions that contributed student 
research papers to examine how students 

actually integrated borrowed material into 
their own writing. What we learned changed 
our curricula, and fostered a new approach 
to/cooperation with library instruction  
specialists.

What emerged from the findings of the 
Citation Project for our own institution 
was how students perceive and use the 
sources they discover in their own writing. 
In a 2011 interview, Jamieson and Howard 
observed that their early stages of research 
data reflect on “what students are doing 
with their sources” (Jamieson & Howard, 
2011). They remarked that most experienced 
academy writers believe “‘research’ is about 
the discovery of new information and ideas, 
and the synthesis of those ideas into deeper 
understanding.” With that definition in 
mind, the data suggests that “the majority of 
the papers studied for the first phase of data 
analysis” failed. Only 6% of the citations are 
to summarized material. It is in summary 
that writers demonstrate comprehension 
of the larger arguments of a text, work-
ing from ideas rather than sentences. And 
in the papers we studied, students are not 
doing that.” The underlying premise for our 
post–Citation Project course revisions and 
composition- library collaborative efforts—
that is, why students may be engaging with 
sources on such a shallow basis—is that our 
students saw source material as an external 
object, some thing to use in pieces. Student- 
perceived agency in that meaning- making 
relationship with sources was therefore lim-
ited. This is where Bizup’s (2008) rhetori-
cal reframing of source material provides a 
way to re- see those conditions and gives us 
a way to help students rethink source mate-
rials and their research behaviors within the 
writing class and the library instructional 
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classroom. The study’s local results for our 
AUM writing program clearly suggested 
a lack of engagement with sources’ ideas. 
These results not only changed our curric-
ulum, they fostered a new approach to our 
cooperative efforts with library instruction  
specialists.

As part of our reframed approach to 
teaching information literacy, we became 
collaborative partners in developing ways 
to help students rethink their relationship 
to source materials, focusing on practices 
of inquiry that emphasized why and how 
their research discoveries were meaningful 
to their ideas—as opposed to simply what 
their sources were—to create more opportu-
nities for metacognitive inquiry. To do this, 
we both relied on Bizup’s (2008) BEAM 
acronym as our commonplace, giving us a 
shared touchstone vocabulary to renegotiate 
this relationship. 

BeamS and umBreLLaS: 
concePTuaL TooLS To Bridge  
our cLaSSroom PracTiceS
Interestingly, we discovered Bizup’s (2008) 
work independently. It was a happy moment 
of serendipity when we first met to discuss 
our collaborative library session planning that 
Samantha first mentioned BEAM as an influ-
ence on her lesson planning for my writing 
class’s visit. For me, BEAM had crossed my 
path when I was conducting research on writ-
ing programs and WPAs. Our shared path of 
discovery was already influencing our respec-
tive approaches to transforming praxis. 

The BEAM model (Table 13.1) pro-
vided us with a clear pathway to address the 

disciplinary (ACRL, WPA/NCTE, and PIL) 
calls for a metacognitive approach to infor-
mation literacy instruction. Bizup (2008) 
pointed out in his article “BEAM: A Rhetor-
ical Vocabulary for Teaching Research- Based 
Writing” that a contributing factor in stu-
dents’ troubles with engaging source mate-
rial in a critical and academically accepted 
way is in many ways rhetorically based. 
As an illustration, he pointed out that our 
writing textbooks, library Web guides, and 
familiar instructional methods often rely on 
traditional terminology like “primary,” “sec-
ondary,” and “tertiary” to define for students 
what sources are (the “what”). Far too often, 
Bizup argued (and we agree), such labels 
have the power to create a rhetorical as well 
as relational distance between students and 
the source material. 

Bizup’s article offered us a useful resource 
to modify instructional vocabulary to bet-
ter promote the disciplinary Frameworks’ 
value of the metacognitive and inquiry- based 
approach to research. Our shared goal was 
to get students to think about sources dif-
ferently, not approach searching as a type of 
“scavenger hunt” activity. Instead, we wanted 
them to see the sources in terms of what they 
do or offer. Bizup’s article provided both of 
us with a “new” meta language that not only 
functioned as a filter to help us rethink and 
reframe not only teaching research writing, 
but opened new opportunities to create col-
laborative instructional spaces that would 
become the unifying undercurrent between 
the prelibrary writing classroom activities, 
the library instructional sessions, and back to 
the postlibrary writing classroom. In essence, 
BEAM and the Umbrella became unifying 
thematic and practical frameworks for our 
collaboration.
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The “SeTuP”: uSing Beam 
PrinciPLeS in The WriTing 
cLaSSroom aS STage one of 
reframing Search PracTiceS 
and PerSPecTiVeS in The 
WriTing cLaSSroom 
Why is a rhetorical approach so important to 
teaching information literacy? The assump-
tion at the heart of our answer to this ques-
tion is that instructional terminology has the 
power to shape and frame our freshman writ-
ing students’ approach to research behaviors 
and materials. A. Abby Knoblauch (2011) 
examined how composition textbooks’ termi-
nologies frame argument and research writ-
ing by “perpetuat[ing]” a specific “version” or 
approach to argument (p. 248). Her survey 
of several well- known textbooks suggests a 
rhetorically framed pathway to see and “do” 
argument (and research) writing, one that 

Bizup (2008) claimed “reflects a hierarchy 
of values at odds with the goal of teaching 
writing” (p. 74). The vocabulary employed 
has, then, the power to shape student atti-
tudes toward and understanding of research 
materials. The terms used to discuss research, 
in other words, can shift the power of agency 
either toward the knowledge product or 
toward the knowledge builder (i.e., the stu-
dent). To help students actively engage with 
sources rather than simply quote mine, we 
wanted to emphasize the role of the builder 
by using vocabularies that promoted their 
agency. This is where the rhetorical tools of 
BEAM and the Umbrella graphic prove useful 
in helping students thoughtfully engage with 
content by scaffolding activities that ask them 
to identify the functionality of the different 
types of information they wish to locate.

Using Bizup’s framework, we moved the 
emphasis away from what the source is (ter-
tiary, primary, etc.) to what students can do 
with it in their own researched argument by 

table 13.1 Bizup’s (2008) BEAM Classification Categories

Background/Background 
Source

“Materials whose claims a writer accepts as ‘facts’” (p. 75)
“Noncontroversial, used to provide context . . . facts and information”

Exhibit/Exhibit Source “Materials a writer offers for explication, analysis, or interpretation”
“Exhibit . . . is not synonymous with the conventional term evidence, 

which designates data offered in support of a claim.”
“Exhibits can lend support to claims, but they can also provide occasions 

for claims.”
“Understood in this way, the exhibits in a piece of writing work much like 

the exhibits in a museum or a trial” (p. 75).

Argument/Argument 
Source

“Materials whose claims a writer affirms, disputes, refines, or extends in 
some way”

“Argument sources are those with which writers enter into ‘conversation’” 
(pp. 75–76).

Method/Method Source Materials “can offer a set of key terms, lay out a particular procedure, or 
furnish a general model or perspective” (p. 76).



A Cooperative, Rhetorical Approach to Research Instruction Chapter 13 175

asking more why and how questions about 
the source content. Further, that lens can be 
flipped to become a way students can con-
sider how their sources intended their mate-
rials to function rhetorically (e.g., Who was 
the target audience for such a publication? 
Why and how does such audience awareness 
affect the message?). Such considerations are 
key to framing the way students search and 
engage with these materials prior to attending 
the library session because of the potential to 
make explicit the potential for fundamen-
tal changes to the way they perceive not 
only their roles as researchers, but also how 
the knowledge offered shapes their thinking 
instead of what it proves. As Bizup (2008) put 
it, “If we want students to adopt a rhetorical 
perspective toward research- based writing, 
then we should use language that focuses 
their attention not on what their sources and 
other materials are . . . but on what they as 
writers might do with them” (p. 75).

During the early weeks of the term in the 
writing classroom, students work through 
topic exploration and preliminary inquiry 
activities. Prior to visiting Samantha’s class-
room, students had already submitted their 
Topic Exploration essay, a brief informal over-
view of what they know and what they want to 
discover—largely through in- class discussions 
and activities that frame research as a conver-
sation within and between discourse commu-
nities and stakeholders. These terms create a 
conceptual and rhetorical framework through 
which to see their role and the role of sources 
they encounter through research. The in- class 
readings and activities emphasize inquiry and 
questioning to explore their topics as complex 
issues, not as pro/con arguments. The princi-
ples of BEAM are introduced through guided 
discussion of source materials (both provided 
and found through early searching using 

online Web browsers and news services). This 
allowed me to “prime the pump,” as it were, 
so that prior to the library session, students 
are already using BEAM principles as a meta-
cognitive lens through which to consider how 
sources function. 

By the six- week mark, students had already 
received early feedback on their research 
ideas (their thesis admittedly still in a state 
of flux based on the assumption that further 
inquiry will help them refine their approach 
and thinking as they consider other conver-
sational perspectives). Further, discussion had 
begun on how to evaluate source materials 
based on thinking of sources through the 
BEAM lens—what does the source do and 
why, not simply focusing on what it is. These 
discussions and early work produce materials 
students use to begin developing relevant key 
search terms (see the worksheet in the Appen-
dix) as outgrowths of their own questions 
(what do they need, what do they want to do 
and why). The first six weeks, then, become 
a building phase based on focusing on the 
metacognitive, asking them to base their ini-
tial inquiry and exploration on questions and 
introducing other rhetorical factors: Who is 
my audience? Who is the audience of these 
early found materials? What is the purpose of 
these conversations? Why is this important to 
what I want to accomplish or discover? The 
lesson planning occurred with a conscious eye 
toward the upcoming session with Samantha, 
setting the stage for an instructional hand- off 
that played more like a duet than independent 
solo acts. This way, students were prepared 
for their time with Samantha, having already 
begun to think about their own informa-
tional goals. 

Prior to the library session, students are 
provided with an infographic overview of the 
BEAM terminology (see Figure 13.2), which 
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is incorporated into a discussion of the kinds 
of information students think they will need 
to move their ideas forward, address their 
early research questions (and variations of 
those questions), and represent the various 
views and needs of others involved in this 
conversation (aka stakeholders). 

Students are then guided through a close 
reading of one or two short sample texts to 
explore these four classifi cation categories, 
fi rst by modeling, then in small group explo-
ration and discussion, and fi nally individual 
blogging in which each student applies as 
many as possible of the BEAM features to 
one of their previously identifi ed “conver-
sation partner” source texts. Drawing from 
the sample questions provided by Woodward 
and Ganski’s (2013) lesson plan (Table 13.2), 
students read a common reading text pro-
vided by the instructor and dissected it as 

a class. Students had a hard copy in hand 
while the same text was projected on the 
overhead screen. Th e guided discussion fore-
grounds the importance of student- centered 
inquiry—what do they want to know or 
discover about their topic—to shape the 
questions. 

Th ese lessons explicitly apply the BEAM 
acronym as a fl exible rhetorical framework to 
show students how to engage with a source 
by asking questions about its rhetorical func-
tion from the student writer’s perspective. Our 
own lesson designs integrate Bizup’s (2008) 
explanation of such functionality: “Writers 
rely on background sources, interpret or ana-
lyze exhibits, engage arguments, and follow 
methods” (p. 76). During these close reading 
and group work activities, students were asked 
questions designed to help them think about 
their information needs as well as how sources 

Figure 13.2 BEAM infographic. (From Woodward, K. M., & Ganski, K. L. [2013]. 
BEAM lesson plan. UWM Libraries Instructional Materials. https://dc.uwm.edu
/lib_staff _fi les/1/. Used with permission.)

https://dc.uwm.edu/lib_staff_files/1/
https://dc.uwm.edu/lib_staff_files/1/
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might fulfill them. A few examples might be: 
How can you apply information provided by 
Source X as Background for your own ideas? 
What sorts of Exhibits will you want to pro-
vide and analyze to support your ideas, and 
how will you present or frame them? (It is 
important to distinguish between Evidence 
and Exhibit: Evidence might be seen as either/
or, static proof that does not invite questioning 
or interpretation. Exhibits, on the other hand, 
require interpretation and analysis as a way 
to make meaning.) Why does the Argument 
presented in Source Y inspire you to push back 
or embrace its points as a way of affirming 
your own? How does the use of definitions by 
Sources L and M provide you with an example 
of a Method you might use to frame your own 
research questions? Such questions better pre-
pare students to move into the library session 
because they help them see research as not just 
knowledge gathering, but an active engage-
ment with and building upon others’ ideas 
based on rhetorical inquiry practices. These 
questions also provided terminology for con-
ducting preliminary searches in Google and 
Google Scholar as part of exploring existing 

conversations about their early topic ideas. 
These early key terms, as well as early research 
question(s), were recorded on an instructor- 
designed worksheet, a copy of which was pro-
vided to Samantha one to two weeks before 
our visit, along with the most recent assign-
ment sheet (see Appendix). The worksheet’s 
fill- in- the- blank prompts reflect the type of 
metacognitive questioning informed by the 
BEAM- inspired activities. This scaffolding 
serves as a guided note- taking device that 
helps not only to reinforce early research work, 
but to continue the common bridge between 
classrooms by creating a pattern of repetition 
picked up in Samantha’s Umbrella graphic.

The students in a freshman writing class-
room often struggle with their own agency as 
writers and knowledge builders; both BEAM 
and the Umbrella as conceptual tools help 
them to approach their sources as more than 
prepackaged bits of proof requiring nothing 
more of them than quote mining. Bizup’s 
E of Exhibit is one of the more important 
(and often most difficult) of the tools as it 
requires them to take an intrinsic approach 
to their found material, to look at a source 

table 13.2 Questions Adapted from Woodward, K. M., & Ganski, K. L. (2013). BEAM lesson 
plan. UWM Libraries Instructional Materials. Paper 1; and Bizup, J. (2008). BEAM: A 
rhetorical vocabulary for teaching research-based writing. Rhetoric Review, 27(1), 72–86

B = Background What information would you need to give your readers to establish key facts about 
[your topic or some feature of your topic]?

E = Exhibit What could you analyze or interpret for your reader? Why might this be significant 
to your reader as you build your own claim?

A = Argument What claims have your conversation partners (sources) made that you want to 
engage as part of building your own argument or deepening your inquiry? In 
other words, which of their claims do you want to agree with, disagree with, or 
build on somehow?

M = Method How does this conversation partner (source) give you a model for a way or ways 
you might approach, analyze, or frame your own research question and/or 
contribute to this conversation?
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as more than “evidence” or “proof,” labels 
that frame both the sources and the stu-
dents’ research behaviors as external. Many 
students seem to believe that they have to 
find sources that merely back up previously 
held beliefs, or they look to sources beyond 
their personal authority as the “real” (i.e., 
academically valid) knowledge builders as 
opposed to knowledge reporters. Such per-
spectives often do little to encourage students 
to embrace their own roles in new knowledge 
formation. Changing the vocabulary we use 
to discuss and practice research sets the stage 
for breaking down those perspectives. By ask-
ing students to apply this method of rhetori-
cal classification to their thinking, planning, 
and search behaviors, we are asking them to 
consider how their sources- as- conversation- 
partners might add clarity, depth, and shape 
to their own ideas. 

on To The LiBrary!
Many students, especially freshmen, strug-
gle with research and its various compo-
nents; being asked to write a paper and do 
research on a topic can be overwhelming. 
The Umbrella was created in an attempt 
to make the research process a little less 
daunting and a little more understandable 
for students. By breaking down a topic into 
its fundamental parts, students are able to 
go into a library database with topic- specific 
keywords and phrases and come back with 
useful and relevant sources. Research is not 
linear; there are lots of rabbit trails that can 
distract and derail students as they look for 
sources. Just as BEAM offers verbal/vocabu-
lary “bumpers” (as in bowling) to help them 
manage the research process and their role 

in it, the Umbrella metaphor continues that 
effort into the library, offering a visual rep-
resentation of their topic to help them stay  
on track.

The Umbrella is a fairly simple concept: 
the main part of the Umbrella is the fab-
ric (the main topic), the framework of the 
Umbrella (the ribs) is the different aspects of 
the topic itself, and the handle represents the 
thesis or the core of the research (see Figure 
13.3). For example, if a student is writing a 
paper on the topic of sports medicine, she 
would begin with the fabric of Sports Med-
icine, which is a very broad and generalized 
topic, and too big to plug into a database 
and expect relevant results. But by moving 
on to the ribs, or framework of the topic, 
she can begin to narrow down her topic. 
The framework is the sum of the parts of 
the topic—the questions students need to 
ask are: what makes up Sports Medicine, 
what is associated with that topic, what 
would someone who works in that field deal 
with on a daily basis, and so on. Once the 
students have narrowed down exactly what 
they want to find out about their topic, they 
can move down the handle. The handle rep-
resents what they want to pull out of their 
research, what they need to hold on to while 
looking for sources. If their goal in doing 
research is to find out more about the rate of 
concussions in high school football players, 
then they can look back to their Umbrella 
to find keywords, phrases, and concepts to 
help them in their research. In the data-
base or some other research platform, they 
would start in the advanced search mode 
and use the broadest keyword in the first 
search box, followed by a narrower one, fol-
lowed by another narrow keyword linked 
by Boolean operators AND or OR. For 
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example: Sports Medicine AND Concussions 
AND Football.

Th is model can be used broadly for any 
research topic, and the process really is 
not very diff erent from how most seasoned 
researchers conduct their own searches. How-
ever, what writing instructors and librarians 
need to keep in mind is that research, espe-
cially college- level research, is a foreign con-
cept to most incoming students. Th ey have 
grown up with Google, which reinforces 
their use of natural search language; they 
know they can just go to Google and ask 
it their questions. Th is approach, however, 
often leads to frustration when the student 
cannot fi nd the scholarly, or even relevant, 
sources required for their assignment. Th is, 
in turn, can often lead to students chang-
ing their topic to what they feel is a more 
research- friendly topic, or complaining to 
the professor that there are no sources for 
their topic. Using the Umbrella and BEAM 
as a framework for their research changes 
the way students see and approach research 
and allows them to engage with sources on a 
deeper, more meaningful level. Th is approach 
allows librarians and writing instructors to 
help students produce better fi nal products, 

as well as providing them with the tools they 
will need to be successful in future classes. 
Th e Research Umbrella graphic allows for 
more of an organic image of this process, as 
opposed to the more traditional linear met-
aphor of seek- and- fi nd, and allows for more 
organic and inquiry- based thinking about 
doing research than the linear models that 
many students seem to cling to.

PoSTLiBrary: BacK To 
The WriTing WorKShoP

Th e prelibrary classroom activities prime stu-
dents with an introduction to BEAM vocab-
ulary as a way to promote their engagement 
with source materials by emphasizing their 
roles as agents of knowledge building. Saman-
tha’s introduction of the Research Umbrella 
and review of BEAM principles during the 
library classroom session reinforced this, and 
combined it with an introduction to rhe-
torically driven search practices to support 
student engagement. Postlibrary, the two 
conceptual tools were then revisited in the 
writing classroom’s activities and discussions, 

Figure 13.3 Th e research umbrella. 

Th ink of your research as an 
umbrella: Start broad with your 
main topic or theme, which would 
be the fabric of the umbrella.

Next, the framework, or supports 
of the umbrella, are what make up 
the fabric of the topic.

Th e handle of the umbrella 
represents your thesis, or what 
you want to grab hold of within 
the fabric.

Topic

Support framework

Thesis
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which were designed to explore how to best 
apply their library discoveries through more 
student- topic- focused BEAM- based ques-
tions. Moving forward into the research 
writing process, the BEAM and the Umbrella 
provide a powerful partnership of founda-
tional concepts that offers the potential to 
deepen the connections between students’ 
own thinking, reading, and inquiry efforts 
and the information literacy practices (i.e., 
search strategies and tools) presented during 
the library instructional session. 

WhaT’S nexT: recommendaTionS
Our goal for this collaborative teaching effort 
was to help our students approach research 
“as strategic exploration” (“Introduction,” 
ACRL Framework), but in many ways we 
believe our approach to teaching and cross- 
disciplinary collaboration has been produc-
tively transformed as well. Both the BEAM’s 
classification and the Research Umbrella met-
aphors provided lexical and conceptual tools 
for instruction as well as our own curriculum 
design practices. The BEAM and Umbrella 
are metaphoric lenses for our roles as well as 
the students as researchers . . . this is all about 
reframing the approach to research and student 
agency in that process. These tools provided us 
with a “new” meta language for our instruc-
tion: BEAM provided a rhetorical lens/filter to 
rethink and reframe not only teaching research 
but also collaborative possibilities. As teaching 
partners, we used these two tools in planning 
our instructional activities to create cohesion 
and transfer potential through the shared con-
cepts and language they made possible.

There is room for revision, of course. In 
future collaborative sessions, we plan to 
address several areas:

 1. Consider adjusting the timing of the library 
instructional session earlier or even a bit later 
in the research project arc. In this first itera-
tion, the library session took place five weeks 
into the term, after students had begun work-
ing on their second project, a critical source 
evaluation and annotated bibliography proj-
ect. Positioning the library instruction at this 
point allows students to think through their 
ideas independent of source materials; moving 
the session a few weeks later might promote 
more source- specific connections using the 
BEAM and Umbrella analysis, making it more 
relevant to students.

 2. Incorporate more information literacy 
instruction throughout the course, not just 
one assignment. One possibility is the Embed-
ded Librarian initiative proposed by Saman-
tha, in which library instruction specialists 
would come into the writing classroom a few 
weeks after the initial library- based session. 
This would allow for expanded collabora-
tive possibilities and additional one- on- one 
consultation between writing students and 
library instructional staff.

 3. Many of our freshman students at AUM are 
first- generation college students (over 60% as 
of 2015). Most are local, and perhaps under-
prepared. Such categories may mirror many 
students who attend community colleges. 
This approach to collaborative information 
literacy instruction isn’t just for a four- year 
institution like AUM. It can—and should—
be successfully implemented in a variety of 
educational settings. 

   In the fall of 2016, we presented our work 
to a regional conference. Following the pre-
sentation, several writing and library instruc-
tors remarked that the BEAM and Umbrella 
materials could benefit their own student 
populations at smaller four- year institutions 
as well as community colleges. Such interest 
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confirms that there is a real desire to find 
innovative ways to change how we teach 
information literacy, and such metaphoric/
conceptual tools have the potential to con-
tribute to this need.

 4. This approach has the potential to be a 
bridge for underprepared students who have 
little background in research behaviors, but 
also can serve those in upper- level writing- 
intensive courses. Future collaborative efforts 
will focus on tailoring our approach to the 
needs of both.

This collaboration served as groundwork 
going forward, a collaborative partnership 
that promises much. We will tinker and 
adjust, but the main goal of widening the 
cooperative space for writing and library 
instructors, with common goals and a shared 
set of tools/perspectives, was achieved. Wil-
liam Butler Yeats once wrote that “Education 
is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting 
of a fire.” We hope our work adds a spark to 
that ember. 
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aPPendix. Library day Worksheet
Complete the blanks below to help you think about the Types of Source Materials or Infor-
mation you might need/want/find:

•	 Key Search Terms
•	            
•	            

•	 Key Definitions
•	            
•	            

•	 Historical/Background Information
•	            
•	            

•	 News Based/Facts (Dates, People, Numbers, Places)
•	            
•	            

•	 Analysis/Argument (Perspectives)
•	            
•	            

•	 Types of Publications or Websites that might have information on this subject
•	            
•	            

•	 Audiences who might weigh in? Be interested/invested/affected?
•	            
•	            

•	 Record below all of the resources you find during our Library Lab time. Even if you do not 
use them in your paper, it’s a good idea to keep a Running Bibliography as you go.
•	            
•	            
•	            

•	 Record the Questions That Arise:
•	 Should           ?
•	 When/Where          ?
•	 Why           ?
•	 How           ?
•	 What           ?
•	 Who           ?
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In their book They Say/I Say: The Moves 
That Matter in Academic Writing, Graff and 
Birkenstein (2010) challenge the assumption 
that writing for academic purposes can be 
separate from writing for personal reasons. 
In Chapter 9, “Academic Writing Doesn’t 
Always Mean Setting Aside Your Own 
Voice,” they remind readers that when writing 
for academic purposes, most students tend to 
assume that means they must subsume their 
own personal voice to the words and ideas 
of others they use from research. Graff and 
Birkenstein (2010), however, insist that stu-
dents should not consider academic language 
as being mutually exclusive from other kinds 
of language. They stipulate that “Although 
academic writing does rely on complex sen-
tence patterns and on specialized, disciplinary 
vocabularies, it is surprising how often such 
writing draws on the languages of the streets, 
popular culture, our ethnic communities, and 
home” (p. 128). This idea is often echoed in 
the experiences of many of my own first- year 
writing students. In a recent survey of student 
writers, one student claimed that most aca-
demic writing, especially writing that involves 
research, was “impersonal and quite frankly, 
boring.” Whenever I teach this chapter to 
my students, many of them are suspicious 
that the personal can find a place in writing 
assignments that they have long assumed 
are reserved for what another student in the 
survey called “structured, fundamental, and 
basic.” In other words, according to many of 
my first- year writing students, academic writ-
ing and personal voice, including a voice that 
emerges from writing about personal experi-
ences, has little business in a college classroom 
where academic research is taught.

Indeed, moving between academic dis-
course and personal writing remains one of 
the most mysterious concepts for students. The 

experiences many young writers bring with 
them to their first- year writing classrooms 
usually involve writing assignments requir-
ing them to pick one or the other. As such, 
many students fail to recognize how their per-
sonal stories can find a place in the context 
of academic research. Many in composition 
studies, though, have shown that writing for 
personal reasons is not mutually exclusive 
from learning how to write for academic ones. 
Gottschalk (2011) breaks through this either/
or thinking by showing how a writing course 
on expressivism can coexist in Cornell Uni-
versity’s writing- in- the- disciplines first- year 
program. She argues that the course provides 
for students “imaginative ways to enter into 
the conversation of the disciplines, when they 
are given ways to make the academic personal 
and the personal public” (2011). Similarly, 
Williams (2011) rethinks the legacy of Don-
ald Murray to show that writing about the 
personal and writing about broader academic 
topics should be taught hand- in- hand. Wil-
liams (2011) insists that breaking through 
these dichotomies leads us “to respect student 
knowledge, to respect students as writers” 
(2011). In short, integrating students’ per-
sonal experiences with academic writing and 
research should not be considered antithetical 
to what many, including students themselves, 
see as the primary work of the academy.

This chapter argues that requiring first- 
year students to integrate academic research 
with personal stories contributes to their 
stronger understanding of the broader social 
contexts of language use, contexts that allow 
them to complicate the role information lit-
eracy plays in their understanding of how 
to be a writer. I describe an assignment in 
which students write a personal essay about 
the role food plays in their family, investigat-
ing connections between familial culinary 
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traditions and how those personal narratives 
connect to their understanding of broader 
social, historical, and cultural topics. Here, 
I draw from surveys with my student writers 
and from their essays to show how this project 
gives first- year writers rhetorical tools to be 
able to dismantle what Berthoff (1990) calls 
“killer dichotomies” when writing about per-
sonal experiences in academic contexts. This 
assignment challenges their understanding of 
personal and academic writing by addressing 
how academic conventions of research can be 
integrated into personal writing. While these 
students are not always able to negotiate this 
transformation successfully, almost all of 
them gained a clearer awareness of how their 
personal stories can be integrated with their 
academic literacy practices. 

The PerSonaL, The academic, 
and food narraTiVeS

The interaction between the personal and the 
academic is certainly nothing new in com-
position studies. Ever since the early process 
movement, writing teachers have routinely 
tried to get students to incorporate personal 
stories in an academic context. Yet, many 
students still enter their first- year writing 
courses under the assumption that their per-
sonal stories and narratives have little bearing 
on their academic work. As Berthoff (1990) 
insists, though, “There are no dichotomies in 
reality: dichotomizing is an act of mind, not 
of Nature” (pp. 13–14). In their edited col-
lection, Holdstein and Bleich (2001) collect 
essays from several compositionists testifying 
to the way the personal intersects with profes-
sional lives. Specifically, they remind readers 
of how scholarly writing traditionally restricts 

first- person experiences and eschews the use of 
the dreaded “I” in scholarly writing: “Students 
are not taught that sometimes the first person 
is effective, or that one’s own experience may 
well matter in one’s announcing knowledge, 
but that it is actually not acceptable to use the I 
or to fold in personal experience in substantive 
ways in academic writing” (p. 2). Herrington 
(2002) reconsiders Peter Elbow’s argument 
for getting students to render experience in 
their writing. Herrington applies Elbow’s 
argument for rendering experience in aca-
demic as well as nonacademic writing so that 
when they leave her courses, first- year writers 
not only learn how to write for academic set-
tings but learn something about themselves, 
too (p. 238). She also argues that if students 
are restricted from engaging the personal with 
the academic, their education lacks a certain 
richness of learning about themselves that 
otherwise might not take place:

They are radically impoverished while at the 
university, as well, if they are cut off from 
a powerful way of continuing the ongoing 
work of composing themselves and, in rela-
tion to others, of bringing their knowledge 
to bear on topics pursued in their course 
work across disciplines. (p. 238) 

This focus on work across the disciplines is 
reinforced in Gottschalk’s (2011) research 
on the benefits of teaching personal writing 
in a writing- in- the- disciplines program and 
shows the success such a course can have on 
students’ ability to integrate the personal 
with the academic, arguing that it “avoids the 
dichotomous trap of our asking for ‘boring’ 
academic writing or for ‘interesting’ personal 
writing” (2011). In short, encouraging stu-
dents to integrate personal experience with 
academic knowledge and writing leads them 
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to richer writing experiences, experiences that 
allow them to see their personal backgrounds 
as having a stake in their academic work.

One subject area where students have 
located the personal in the academic is food. 
Food narratives have become common genres 
for students to read, as well as to write. Indeed, 
College English once devoted a whole issue 
to writing about food. In that issue, Bloom 
(2008) compares the process of writing to the 
process of preparing a meal, quoting food his-
torian Massimo Montanari: 

Food acquires full expressive capacity, 
thanks to the rhetoric that in every lan-
guage is its necessary complement. Rhet-
oric is the adaptation of speech to the 
argument, to the effects one wants to 
arouse or create. If the discourse is food, 
that means the way it is prepared, served, 
and eaten. (p. 347) 

Later, Bloom shows that food writing is 
accessible: “Readers are looking for insight, 
entertainment, relaxation, even more than 
for information (except in cookbooks), and 
can count on food writers to provide these” 
(p. 354). In that same issue, Waxman (2008) 
explores the role of food memoirs as a literary 
genre and argues “for the educational value 
and appeal of culinary memoirs in the litera-
ture classroom” (p. 381). Waxman’s argument 
explores food memoirs as a genre to be read, 
consumed, and digested. Recently, Bedford 
St. Martin’s published a reader entitled Food 
Matters (2014), a collection of food narratives 
and essays exploring the role of food produc-
tion and consumption, designed for first- year 
writing classrooms. As such, food writing, 
as Bloom suggests and the Bedford reader 
demonstrates, can be an accessible genre for 
many first- year writing students. This chapter 

is an effort to extend Waxman’s insistence on 
the value of the food writing genre, exploring 
what happens when food memoirs become 
something produced, cooked- up even, and 
not just consumed, in the first- year writing 
classroom.

informaTion LiTeracy and 
STudenTS reThinKing reSearch

The research skills students learn in the type of 
writing assignment I am about to describe are 
compatible with the development of informa-
tion literacy skills outlined in the Association 
of College and Research Libraries’ (ACRL) 
Framework for Information Literacy for Higher 
Education (2016). Specifically, the food nar-
rative assignment engages students in three 
of the Framework’s six concepts: Authority 
Is Constructed and Contextual; Informa-
tion Has Value; and Research as Inquiry. In 
addressing these three concepts, this chapter 
does not mean to suggest that the ACRL 
Framework ’s other three concepts—Infor-
mation Creation as a Process, Scholarship 
as Conversation, and Searching as Strategic 
Exploration—are not taught. They are. As 
explained in the “Introduction,” the frame-
work “is based on a cluster of interconnected 
core concepts, with flexible options for imple-
mentation, rather than on a set of standards 
or learning outcomes, or any prescriptive 
enumeration of skills” (2016). As such, my 
assignment focuses mostly on how students 
are able to construct writerly authority, to see 
how research leads to inquiry, and to discover 
the value in their information. 

Integrating the personal and the academic 
allows students to transform their research 
and their understanding of what constitutes 
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research in academic settings. This blend-
ing of the academic and the personal, as the 
food memoir assignment accomplishes in my 
first- year writing classroom, leads students 
to engage more fully in developing infor-
mation literacy skills, skills that are increas-
ingly taught, in collaboration with campus 
librarians, across the whole of the semester 
and not just in what Artman, Frisicaro- 
Pawlowski, and Monge (2010) call “one- shot” 
library lessons. Artman and colleagues (2010) 
argue that through collaboration and shared 
responsibility, writing teachers and librarians 
can integrate information literacy more fully 
and richly in student writing. “By helping 
faculty from across disciplines incorporate 
meaningful IL assignments and instruction 
in their courses,” they write, “WPAs and their 
collaborative library partners can encourage 
the development of additional context- specific 
approaches to research writing beyond the 
composition program” (p. 105). Similarly, 
Nelson (2013) suggests that most students, 
in part because of the lack of integration 
between instructor and other university pro-
grams, still rely on a research process that she 
calls the “Compile Information Approach,” 
an approach in which students see “their main 
task [being] compiling and presenting infor-
mation ‘to the customer neatly wrapped in 
footnotes and a bibliography’” (p. 89). Nel-
son discerns that many of these students rely 
on this “Compile Information Approach” 
despite the “recent advances in research tech-
nology and the growing emphasis on teach-
ing information literacy” (p. 89). She quotes 
Bizzell and Herzberg (1987) in their assertion 
that “most faculty define student research 
as ‘research- as- recovery,’ not research- as- 
discovery” (Nelson, 2013, p. 105). In doing 
so, Nelson (2013) suggests that faulty need 
to design research assignments to “discourage 

the one- night- stand approach and require crit-
ical evaluation of sources and effective use of 
information to achieve self- determined goals, 
in other words, research- as- discovery” (p. 
106). By incorporating information literacy 
instruction with the composition classroom, 
going beyond the “one- shot” lesson that Art-
man and her colleagues (2010) caution, while 
at the same time moving students beyond the 
“Compile Information Approach” and “one- 
night- stand” method that Nelson explores, 
my food narrative assignment encourages 
students to rethink not only their precon-
ceived notions of research but also their pre-
conceptions of the role the personal plays in 
the academic. It allows students to transform 
their traditional stance on research and, in so 
doing, transform their writerly selves. 

The SeTTing
In the spring of 2012, and again in spring 
2014, I taught a first- year composition course 
in which both times I taught an assign-
ment on food memoirs. In the 2012 course, 
I revolved the course around the theme of 
“Cleveland.” Most of the students come from 
Cleveland and the northeast Ohio region, and 
I believed a theme course on their hometown 
would generate interesting and vital papers 
that blended the academic with the personal. 
For the food assignment, I asked students to 
write an essay about the role food plays in 
the history and culture of Cleveland and in 
their own lives and families. To help them 
understand the role of food and culture in 
Cleveland, we drew from two main sources: 
one, Cleveland- native Michael Ruhlman’s 
book The Soul of a Chef, specifically the sec-
tion on Cleveland chef Michael Symon and 
his restaurant Lola. Two, students also read 
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several articles on Cleveland food and cul-
ture by Plain Dealer food critic Joe Crea, who 
also visited the class and shared his wealth 
of knowledge and expertise on the Cleveland 
food scene. One of the assignment’s options 
asked students to write a personal, first- person 
essay about the role food has played in their 
family, specifically investigating the connec-
tion between the food and the area or ethnic-
ity in which they grew up. In addition to the 
readings from the sequence, I also asked them 
to conduct library research on those food tra-
ditions as secondary material to help them 
place their personal experiences in a broader, 
more public context. In the 2014 course, the 
focus changed a bit from a theme course on 
Cleveland to a theme course on popular cul-
ture, and the assignment changed a bit, too. I 
still kept the option to explore food traditions 
in their family and connect those traditions 
to broader contexts, but I also included an 
option where students were asked to pick a 
film or a popular television show that fea-
tures eating and food and write an analysis 
of how that TV show and/or film portrays 
food. Again, students were required to com-
bine library research with their analysis of the 
film or television program. 

To help me with incorporating infor-
mation literacy with this project, I worked 
closely with our library’s liaison to the 
English department, Nevin Mayer. At my 
institution, information literacy is stated 
as a core competency for written and oral 
expression, and Nevin’s work with the library 
reflects a larger information literacy out-
reach between academic programs and the 
library. Artman and colleagues 2010) argue 
that this kind of collaboration leads to better 
responses to research on the part of students. 
They stress that “librarians hope to provide 

information literacy instruction and support 
at multiple points during a project or a term, 
providing repeated opportunities in which 
students can practice a range of approaches 
to research” (p. 99). Indeed, Nevin and his 
library assistants not only offered one- on- one 
sessions, similar to the one- shot experiences 
in traditional research settings, but they also 
provided multiple sessions during a semes-
ter, both in class and in the library, where 
students could focus on anything from basic 
research strategies to more specific tasks, such 
as looking for a particular piece of supporting 
evidence for a project. For instance, Nevin 
and his assistants built a Subject Guide spe-
cifically for my Cleveland- themed course, 
and they also constructed a Web page of 
online resources and databases on the his-
tory of Cleveland and Ohio, including both 
academic and nonacademic—yet substan-
tive—sources students pulled from for their 
writing assignments. For my popular culture 
course, Nevin provided a page of databases 
for pop culture studies. In addition, Nevin 
and I collaborated on the role information 
literacy would play in the course’s different 
assignments, and Nevin visited the course 
two or three times to work with us on various 
aspects of finding materials using both tradi-
tional and online methods. Nevin also met 
one- on- one with students in both courses on 
a variety of information literacy strategies: 
understanding and developing an appropri-
ate topic, accessing appropriate information, 
evaluating information for quality, using 
information critically. In response to a survey 
on his role in teaching research to students 
across the university, Nevin stressed “that 
critical thinking is closely aligned with infor-
mation literacy. To that end, that is a value I 
see woven through the university’s learning 
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goals.” This connection, therefore, between 
information literacy and critical thinking 
manifests itself in my food assignment and 
the process Nevin and I used to lead students 
to see research as an integration of scholarly 
sources and personal experience. 

STudenT reSPonSeS To 
The aSSignmenT

Now, I would like to share some of my stu-
dent writers’ reflections on how incorporating 
personal experience with academic research in 
their food memoirs led some of these students 
to transform their relationship to research, 
highlighting the assignment’s strengths and 
weaknesses. The feedback comes from a 
small group of students from the class, but it 
reflects the feedback in general that I received 
from students in both courses. These cases 
demonstrate the role that blending personal 
and academic research can have for differ-
ent kinds of first- year writing students, bol-
stering their transformation from students 
who held rigid notions of research to writers 
who complicated the relationship between 
personal and public. Many of the students 
who responded to my survey noted that they 
rarely, if ever, considered much research when 
writing. Or, if they did, it was to gather as 
many secondary sources as possible and put 
them together as quickly as possible to satisfy 
a high school research assignment, echoing 
Nelson’s (2013) “Compile Information” and 
“one- night- stand” approach (p. 89). As such, 
the food narrative assignment leads students 
to understand authority as constructed and 
contextual, to understand that information 
has value, and to see research as inquiry. 

auThoriTy iS conSTrucTed 
and conTexTuaL
One of the benefits of the food narrative 
assignment is that it teaches student writers 
that writerly authority, and the decisions 
made about resources, depends on context. 
One of the threshold concepts developed 
by the ACRL (2016) insists that “Authority 
Is Constructed and Contextual.” In other 
words, according to the ACRL, “Informa-
tion resources reflect their creators’ expertise 
and credibility, and are evaluated based on the 
information need and the context in which 
the information will be used” (Association 
of College and Research Libraries [ACRL], 
2016). Yet, most students who come into my 
class assume that most research assignments 
are written for the same audiences and for 
the same purposes, if they are familiar with 
research methods or information literacy 
practices at all. In her response to the sur-
vey Trish, for example, emphasized that aca-
demic research was something she was not 
familiar with entering first- year composition: 
“In high school, I remember writing one big 
research paper but wasn’t taught what in- 
depth research was. I remember using a few 
websites and a book. In college, I learned how 
to properly use all my resources online and in 
the library.” Here, she suggests that, based on 
her experiences, most research projects lack a 
clearly defined rhetorical situation, that all she 
had to do was cite a few websites and maybe a 
book or two, and be done with it. Trish also 
noted that previous teachers—including col-
lege instructors—gave students “a number of 
required sources for a particular paper with 
the only instruction being: no Wikipedia.” 
In other words, her previous experience with 
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research and information literacy revolved 
around satisfying strict requirements for the 
number and type of sources used, without 
taking into consideration audience, purpose, 
or the overall context of the project.

In allowing students to integrate the per-
sonal with the academic, my food narrative 
assignment shows students how authority is 
constructed and that decisions about what 
information to include in a research assign-
ment are context- bound. Because of the 
assignment’s narrative bent, students build a 
writerly ethos through incorporating family 
stories and other personal anecdotes and con-
nect them to information gathered through 
their academic research. In her paper, “The 
Irish Way,” Trish explores her family’s Irish 
roots and describes the various food traditions 
her family maintained, focusing on her fami-
ly’s tradition of enjoying brunch at her grand-
parents’ house after mass each Sunday. In her 
narrative, she describes her Nana’s boxty, a 
potato pancake popular in Irish breakfasts. 
Her grandparents emigrated from Ireland 
in their early twenties, and Trish depicts the 
different Irish dishes they served around the 
lunch table each Sunday. In doing so, Trish 
integrates her family’s traditions with the 
history of Irish immigration to the United 
States and the impact of the mid- nineteenth- 
century potato famine on the Irish diet: 

When the potato crop replenished, it came 
back as more of a side dish than the main 
ingredient, because of its prior difficul-
ties. Though, potato pancakes still remain 
one of the most precious items on Nana’s 
list, and will continue to be one for my 
future family. 

Here, through the integration of her personal 
stories from her family and through her 

research into the history of the Irish potato 
famine and its impact on Irish culture, Trish 
is able to connect her family’s traditions to 
larger public and historical events. Later, 
Trish remarked in the survey that before this 
assignment, she “knew very little about incor-
porating credible and relevant research in my 
writing.” After researching Irish food histories 
and connecting them with her family’s expe-
riences, she notes that “there is a correlation 
between the two. I remember writing about 
family traditions and researching different 
meanings to those traditions and understand-
ing where it came from and why my family 
did that.” 

Another student who responded to the 
survey, Kelly, reflected that the integration of 
the personal with the academic in the food 
assignment challenged the way she considered 
context and authority in her writing. At her 
high school, Kelly remarked, “They taught us 
how to see if a source was credible or not. I 
briefly learned how to use a scholarly data-
base, [and previous writing teachers] nearly 
always emphasized the importance of incor-
porating trustworthy research in writing.” In 
other words, she recognized that the integra-
tion of the personal with the academic altered 
her previous assumptions about her paper. 
After writing about the harmful side effects 
of fast food in American diets, Kelly perceives 
that authority in research is largely depen-
dent on the context of the research project. 
This assignment, on the one hand, led Trish 
and Kelly to engage in the kind of academic 
meaning- making that Gottschalk (2011) 
identifies when she argues that “Students 
and instructors alike are more engaged, more 
entertained, and more passionately involved 
when students are provided imaginative ways 
to enter into the conversation, . . . when they 
are given ways to make the academic personal 
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and the personal public” (2011). On the other 
hand, the assignment also invited these stu-
dents to construct a writerly authority and 
understand that information used in research 
is always bound by context.

informaTion haS VaLue
In addition to constructing authority and 
context, this assignment also teaches students 
that using information from various sources 
adds value to a student’s learning process. As 
the ACRL (2016) puts it, “Information pos-
sesses several dimension of value, including 
as a commodity, as a means of education, 
as a means to influence, and as a means of 
negotiating and understanding the world” 
(2016). In the food narrative assignment, stu-
dents engage in different types of information 
acquired from both personal and academic 
sources, to negotiate and understand the 
world around them. Specifically, the ACRL 
stresses that “value may be leveraged by indi-
viduals and organizations to effect change and 
for civic, economic, social, or personal gains” 
(2016). This focus on numerous definitions of 
“value” may at first appear oversimplistic, or 
even contradictory. But the frame is careful to 
point out that “the individual is responsible 
for making deliberate and informed choices 
about when to comply with and when to con-
text current socioeconomic practices concern-
ing the value of information” (2016). In other 
words, my food assignment allows students 
to recontextualize information so that they 
see some kind of value in that information, 
value they may not have considered before—
whether it is for “civic, economic, social, or 
personal gains” (2016).

Consider my student Zoe. Like most of 
my students, Zoe came to the course without 

much prior instruction in research, as she 
stated in the survey, and when she did use 
research in her writing, she assumed sources 
obtained from the library had little to nothing 
to do with information acquired from per-
sonal experience. To her, research was mostly 
“using databases and giving credit in the bib-
liography.” At first, Zoe was unsure about 
integrating the personal with the academic: 
“I found it hard,” she notes. “I wasn’t sure 
how to go about conducting research when 
writing papers about personal experience.” 
In her paper, Zoe chose the option of writ-
ing about a film and how it portrays food 
and food consumption, focusing on Morgan 
Spurlock’s film Supersize Me (2008) and how 
fast food can have negative consequences for 
one’s health. Although she did not focus on 
personal experiences and narratives as much 
as other students did in their papers, Zoe 
incorporated secondary sources she found 
from library research, mostly Michael Pol-
lan’s essay, “Escape From the Western Diet” 
(2012), an essay we had read as a class, as well 
as sources from economic and agricultural 
databases. Even though most of her essay 
summarizes these sources without connect-
ing them to her own personal experiences and 
narratives, her narrative makes some moves 
toward writing about growing up overexposed 
to fast- food diets. In addition, the informa-
tion she connected—Spurlock’s film, Pollan’s 
essay on Western diets, and the agricultural 
and economic sources—proved valuable to 
her, complicating the role of fast food in the 
American diet. Her essay focuses on how the 
food industry makes it difficult for Americans 
to escape a diet of processed and fast- food 
options, a perspective she learned through her 
research. Later, Zoe notes that even though 
she chose the film option, the topic was still 
personal because of the ubiquity of fast food 
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and, as a result, the assignment challenged 
her previous understanding of the role per-
sonal experiences play in academic research. 
“It was easier to write papers about personal 
experiences, and finding research seemed a 
little easier because you’re relating to your-
self.” Because students like Zoe, though the 
food assignment, are able to relate researched 
information to personal experiences, much of 
the information they gather and learn about 
has value.

In her response to the survey, Marissa also 
reflected on the value of information in her 
learning. Marissa expressed that she had little 
experience with information literacy instruc-
tion, pointing out she had little knowledge of 
research methods, stating that “even coming 
from a private liberal arts high school, we did 
more novel discussions than we did research 
writing.” For the food narrative assignment, 
Marissa wrote a paper on the role her Mexican 
heritage plays in the food traditions her family 
enjoys during Christmas. Like Zoe, Marissa 
also struggled with integrating secondary 
sources with her personal stories. Indeed, 
the majority of her paper focuses on descrip-
tions of her family’s Christmas celebrations 
and her grandmother’s cooking, with little 
library research incorporated; when she did 
use a secondary source, it felt more like an 
add- on than an integrated part of her writing. 
Yet even this clumsy attempt at integrating 
secondary sources proved valuable later in the 
semester for Marissa. The food assignment 
challenged her to connect family experiences 
with academic research, and although her 
food narrative was not as successful as it could 
have been, she later told me that the expe-
rience helped her with the semester’s major 
research project, where students researched a 
topic associated with their major. In reflect-
ing on the course’s role in her learning, she 

mentioned that the food assignment had a 
significant impact on her research:

I did my paper on public health and the 
study of infectious diseases and epidemi-
ology. I’m not sure I ever thought the two 
papers were ever correlated but being able 
to write personally helped in leading to the 
big research paper as I was able to discover 
my voice and style. To me, using research 
in writing about personal experience is not 
always necessary but it adds value.

In other words, Marissa was able to complicate 
the integration of secondary research into per-
sonal experiences and, in the process, discover 
connections between personal experiences 
and academic research. As such, Marissa dis-
covered the value such personal information 
holds. In short, while students such as Zoe and 
Marissa came to the assignment with little to 
no experience with research outside of a rigid, 
assignment- driven, “one- shot” experience that 
valued secondary sources only over any other 
kind of research, the assignment challenged 
their preconceived notions of research to show 
how different kinds of information can prove 
valuable to their learning and their writing. 

reSearch aS inquiry
The food assignment, in addition to construct-
ing authority and showing how information 
has value, also taught students Research as 
Inquiry. Research as Inquiry is one of the 
threshold concepts in the ACRL’s Frame-
work, where they state that “Research is iter-
ative and depends upon asking increasingly 
complex or new questions whose answers in 
turn develop additional questions or lines 
of inquiry in any field” (2016). By starting 
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with their own family food traditions, my 
students used those experiences as a starting 
place to begin questioning larger social, cul-
tural, and historical conditions. Kelly’s paper, 
for instance, is a good example of how stu-
dents in my class were able to use research 
as inquiry. Kelly, an honors student who 
came into the class better prepared to con-
duct research than most other students, had 
never considered research playing a role in 
writing about personal experience. After her 
experience with the food memoir assignment, 
however, she responded in the survey that 
she “can turn personal experience into more 
than just stories. You could share informa-
tion, and intertwine stories with facts to share 
good information with readers.” Although 
she had a fairly strong grounding in research 
from high school and other prior experiences, 
Kelly noted that the food assignment led her 
to invert her research process, leading her to 
consider Research as Inquiry. “It changed the 
way I created a piece of writing,” she reflected. 
“I revamped my whole writing process, which 
now begins with research rather than writ-
ing.” In other words, Kelly let the research 
guide her writing process. 

This focus on letting her research questions 
guide her writing process manifests itself in 
her food narrative. Kelly had spent much of 
her high school years living in Scandinavia 
with her family, and this experience led her 
to question American diets and what she saw 
as the overreliance on processed foods. Like 
Zoe, Kelly was interested in the harmful 
effects of Western diets, but unlike Zoe, Kelly 
researched the question further, and her paper 
reflects how this assignment leads students 
to ask, as the ACRL states, “simple ques-
tions that depend upon basic recapitulation 
of knowledge to increasingly sophisticated 
abilities to refine research questions” (2016). 

Kelly’s research process began with respond-
ing to Pollan’s essay, “Escaping the Western 
Diet.” Here, she expanded Pollan’s definition 
of “Western diet” and narrowed her focus to 
industrial farming. She drew from sociology 
resources to expand her understanding of the 
West to include Europe and other countries 
with significant European origins. In doing 
so, she combined her family history with 
various academic resources to write a paper 
that expanded Pollan’s argument to show 
how industrial farming is not just impact-
ing American diets but European ones, as 
well. In doing so, not only did Kelly connect 
personal experiences to academic resources, 
but she put into practice the ACRL’s focus 
on inquiry, which, as they note, “extends 
beyond the academic world to the community 
at large, and the process of inquiry may focus 
upon personal, professional, or societal needs” 
(2016). Later, in reflecting on her experience 
researching and writing the paper, and its 
impact on research she performed later in her 
college career, Kelly observed that, “depend-
ing on the research I am able to do, some-
times my whole piece of writing may have 
to change from my original idea in order to 
incorporate the research properly.” In short, 
Kelly’s food narrative on industrial farming, 
Western diets, and her own experiences living 
in Europe and the United States exemplifies 
Research as Inquiry. 

Summary
In her brief essay, “Writing Is Informed by 
Prior Experience,” Lunsford (2016) points 
out that when students identify clear con-
nections between writing assignments or 
from one writing situation to another, prior 
knowledge assists them in solving the new 
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rhetorical situation (p. 55). But, she adds, 
“when they simply rely on a strategy or genre 
or convention out of habit, that prior knowl-
edge may not be helpful at all” (p. 55). As I 
have demonstrated here, an assignment that 
leads students to break down the dichoto-
mies between personal experience and aca-
demic research illustrates this use of prior 
knowledge. Even though some of the papers 
were a mixed bag—some were quite good, 
like Kelly’s, while others merely dropped 
secondary research into the personal story, 
like Marissa’s—the assignment altered the 
way most of these students considered the 
role of research in their writing process. In 
doing so, the assignment engaged students in 
the ACRL’s threshold concepts for learning 
information literacy. The assignment taught 
students how authority is constructed depen-
dent on context, such as Trish’s realization 
that her family’s Irish food traditions connect 
to larger historical, public contexts and that 
her personal experiences give her an autho-
rial credibility she might not have otherwise 
appreciated. The assignment also led stu-
dents to see the value of information, such as 
Marissa’s awareness that personal experience, 
combined with academic research, can lead 
not only to further understanding of family 
traditions but, in her case, led her to a richer 
understanding of her eventual major field 
of study, public health. Finally, the assign-
ment also leads students to see Research as 
Inquiry, as when Kelly used her family experi-
ences dividing time between Sweden and the 
United States to begin questioning the West-
ern world’s reliance on industrial farming and 
other kinds of processed foods. The combina-
tion of asking students to write food memoirs, 
of asking them to consider a more integrated 
model of learning information literacy, and 
of breaking down the dichotomy between 

personal and academic, transformed these 
students’ relationship to research and writing. 
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Interacting with the world has never hap-
pened in one mode, and it certainly does not 
now. Advertisements have words and images 
if they are in print, and television commer-
cials include voice and music. MTV brought 
music and video together for the television 
audience. Even before mass media, orators 
combined text using language, an image of 
the speaker, voice and tone, and gestures.

Educators are realizing that composing in 
more than one mode is necessary. In 2016, 
the Association of College and Research 
Libraries (ACRL) published its Framework 
for Information Literacy for Higher Educa-
tion. The Framework emphasizes threshold 
concepts, or ideas that are central to under-
standing a discipline,1 and cross- modality 
creation and assessment. The Council 
of Writing Program Administrators, the 
National Council of Teachers of English, 
and the National Writing Project (2011) 
collaborated to publish the Framework 
for Success in Postsecondary Writing, which 
emphasizes that writing is no longer domi-
nated by pen and paper. Both guidelines are 
used by academic faculty, including teaching 
librarians, in addressing new forms of dis-
course in freshman composition.

Librarians are an integral part of any 
instruction team, and they should be involved 
specifically when addressing assignments that 
involve information literacy, visual literacy, 
multiliteracies, and copyright. Since stu-
dents must rethink the meaning of reading 
and text, librarians must reevaluate how they 
conduct instruction for composition classes 
in both context (how they teach) and content 
(what they teach) by becoming co- instructors 
with faculty when a multimodal assignment 
appears in the curriculum. Composition pro-
grams are undergoing a pedagogical shift 

from emphasizing modes to writing for the 
public sphere, including multimodal texts 
for students to evaluate and create. Librari-
ans are already well versed in many literacies, 
including information, visual, and media. In 
addition, they are familiar with the ethical 
issues related to using images, videos, and 
sound files in multimodal tools. Therefore, 
academic librarians should take the lead in 
collaborating with composition instructors 
to become the primary resource on campus 
for creating multimodal artifacts by teaching 
faculty and students to locate, evaluate, use 
ethically, and cite various modes.

BacKground on muLTimodaL 
diScourSe

Multimodal discourse has been a major topic 
in composition studies for over 20 years, 
but the library literature has only taken it 
up recently. In the groundbreaking work “A 
Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: Designing Social 
Futures,” the New London Group (1996) 
emphasized the challenges students faced in 
interacting with the digital world, and they 
described future literacies. They specified sev-
eral modes of meaning: visual, aural, gestural, 
special, and multimodal. Of the meaning- 
making modes, they stated:

The Multimodal is the most significant, 
as it relates all the other modes in quite 
remarkably dynamic relationships. For 
instance, mass media images relate the 
linguistic to the visual and to the gestural 
in intricately designed ways. Reading the 
mass media for its linguistic meanings 
alone is not enough. (p. 80) 
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Therefore, multimodality is not one way 
of reading, but it incorporates many “lan-
guages,” or, as Frank Serafin calls it, “Words 
married to images, sounds, the body, and 
experiences” (2014, p. xi).

Multimodality first appeared in the library 
literature in a 2009 talk at the International 
Federation of Library Associations and Insti-
tutions (IFLA) World Congress in Milan, 
Italy. In his talk and consequent paper titled 
“Broad Horizons: The Role of Multimodal 
Literacy in 21st Century Library Instruction,” 
Sean Cordes (2009) emphasizes:

Although reading and writing are still the 
foundation of knowledge, literacy in this 
age means more than the ability to read 
and write; it requires a complex set of skills 
including: access analysis, synthesis, eval-
uation, and use of information in a variety 
of modes. (p. 1) 

Cordes also describes multimodal literacy as 
requiring “in part a new sensibility, one that 
promotes a self responsibility for the acqui-
sition and use of knowledge that is flexible, 
exploratory, and ethical” (p. 4). Cordes believes 
understanding many modes was important to 
library patrons because of information litera-
cy’s role in lifelong learning. Technology both 
helped and hurt libraries and patrons, but, 
to Cordes, the crucial point was that library 
instruction would aid patrons in both under-
standing and creating knowledge. He empha-
sizes that reading and producing material with 
more than one design element could be com-
plex, and he praises librarians for being both 
creators and those who enable innovation. He 
ends with a call for more research. 

In A Writer’s Reference, Diana Hacker and 
Nancy Sommers (2016) describe multimodal 

“writings” as “those that draw on multiple 
(multi) modes of conveying information, 
including any combination of words, num-
bers, images, graphics, animations, transla-
tions, sounds (voice and music), and more” 
(p. MM- 6). According to Serafin (2014) in 
Reading the Visual, multimodal “refers to texts 
that utilize a variety of modes to communi-
cate or represent concepts and information” 
(p. 12). Both books use the term “modes.” 
Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) define mode as 
“that material resource which is used in recog-
nizably stable ways as a means of articulating 
discourse” (p. 25). In other words, modes are 
the resources, or tools, used. 

The research provides many lists of modes. 
The book Writer/Designer: A Guide to Making 
Multimodal Projects lists five:

•	 Linguistic
•	 Visual
•	 Aural
•	 Spatial
•	 Gestural (Arola, Sheppard, & Ball, 2014)

According to Cordes (2009), a literacy frame-
work includes the modes of 

•	 Linguistic (oral and written)
•	 Visual
•	 Audio
•	 Gestural
•	 Spatial
•	 Cultural
•	 Multimodal

In the library literature, understanding modes 
is often referred to as metaliteracy. In their 
seminal article in College and Research Librar-
ies, “Reframing Information Literacy as a 
Metaliteracy,” Mackey and Jacobson (2011) 
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list six frameworks that contribute to a liter-
acy for addressing all student needs:

•	 Information Literacy
•	 Media Literacy 
•	 Digital Literacy
•	 Visual Literacy
•	 Cyber Literacy
•	 Information Fluency (pp. 63–67)

For the purposes of this chapter, the primary 
modes that will be covered are linguistic 
(words), visual (images), technology (tools and 
media), aural (voice and music), and spatial 
(organization).

At its core, “multimodal” is about commu-
nication. It is another way to communicate 
with others and relay information. It is also a 
way to interpret meaning. It relies on hybrid-
ity, or the ways that different modes inter-
act, and intertextuality, or how the container 
changes the meaning. Multimodality allows 
its users to communicate across cultures and 
languages, thus making people multilingual. 
Multimodal also includes an aspect of cre-
ation that may not be present in the other 
literacies; it not only involves interpreting the 
data in the form of letters, number, images, 
or symbols, but creating it using the vari-
ous modes. 

Students are already creating these texts 
without giving it a name. When they send 
an instant message with a selfie that they 
have modified using stickers, they are using 
their multimodal skills to convey a particular 
meaning to the receiver. The speed at which 
information is delivered and seen means that 
lifelong learning literacy outcomes must 
address multimodal skills such as evaluating 
news videos on Facebook or creating presenta-
tions. Librarians and instructors need to help 
students understand that the same set of skills 

they already use can be adapted to create aca-
demic multimodal artifacts.

LiTeraTure reVieW of 
currenT reSearch

As stated earlier, the first article to address 
multimodal instruction as it relates to infor-
mation literacy was a presentation given by 
Cordes at IFLA. Most of the literature on 
multimodal literacy, new literacy, multilit-
eracy, transliteracy, multimodal discourse, 
or Web 2.0 literacies does not involve library 
instruction.

The greatest number of works on multi-
modal composition come from the writing 
discipline, and authors view multiple literacies 
as important in a writer’s arsenal (D. Ander-
son et al., 2006; Archer, 2006; Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2009; Eyman, 2015; Fraiberg, 
2010; Jewitt, 2005; Mikulecky, St. Clair, & 
Kerka, 2003; Vasudevan, 2013). Takayoshi 
and Selfe (2007) address composition teachers 
who might question whether they are actually 
teaching rhetoric and composition when they 
concentrate on multimodal texts. They state 
that multimodality has existed for a while and 
is not a creation of the 21st century so, yes, 
teaching multimodality is teaching composi-
tion (pp. 7–8). 

Authors recognize the changed, and 
changing, nature of literacy and communi-
cation (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001; Walsh, 
2009). Writing in many modes, because it can 
be read not just by those in the language of 
creation, has become a skill for political pur-
poses (J. Anderson, 2006).

Library literature centered on the aca-
demic library’s role in multimodal discourse 
has emphasized the importance of librarians 
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being well versed in various literacies (Ber-
ndston, 2010; Hattwig, Bussert, Medaille, & 
Burgess, 2013; Koltay 2011; Lippincott, 2007; 
Mackey & Jacobson, 2014; Marcum, 2002). 
In fact, Marcum (2002) states, “The profes-
sion must expand its definitions of librarian-
ship to include new forms of expertise . . . and 
must recast the model of information literacy 
to embrace multiple literacies and sociotech-
nical competencies” (p. 202). Koltay, Spi-
ranec, and Karvalics (2015) believe the shift 
in information literacy “enable[s] researchers 
to create, annotate, review, re- use and repre-
sent information in new ways and make pos-
sible a wider promotion of innovations in the 
communication practices of research” (p. 89).

Visual literacy is viewed as a vital literacy, 
whether taught by the school or by the library 
(Avgerinou, 2009; Harris, 2010; Hattwig et 
al., 2013; Spalter & Van Dam, 2008; Thomas 
et al., 2007). The Association for College and 
Research Libraries (2011) has set forth a set 
of competency standards for visual literacy in 
higher education, the ACRL Visual Literacy 
Competency Standards for Higher Education. 
These standards include the skills of finding, 
interpreting, evaluating, using, and creat-
ing images. 

While much has been written about mul-
timodal composition, little has been written 
about the academic library’s role in support-
ing this modality. The traditional academic 
reference librarian has evolved into a teacher 
librarian, collaborating with professors on 
assignments and assessment. ACRL’s Stan-
dards for Proficiencies for Instruction Librari-
ans and Coordinators was updated in 2017 to 
the Roles and Strengths of Teaching Librarians 
in Higher Education (2017). The document 
states, “Teaching librarians have many oppor-
tunities to collaborate in different instruc-
tional settings with teaching faculty . . . [and] 

these relationships aspire to be partnerships 
rather than support services” (Teaching Part-
ner). Therefore, librarians are not solely at the 
university to support others’ teaching, but to 
actually teach students, themselves.

WayS LiBrarianS can 
coLLaBoraTe WiTh  
WriTing ProfeSSorS
The ACRL Visual Literacy Competency Stan-
dards (2011) coupled with the ACRL Frame-
work for Information Literacy for Higher 
Education (2016) place librarians at the cen-
ter of multimodal instruction. Due to these 
two documents, librarians are in the unique 
position of being knowledgeable about and 
having the professional guidelines to be fluent 
in, and recognize the fluidity of, multiliter-
acies. Librarians easily navigate the literacy 
worlds, jumping from one participatory skill 
to another, able to distinguish the differences 
yet also able to see the connections and trans-
late them between the modalities.

Information literacy is a way of reading 
the world, evaluating in context the mes-
sages and discourses going on around us, 
and contributing to these conversations. 
It was originally codified in ACRL’s Infor-
mation Literacy Competency Standards for 
Higher Education (2000) but was superseded 
by ACRL’s Framework for Information Liter-
acy for Higher Education (2016). Information 
literacy’s most basic (and most used) defini-
tion is that it is the ability to recognize an 
information need and then locate, evaluate, 
and use that information effectively and 
ethically. With the Framework, information 
literacy still respects its foundations, but the 
definition has been expanded to be based “on 
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a cluster of interconnected core concepts . . . 
rather than on a set of standards or learning 
outcomes or any prescriptive enumeration of 
skills” (Introduction). In part, it was created 
because “Students have a greater role and 
responsibility in creating new knowledge, in 
understanding the contours and the chang-
ing dynamics of the world of information, 
and in using information, data, and schol-
arship ethically” (Introduction). At various 
points in the Framework, the frames refer to 
formats besides print, such as “a short blog 
post,” “all media types,” “in any format,” 
“dimensions of value,” and “an appropri-
ate level, such as local online community” 
(Authority Is Constructed and Contextual; 
Information Creation as a Process; Infor-
mation Has Value; Scholarship as Con-
versation). Even using the term “creators” 
rather than “authors” implies that different 
modes can be used or valued depending on 
the context.

In addition to initiating and perfecting 
information literacy, librarians have been at 
the forefront of classifying and cataloging 
visual literacy outcomes. According to Hat-
twig and colleagues (2013): 

The Visual Literacy Standards are the first 
of their kind to describe interdisciplinary 
visual literacy performance indicators and 
learning outcomes. These learning out-
comes provide a framework for student 
visual literacy learning and offer guidance 
for librarians, faculty, and other academic 
professionals in teaching and assessing 
visual literacy. (p. 62) 

Visual literacy is similar to information lit-
eracy in that it asks the user to determine 
a need, locate material, and then interpret, 

analyze, and use it effectively and ethi-
cally. The Visual Literacy Standards extend 
information literacy’s traditional definition 
to include the ability to “understand and 
analyze the contextual, cultural, ethical, 
aesthetic, intellectual, and technical compo-
nents involved in the production and use of 
visual materials” (Visual Literacy Defined). 
With the visual literacy standards, estab-
lished information literacy outcomes are 
extended to images. 

Thomas Mackey and Trudi Jacobson (2011) 
expand on the different literacies defined in 
both the library and other literatures. They 
recommend combining all literacies into one 
metaliteracy that encompasses them all, but 
they see the single metaliteracy based in infor-
mation literacy. They state, “Information liter-
acy is the metaliteracy for a digital age because 
it provides the higher order thinking required 
to engage with multiple document types 
through various media formats in collaborative 
environments” (p. 70). They emphasize that 
information literacy “prepares individuals to 
adapt to shifting information environments,” 
helps them learn how to learn, and allows 
them to apply the information they learn from 
all sources and modalities to become “partici-
patory learners” (p. 70). Mackey and Jacobson 
recognize that information is not static and 
that learners must be able to adapt to current 
and future technologies.

While the literature of rhetoric and com-
position has focused on composing in many 
modes, librarians are uniquely equipped not 
only to teach these modalities, but to evaluate 
and assist with multimodal creation. Librari-
ans have been working with formalized infor-
mation literacies for 17 years, and the Visual 
Literacy Standards (2011) and the Framework 
for Information Literacy (2016) have only 
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solidified their position as the leader in under-
standing various literacies and modalities and 
being able to convey this information to stu-
dents and faculty. Librarians understand that 
multimodal instruction does not just mean 
finding an image and using it, but it involves 
learner- centered production coupled with 
conscious and thoughtful evaluation.

In order for librarians to have a framework 
for teaching multimodal texts and combining 
multiple literacies, I refer to Kress and Van 
Leeuwen’s (2001) four “strata,” or the “four 
domains of practice in which meanings are 
dominantly made” (p. 4). The four strata, with 
no hierarchy, are discussed below (pp. 4–8).

Discourse. Discourse is a “socially constructed 
knowledge of some aspect of realty” (p. 4). 
Socially constructed contexts relate to the 
group as a universe of discourse, and no one 
can know everything in any universe. Dis-
course is independent of genres but not of the 
audience’s knowledge and experiences.

Design. Design is “[use of ] semiotic resources, 
in all semiotic modes and combination of 
semiotic modes” (p. 5). It changes “socially 
constructed knowledge into social (inter- ) 
action” (p. 5). Therefore, with design, com-
munication becomes a conversation with 
rather than at.

Production. Production is creation. It is the 
“organization of the expression, to the actual 
material production of the semiotic artefact” 
(p. 6). Production involves tool skills, or the 
ability to manipulate the medium.

Distribution. Distribution facilitates “the prag-
matic functions of preservation and distribu-
tion” (p. 7). Distribution is dissemination. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen’s strata work very 
well as a model for multimodal communica-
tion. They break down each part of a mul-
timodal assignment into its respective parts, 
each with its own decisions to be made. It 
can be difficult for students to understand 
multiple layers of meaning, but hopefully 
Kress and Van Leeuwen’s strata can help (see 
Figure 15.1). 

In this model for multimodal composition, 
the same four strata are used but the content 
is specialized to library instruction to support 
multimodal creation in composition. Com-
posing with multimodal texts has the same 
outcome as composing solely in print, because 
“composing has always served to capture, save, 
and deliver ideas, messages, and meanings” 
(Hacker & Sommers, 2016, p. MM- 7). The 
format is different, and this model can help 
students walk through the process of thinking 
about and creating multimodal texts.

Figure 15.1 Strata for multimodal communication.

Students’ topics 
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How the artifact 
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Discourse 

While discourse is socially constructed, in 
the library instruction and freshman com-
position context discourse refers to students’ 
topics and arguments. Hopefully students 
have written a paper or created the text of 
their discourse, but sometimes they have not. 
If they have not, the librarian must make sure 
that the students have a clear view of their 
topics and have researched all viewpoints 
in order to create a well- versed multimodal 
composition. The Framework for Information 
Literacy (2016) emphasizes that searching is 
strategic and scholarship is a conversation, 
so students must look for the debate and 
not just one side; students must find what 
has been argued on a topic and realize that 
their viewpoints can impact the search. If 
the audience is not aware of the context, it is 
the student’s responsibility to make sure that 
the audience understands it. The discourse 
will also guide students in determining what 
type of image to use (ACRL Visual Literacy 
Competency Standards, Standard One). If 
the student is not aware of the debate, then 
that person also does not have the ability to 
decide what type of visual will advance the 
argument, so a useless or ineffective image 
may be used. A good argument can put the 
reader and the writer in the same place of 
empathy and understanding.

Design 

Design is the “language” the student will 
use to communicate the argument or point. 
Design may be the use of colors, music, 
images, video clips, or other modes, and it is 
important because it lays out the tone of the 
presentation. Librarians can assist students 
with locating and evaluating these modes, or 

they can help students with citing and using 
them ethically and effectively. 

Librarians can use search tools that empha-
size open access materials. The Creative Com-
mons search (https:// search .creativecommons 
.org) allows students to search for materials 
that are covered under a Creative Commons 
license for sharing and adapting. Rather 
than having students search for any image 
on a topic, the librarian can use worksheets 
that make students contemplate their poten-
tial images. For example, if a student was 
attempting to locate an image to describe 
how global warming affects emperor pen-
guins in Antarctica, using a worksheet and 
thinking about the image can prevent the 
student from choosing an image of any pen-
guin floating on a piece of ice anywhere in the 
world. Requiring students to think strategi-
cally about the type of image, music, or font 
they want to use also makes them approach 
their multimodal design with the same meth-
odology they use for research (looking at a 
topic, choosing keywords, searching those 
keywords, and either using what they find or 
modifying the search). The Framework (2016) 
addresses multimodal design in the disposi-
tion for Information Creation as a Process: 
The learner will “value the process of match-
ing an information need with an appropriate 
product.” The product can be of any design as 
long as considerable thought has been given 
to what the product should be. Visual Liter-
acy Competency Standards (2011) Five and Six 
provide visual literacy instruction outcomes: 
The visually literate student “uses images and 
visual media effectively” (Standard Five) and 
“designs and creates meaningful images and 
visual media” (Standard Six). Librarians can 
accomplish these outcomes by utilizing the 
aforementioned worksheet to ask students 
to think about the most effective mode for 

https://search.creativecommons.org
https://search.creativecommons.org
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their argument. The book Visual Literacy for 
Libraries: A Practical, Standards- Based Guide 
(Brown, Bussert, Hattwig, & Medaille, 2016) 
has some excellent activities that can be used 
as- is or modified to a specific assignment. 

Citing and using images and other modes 
effectively at the point of design can empha-
size to students the importance of attribution. 
Copyright and attribution are two different 
issues; being able to use an image is one matter 
while attribution is needed whether copyright 
is in place or not. Both the Information Liter-
acy Framework (2016) and the Visual Literacy 
Competency Standards (2011) emphasize the 
importance of attribution. Phrasing citation 
and the ethical use of images in the students’ 
language can help explain attribution and 
copyright; for example, if the librarian asks 
students whether they want someone to use 
the item they are working on without giving 
them credit, they will usually reply in the neg-
ative. Using citation in their multimodal essay 
allows students to recognize that a creation 
belongs to someone and thus has value.

Production 

Production involves the tools that are used. 
An audience may react positively or nega-
tively to the same message depending on 
the tool. There is meaning in meaning; each 
discourse and design has multiple layers. 
For example, if the tool is PowerPoint (one 
mode of communication with meaning), 
there are other choices in design such as col-
ors, fonts, images, and the inclusion of any 
sound, that also convey meaning. Commu-
nication does not happen in a bubble; there 
must be a communicator with a message and 
a receiver—articulation and interpretation. 
When the message is received, it is trans-
lated through the receiver’s mind of biases, 

background, and other filters. Kress and Van 
Leeuwen (2001) emphasize, “We constantly 
import signs from other contexts (another 
era, social group, culture) into the context 
in which we are now making a new sign, in 
order to signify ideas which are associated 
with that other context by those who import 
the sign” (p. 10). In the Framework (2016), 
Information Creation as a Process asks that 
students recognize “an understanding that 
their choices impact the purposes for which 
the information product will be used and the 
message it conveys.”

Matching the right tool to the right job may 
sound easy, but the student must take into 
account the message, the audience, the mes-
sage’s tone, any software or hardware issues, 
whether the information dissemination will 
be in real- time or asynchronous, and any costs 
to use the tool. The Visual Literacy Competency 
Standards (2011) lists performance indicators 
of “uses technology effectively to work with 
images” including using “appropriate editing, 
presentation, communication, storage, and 
media tools and applications” and “Edits . . . 
as appropriate for quality” (Standard 5). The 
librarian can help the student choose the tool 
based on some short questions, or the librar-
ian can help the instructor by creating a list 
of student- friendly tools. 

Distribution 

Distribution, in multimodal composition, 
is simply how the final assignment will be 
disseminated to the audience. The Frame-
work (2016) underscores audience and dis-
tribution in several of its frames. Authority 
Is Constructed and Contextual asks students 
to “understand the increasing social nature 
of the information ecosystem”; Informa-
tion Creation as a Process asks students to 
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“understand that different methods of infor-
mation dissemination with different purposes 
are available for their use”; and Scholarship 
as Conversation states that students should 
“contribute to scholarly conversation[s] at an 
appropriate level, such as local online com-
munity, guided discussion, undergraduate 
research journal, [or] conference presenta-
tion/poster session.” The Framework clearly 
emphasizes that information- literate stu-
dents should know how and where to deliver 
their message.

Some questions for the student, professor, 
and librarian to consider when deciding on 
message distribution are: Will the student be 
present or will the assignment have to stand 
on its own without the student? Will sound be 
available? If this is being presented at a meet-
ing, will the software/hardware requirements 
be available? Students even need to think 
about poster presentations, such as whether 
the poster will have a stand. 

acTiViTieS
The following activities are ways for librarians 
to insert themselves into multimodal instruc-
tion. They were created with a 50- minute class 
in mind. They touch on various aspects of the 
Framework for Information Literacy.

Audience + Tone = Tool

This activity has two parts. First, the librarian 
chooses two similar Web pages for different 
audiences. For example, the librarian would 
show the “about us” page for a more conser-
vative clothing store and for a trendy clothing 
store. The audience and librarian discuss the 
design of each page and how the images, fonts, 
texts, and even layout set a certain tone and 

appeal to their audiences. This activity can be a 
starting point for the students thinking about 
the tools they will use in their composition.

For part two of this activity, the librarian 
and students brainstorm a chart for some 
of the tools they would use with different 
audiences. The librarian then shows students 
some of the free online tools available to them 
(Figure 15.2).

Multimodal Toolkit

The instruction librarian creates a guide (or 
toolkit) with some of the resources students 
can use for their multimodal assignment. Pos-
sible tools for creating sound and image files 
are word clouds, infographic tools, charts, 
timelines, cartoons and animations, presen-
tation software, and sound, image, and video 
editors and manipulators. This toolkit should 
also point to information on citing material 
such as images, music, videos, and infograph-
ics. Purdue’s Online Writing Lab (OWL) 
has a page of resources for citing electronic 
sources (https:// owl .english .purdue .edu /owl 
/resource /747 /08/). 

Evaluating Infographics

Infographics can be an exciting and eye- 
catching way to express data. Nevertheless, 
the information in an infographic needs to 
be evaluated just like any Web page or print 
set of statistics. Using one of the major info-
graphic sites (visual .ly: http:// visual .ly /view; 
Infographic of the Day: http:// visual .ly 
/view; Knowledge is Beautiful: http:// www 
.informationisbeautiful .net), the librarian 
locates an interesting infographic on a topic 
the students are researching and discusses the 
author, sources, and argument. The librarian 
should remind students that just because 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/08/
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/08/
http://visual.ly/view
http://visual.ly/view
http://visual.ly/view
http://visual.ly
http://www.informationisbeautiful.net
http://www.informationisbeautiful.net
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information is pretty does not mean it is any 
more valid than if it is in spreadsheet or para-
graph form.

Finding Relevant Images

This activity is adapted from one in the book 
Visual Literacy for Libraries: A Practical, 
Standards- Based Guide (2016). 

The librarian provides students with a work-
sheet to help them locate an image for their 
multimodal essay. The image should relate to 
their topics in as many ways as possible. For 
example, if students are creating multimodal 
presentations on poverty in the United States, 
they should not be using an image of poverty 
in India (unless they are drawing a similarity 
between the two countries).

This activity is best done in class rather 
than as a homework assignment. If the stu-
dents have also completed a similar worksheet 
to brainstorm research terms for a database 
search, they can easily see the similarities of 
research for any format material.

The worksheet can ask the following ques- 
tions:

•	 What is your topic?
•	 Why are you looking for an image (what 

is your purpose)?
•	 Brainstorm some words related to 

your topic.

•	 Circle the words that best describe your  
topic.

•	 Search for those words in the Creative  
Commons.

•	 Did you find an image or video? 
•	 If not, what terms could broaden or narrow 

your search?
•	 Does your image or video have:

 ○ Meaning?
 ○ Clarity?
 ○ Layout?
 ○ Style?
 ○ What is the overall design?

The worksheet should also include a fill- 
in- the- blank section noting what information 
students will need for citing; students will be 
more likely to cite correctly if they have a 
model to follow.

Evaluating Advertisements

Students should locate an advertisement to 
evaluate. The librarian can provide a list of 
websites that have vintage and modern images 
(a list is available at http:// guides .library.uab  
.edu /English101 /findingimage). The students 
research how the image illustrates an idea 
from its cultural or intellectual context and 
how the image is persuading a specific audi-
ence. This activity requires students to think 
about and research culture at the time the  

Figure 15.2 Audience, tone, and tool chart.
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http://guides.library.uab.edu/English101/findingimage
http://guides.library.uab.edu/English101/findingimage
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advertisement was created (the historical 
mindset) and the advertisement’s audience. 
The research causes students to think outside 
of their own universe to see how the argu-
ment was made.

concLuSion
As students advance in their university 
careers, they will continue to create presenta-
tions, posters, and other visual material. After 
they leave college, they will use visual liter-
acy skills in their work. Not only does multi-
modal instruction early in their college careers 
help them with upcoming assignments, but it 
also contributes to their information literacy 
lifelong learning. The one consistent, uni-
fying force in students’ university careers is 
the librarian. Whether students are sending 
a tweet or giving a presentation at a large 
sales meeting, multimodal literacy matters. 
Instruction on information and other liter-
acies led by a librarian in collaboration with 
a composition instructor can lead to critical- 
thinking students and future leaders who can 
create meaning successfully. 

noTe
 1. For more information on threshold concepts, 

see the chapter “Threshold Concepts and 
Troublesome Knowledge: An Introduction” 
(Meyer & Land, 2006).
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The University of Houston–Downtown 
(UHD), a designated Hispanic- Serving 
Institution and Minority- Serving Institu-
tion, self- describes its student body as “many 
first generation college students, students 
who work full or part time, students who 
may have family obligations and students 
who transfer from community colleges and 
other higher education institutions” (“About 
UHD,” 2012). Given the diverse student pop-
ulation of UHD1 (primarily urban and first- 
generation students), information literacy 
approaches need to deviate from the standard. 
In this chapter, we explore how a faculty- 
librarian information literacy collaboration 
benefited freshman students through leading 
and participating in a campus- wide Human 
Trafficking Awareness Day. While we recog-
nize that our approach to information literacy 
benefits all students, in this chapter, we will 
concentrate on why this approach specifically 
addresses the needs of Hispanic students and 
reinforces key information literacy concepts 
in this group. 

The need for a differenT 
aPProach

While the librarian community has acknowl-
edged that many researchers view the “one- 
shot” library instruction as flawed, it is still 
a common instruction model and the one 
UHD librarians use for almost all informa-
tion literacy sessions. In this model, students 
receive one session of library instruction, 
usually around an hour long. This is their 
only interaction with a librarian unless they 
seek research assistance on their own. How-
ever, one short interaction is not enough to 
allow students to absorb information literacy 

skills into their long- term memory (Artman, 
Frisicaro- Pawlowski, & Monge, 2010). Given 
the relationship between information literacy 
and writing, it follows that “Through collab-
oration and shared responsibility, writing 
teachers and librarians can better incorpo-
rate information literacy instruction within 
composition programs and improve students’ 
research options and behaviors,” as Margaret 
Artman, Erica Frisicaro- Pawlowski, and Rob-
ert Monge attest (2010, p. 93). Plus, it is eas-
ier to extend library instruction into a course 
with a research focus than it is to incorporate 
information literacy into the curriculum of the 
university (Artman et al., 2010). Clearly, the 
“one- shot” approach is not used because it is 
most effective. However, at UHD the “one- 
shot” approach lessens the strain on librari-
ans and allows faculty members to devote 
class time to the topics of the course. Hav-
ing a librarian co-teach or assist a professor 
throughout a course is not feasible given the 
overall staffing it would require. In our project, 
the librarian taught a traditional information 
literacy session, followed up in the classroom 
for four to six classes, and participated in the 
Human Trafficking Awareness Day program-
ming with the students. 

The need for increaSed 
exPoSure To LiBrarieS 
and LiBrarianS
The increased librarian presence as a partici-
pant in the project serves as library outreach 
as well, which is an important goal when tar-
geting students who have had limited expe-
rience with school librarians. In our project, 
the librarian, Lindsey, represented the library 
at the Human Trafficking Awareness Day, 
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demonstrating the library’s commitment to 
student- created events, and she furthered her 
role as library ambassador by assisting in the 
classroom. By including a librarian in the col-
lege classroom, students have the opportunity 
to build a personal relationship with a librar-
ian and receive individual attention. Consid-
ering Dallas Long’s (2011) confirmation that 
“library use is strongly linked with student 
persistence in higher education, and Latino 
students have lower rates of academic library 
use and proficiency than other racial/ethnic 
groups of students” (p. 511), it is reasonable to 
include more librarian exposure outside of the 
library (in this case, the classroom) to encour-
age library use at UHD and boost student 
graduation rates, specifically with regard to 
Hispanic students. 

Outreach is also important for UHD stu-
dents because they may not understand the 
role of the academic library and are likely to 
have had limited exposure to school librar-
ians before attending UHD. According to 
Long (2011), the academic library “does 
not translate easily to [Hispanic students’] 
personal experiences with libraries in other 
contexts of their lives” (p. 510). Long also 
highlights an individual Hispanic student 
who noted that white students are more likely 
to use the library because “they grew up with 
better libraries” (2011, p. 508). While this is 
one individual’s opinion, it is true that UHD 
students may not have had access to an ade-
quate school library. Many of UHD’s feeder 
schools are located within the Houston Inde-
pendent School District (HISD) (“Gear Up,” 
2010). However, HISD employed only 118 
librarians in 2011, less than one librarian for 
every two schools (Radcliffe, 2011). Accord-
ing to HISD data cited by Jennifer Radcliffe 
(2011) in the Houston Chronicle, “More than 
80 percent of HISD libraries fail to meet state 

guidelines for staffing and book collections, 
and an additional 20 percent of the district’s 
289 schools don’t even have functioning 
libraries” (para. 2). Although HISD partici-
pates in the robust TexShare resource- sharing 
program, it is unlikely, given the shortage of 
librarians and information resources, that 
UHD students have had access to a librar-
ian or librarian- led information literacy 
instruction. Indeed, UHD professors have 
lamented to librarians that they are alarmed 
at incoming students’ inability to perform 
basic research, noting accidental plagiarism 
and use of nonacademic sources as specific 
problems. 

Another factor contributing to the need 
for librarian outreach at UHD is the number 
of Hispanic students who are first- generation 
college students. Arturo Gonzalez (2011) 
highlights that “Hispanic college students 
stand out as being primarily first- generation 
college students—65% of all Hispanics—
even when compared to blacks (50%)” (p. 
95). First- generation college students experi-
ence disadvantages when compared to their 
peers and are more likely to not complete 
a bachelor’s degree within six years (Gon-
zalez, 2011). One of the Hispanic students 
mentioned in Long’s (2011) study also com-
mented on the lack of parental urging to use 
the library as opposed to white students’ par-
ents. Clearly, the library can be overlooked 
as an academic support service without one 
generation to pass down information about 
college library use to the next generation. 
When students lack information literacy 
skills due to their inexperience with library 
support, there is a good chance that this also 
can prevent students from being successful 
in their freshman- level writing courses, pos-
sibly preventing them from completing their 
college degree. 
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The engLiSh comPoSiTion courSe
At UHD, English 1302: Composition II is 
the second course in a two- course compo-
sition sequence and is a required course for 
the General Education core curriculum.2 
In Composition II, the primary focus is to 
teach students to write an argumentative, 
researched essay through a series of scaf-
folded assignments. Layered onto students’ 
nascent academic writing skills introduced 
in Composition I, students are also expected 
to become proficient in information literacy 
skills in Composition II. Given the complex-
ity of managing all these new skills, students 
often fail to complete the course. It becomes 
a “barrier” course, causing many students to 
either repeat the course multiple times or, in 
extreme cases, drop out of college altogether. 
Given the percentage of Hispanic students at 
UHD, according to Silas Abrego (2008): 

The keys to improving access to college 
for more Latinos and retaining those who 
enroll through to graduation are (1) an 
understanding of their educational back-
ground coupled with strong academic and 
financial services; (2) a learning environ-
ment that encourages active learning; (3) 
and role models and activities that promote 
self- confidence. (p. 78)

As the composition professor, Dagmar had 
students in the course choose the course 
reader from a list of nonfiction selections 
at the beginning of the semester. Students 
research each book and then vote on the 
one they want to read. By a clear majority, 
students chose The Slave Next Door: Human 
Trafficking and Slavery in America Today by 
Kevin Bales and Ron Soodalter.3 Dagmar’s 
idea to help retain more students in the course 

was to implement a project- based learning 
approach that would not only give students 
agency but also provide them with an oppor-
tunity to connect their research to a real- life 
situation. Dagmar contacted Lindsey to see if 
she was interested in doing something differ-
ent with the course, and she then assigned the 
Community Awareness Project, which would 
showcase freshman students’ work to the 
university community at large. Lindsey and 
Dagmar both felt that students would gain 
confidence in their writing and researching 
skills and be better able to transfer those skills 
to other courses in the curriculum through 
the project. We also wanted to engage the 
students collaboratively in the course, which 
often can be perceived as a solitary endeavor. 

The communiTy  
aWareneSS ProJecT

In pursuing the opportunity to fully engage 
students with the course and the library, we 
grounded our project in Jean Lave and Eti-
enne Wenger’s (1991) study of masters and 
apprentices. In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 
study of five different types of apprentice-
ships, they analyze the social dynamics of 
the master and apprentice relationship with 
regard to the communities of practice in 
which they function. Lave and Wenger (1991) 
created the term “legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation” to encompass a way of studying 
the modern form of apprenticeships. Lave and 
Wenger define legitimate peripheral participa-
tion as follows:

Learning viewed as situated activity has as 
its central defining characteristic a process 
we call legitimate peripheral participation 
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[sic]. By this we mean to draw attention to 
the point that learners inevitably partici-
pate in communities of practitioners and 
that the mastery of knowledge and skill 
requires newcomers to move toward full 
participation in the sociocultural practices 
of a community. (p. 29)

For Lave and Wenger, the learning that takes 
place in a master/apprentice relationship is 
determined by the production of knowledge 
through a given activity. In our case, the given 
activity of the Community Awareness Proj-
ect would create opportunities for students to 
become “legitimate peripheral participants” 
and move them toward integration within the 
academe by giving them a voice in shaping 
the course and making their research visible 
as newcomers to the university community.

The Community Awareness Project was 
student directed, allowing them to decide 
how they wanted to present what they learned 
in the course. The only caveat was that they 
had to showcase their research in a way that 
would attract their peers at the university as 
well as the surrounding community since the 
event would also be open to the public. Given 
the topic of the course, human trafficking 
and modern- day slavery, students decided to 
coordinate a Human Trafficking Awareness 
Day on campus. In groups, they organized 
the schedule of events, created and distrib-
uted promotional materials, and contacted 
guest speakers from within the UHD com-
munity and local nonprofit agencies affiliated 
with human trafficking awareness. Students 
would also showcase the research they were 
working with for their researched argument 
papers. To facilitate the logistics of coordinat-
ing the event, Lindsey and Dagmar arranged 
for the facilities at the university needed to 
host the event, parking for guest speakers, and 

technology needs, as well as sending student- 
generated promotional materials to printers 
and contacting the appropriate university 
personnel to promote the event to the public. 

The research component for the course 
began with the “one- shot” delivery of library 
resources by Lindsey, including traditional 
print sources and multimedia sources. Stu-
dents then formed topic- specific groups and 
decided what they wanted to do to contribute 
to the event. As the students worked on the 
research in preparation for their researched 
argumentative papers and the event, Lind-
sey would join the class on the days when we 
were workshopping the various aspects of the 
program. We hoped that Lindsey’s presence 
in the classroom would, according to Anne 
C. Moore and Gary Ivory (2003), change the 
perceptions of librarians that Hispanic stu-
dents hold. Moore and Ivory (2003) note:

All students should find librarians friendly 
and supportive, but because Latinos and 
other minority students have often found 
the university unfriendly, we must make 
particular efforts with them. . . . With 
close relationships, librarians can join fac-
ulty in the classroom to connect with stu-
dents. (p. 228)

We employed a team- teaching approach to 
demystify the library’s role at the university. 
Both Dagmar and Lindsey assisted the groups 
with all aspects of their projects, ranging 
from basic information literacy skills, such 
as finding reliable sources, using the UHD 
databases, and citing appropriate images for 
promotional materials, to locating Houston- 
area anti–human trafficking organizations as 
a source for potential speakers, to figuring out 
how to create a QR code. We also assisted 
students with communication skills, such as 
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providing feedback on individual students’ 
topic- specific “elevator speeches,” helping stu-
dents to practice what they would say about 
their research during the event. In this aspect 
of the project, we facilitated students in mak-
ing the connection between what they were 
writing for an audience in print to interacting 
with the larger audience of their peers and 
other members of the university community.

For those students who decided to show-
case their research, they accomplished this 
through a variety of ways. This part of the 
event was staged near a high- traffic student 
area. Some students chose more traditional 
routes, creating poster presentations and 
looped PowerPoint presentations. Some stu-
dents, being more outgoing, had tables with 
samples of fair trade chocolate and locally 
grown fruit from the farmer’s market as a 
way to engage their peers in discussions about 
fair trade and human trafficking. Others had 
laptop computers available so that students 
could take a human trafficking awareness 
survey through the website slaveryfootprint 
.org. Their peers could interact with the web-
site and then talk about their survey results 
with the student group. Students in the course 
also created and distributed cards with a QR 
code for the slaveryfootprint .org website to 
those who were not interested in stopping at 
the event. No matter the method for deliver-
ing the information, all groups were required 
to create some sort of handout, providing a 
summary of information about their particu-
lar topic and websites for more information. 

Other students chose to participate in 
organizing a structured program for the event 
that was held in the university’s auditorium. 
This part of the event consisted of a screen-
ing of Call + Response, a human trafficking 
awareness documentary, and various guest 

speakers. Students who participated in this 
part of the event chose research topics that 
focused on the effectiveness and limitations 
of what can be done to help the victims of 
human trafficking. Students contacted local 
Houston human trafficking awareness groups 
and individuals associated with the City of 
Houston’s task force on human trafficking as 
well as professors in UHD’s criminal justice 
program and arranged for them to speak. On 
the day of the event, students also introduced 
the speakers they contacted and facilitated 
the question and answer sessions following 
each speaker.

Overall, the project was a success in many 
ways. Over the course of the day, we had over 
200 participants attend the auditorium pro-
gram, with professors bringing entire classes 
to hear speakers and/or to view the film. A 
head count for the research showcase was not 
taken, but we can assume this was successful 
because students ran out of handouts before 
the end of the event. Students found that 
participating in the event helped to solidify 
the research they had been reading and fur-
ther reinforced what they learned through 
listening to the guest speakers. During the 
question and answer sessions, students in the 
course asked substantive questions based on 
their research, thereby creating a high- quality 
group discussion. Since students had not yet 
written their final paper, talking to others 
outside the course provided opportunities for 
them to be open to new ideas or alternative 
viewpoints that could extend their research. 
This translated into the final version of their 
papers and persistence in the course. Finally, 
students maintained the connection they 
established with Lindsey after the event was 
over, with many continuing to work with her 
on the final paper.

http://slaveryfootprint.org
slaveryfootprint.org
http://slaveryfootprint.org
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The BenefiTS of our 
coLLaBoraTion
The collaborative approach allows students 
the opportunity for guided reinforcement 
of information literacy concepts and bet-
ter satisfies the Association of College and 
Research Libraries (ACRL) Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education. 
While students engaged with all six frames 
during our approach, Searching as Strategic 
Exploration, Information Has Value, and 
Scholarship as Conversation were especially 
relevant to our approach. The librarian can 
assist students when they cannot find sources 
and encourage them to persevere in their 
search for the best information, rather than 
take the first source they find, thereby sup-
porting dispositions associated with Search-
ing as Strategic Exploration: “persist in the 
face of search challenges,” “understand that 
first attempts at searching do not always pro-
duce adequate results,” and “seek guidance 
from experts.” By participating in present-
ing a campus event, students were able to 
interact with the topic on a deeper level, thus 
developing the Information Has Value and 
the Scholarship as Conversation dispositions. 
Students become information authorities 
during Human Trafficking Awareness Day; 
that is, they “see themselves as contributors 
to the information marketplace rather than 
only consumers of it” and learn firsthand 
about the “skills, time, and effort needed to 
produce knowledge” (Association of Col-
lege and Research Libraries, 2016, p. 6). 
Likewise, students see how information has 
power by meeting people in their commu-
nity who use findings similar to the students’ 
research results to create their approaches to 

ending human trafficking and gain support 
for their efforts. 

In addition, students “[contributed] to 
scholarly conversation at an appropriate level,” 
one of the tenets of Scholarship as Conversa-
tion, by interacting with professionals work-
ing against human trafficking within their 
city, presenting posters and papers to cam-
pus, and discussing the topic with their peers 
during Human Trafficking Awareness Day 
(p. 8). The combination of our approach and 
the seriousness of the topic requires students 
to think about the issue of human trafficking 
in a local and personal context; they must 
consider their values while they interact with 
their research results and analyze sources to 
be informed participants. Ideally, students 
“understand the responsibility that comes 
with entering the conversation through par-
ticipatory channels” when they present infor-
mation during the event on a human rights 
issue and “recognize they are often entering 
into an ongoing scholarly conversation and 
not a finished conversation,” one they can 
continue to participate in within their com-
munity because of their high- quality research 
and resulting synthesis of information (Asso-
ciation of College and Research Libraries, 
2016, p. 8).

Our approach further engages students 
through project- based learning, and could 
also be perceived as a service learning oppor-
tunity, brought about by the topic of human 
trafficking, a noted issue in Houston, to fur-
ther these goals (Texas Advisory Committee 
to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
2010). Margit Watts (2006) believes that 
service learning provides the opportunity for 
real- life problem solving and notes that real- 
life experiences make students more engaged 
with what they are learning. In addition, 
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Watts (2006) notes, “An important learning 
objective is to develop information literacy 
skills from the perspective of the student as 
an end user in real- life situations” (p. 43). As 
students research human trafficking, they 
develop the skills to research similar social 
issues locally and globally that affect their 
lives. Through our collaboration between fac-
ulty member and librarian, we guided fresh-
man students into the university community 
by providing them with a real- life venue to 
showcase their research. This partnership is 
essential to mentoring and supporting His-
panic students through the first year of their 
university career. As Abrego (2008) asserts: 

A support network comprised of staff, fac-
ulty, and peers is crucial to the student’s 
ability to successfully navigate the cam-
pus. . . . Almost all of us who have success-
fully graduated from college can identify 
one faculty member who made a difference 
in our educational career, either by inspir-
ing us, believing in our potential, or being 
a role model. (p. 88) 

We would like to think our collaboration 
through this project has succeeded in inspir-
ing all of our students to continue to take 
action on a real problem within the Hous-
ton community,4 believing in our students’ 
potential to organize and deliver a successful 
program, and becoming role models for our 
students. 

noTeS
 1.  According to the 2012–2013 UHD Fact 

Book, all students enrolled by ethnicity are 
as follows: American Indian .6%, Asian or 
Pacific Islander 9%, Black 27.5%, Hispanic 

40.2%, White 19.5%, International 2.3%, 
and Unknown .9%. See http:// www .uhd 
.edu /about /irp /documents /Fact _Book _2012 
-  2013 .pdf

 2. In 2014, a revision to the Texas core cur-
riculum will be implemented in all public 
universities across Texas. UHD will main-
tain a two- course sequence for freshman 
composition. For more information on the 
Texas General Education Core Curricu-
lum see: http:// www .thecb .state .tx .us /index 
.cfm ?objectid = 6AB82E4B -  C31F -  E344 
-  C78E3688524B44FB

 3. For the past four years, students overwhelm-
ing chose this book, and continue to do so, 
over any others offered. 

 4.  As a direct result of this course, one student 
was able to secure an internship with the City 
of Houston’s Office of International Com-
munities. Through his internship, the student 
participated in planning a citywide human 
trafficking awareness event, “Shine a Light 
on Human Trafficking,” held September 24, 
2013. See http:// houstonsvoice .com /2013 /09 
/23 /live -  streaming -  shine -  a -  light -  on -  human 
-  trafficking/
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In early 2015, this author team witnessed and 
participated in two major shifts at the Uni-
versity of Vermont. The first shift was a new 
institution- wide foundational writing and 
information literacy requirement (known as 
“FWIL”). Remarkable for the sole reason that 
there had been no university writing require-
ment until the fall of 2014, this new FWIL 
creature was also significant in its combining 
of information literacy and writing into a sin-
gle one- semester requirement.

The second shift was the university’s 
embrace of international students as an 
attempt to both diversify our predominantly 
white campus and to tap a new revenue 
stream. When both converged in the fall of 
2014, longtime faculty at the university were 
reeling with new responsibilities for writing 
and information literacy, compounded by 
linguistically diverse student audiences whom 
they felt underprepared to teach. Both of us 
were hired into this context as the FWIL 
requirement entered its second semester.

Prior to our arrival, writing faculty and 
instructional librarians had collaborated on 
what they hoped would be a shared, standard 
curriculum for graduate teaching assistants 
(GTAs) and instructors teaching English 001, 
Written Expression. It was a smartly integrated 
curricular design, moving students through 
personal inquiry, question- posing, researched 
literature reviews, and public writing (see Box 
17.1). This curriculum addressed the first chal-
lenge: how to support faculty efforts in teach-
ing both information literacy and foundational 
writing in a one- semester course. To address 
the second challenge, the layering in of inter-
national students, we created parallel sections 
of English 001 designed for our new interna-
tional students (for a justification of paral-
lel sections, see Braine, 1996). Such courses 
emphasize the same essential curriculum and 

student learning outcomes of the standard 
sections, but often have smaller enrollments 
to compensate for the labor- intensive nature 
of responding to multilingual student work. 
In keeping with the collaborative nature of 
our program, we collaborated with six other 
Multilingual Writing Faculty Fellows to alter 
the standard curriculum in ways that would 
benefit our growing international student 
population. This was particularly important 
in a course with substantial expectations for 
information literacy. 

BOX 17.1 
STANDARD ENGLISH 001  
AT A GLANCE

Project 1: Social Narrative
Essayistic exploration into multiple perspectives 
on a social issue in which students have a per-
sonal stake

•	 emphasizes Research as Inquiry

Project 2: Question-Posing
A series of explorations to investigate a research-
able question arising from Project 1 from the 
perspective of expert discourses

•	 emphasizes Searching as Strategic Ex- 
ploration

•	 secondarily addresses Authority Is 
Constructed and Contextual

Project 3: Literature Review
Literature review using sources from the an-
notated bibliography; articulating patterns, 
themes, and trends; and putting those sources 
in conversation with one another

•	 emphasizes Scholarship as Conversation

Project 4: Public Researched Writing
•	 emphasizes Information Creation as a 

Process
•	 secondarily addresses Information Has 

Value
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The term multilingual students indicates a 
wide range of writers with various linguistic 
backgrounds, both domestic and interna-
tional. We like the term for its inclusiveness 
and for the way it focuses our attention on 
all students as potentially multiliterate. That 
said, at our university, the vast majority of 
our multilingual students are rather newly 
arrived international students from China. 
Reid (1998/2011) characterizes students such 
as ours as having learned English “principally 
through their eyes, studying vocabulary, verb 
forms, and language rules” (p. 85). When 
they arrive in our classes, the majority of 
our multilingual students have not yet had 
much experience learning English experien-
tially and through their ears. Thus, English 
as a first language (L1) pedagogies that 
assume students are already surrounded by 
oral discourse in English, and hence have a 
“feel” for how language flows, are especially 
challenging for non- native English speakers 
(L2), particularly those who are new to North 
America. The Conference on College Compo-
sition and Communication (CCCC) provides 
useful guidelines for designing and teaching 
writing assignments, which include the fol-
lowing statement: 

Discussions on assignment design might 
include scaffolding, creating benchmarks 
within larger projects, and incorporating 
additional resources such as the writing 
center. Discussions might also include 
methods for teaching students the multiple 
rhetorical elements that influence a text’s 
rhetorical effectiveness, as well as reflec-
tions on students’ negotiations between 
composing in a home country language 
(including variations of English) and com-
posing in academic English. (Updated in 
2009, reaffirmed in 2014)

Supported by these recommendations, we 
recognized that our situation presented an 
opportunity to revise the standard curricu-
lum with an aim toward reaching all linguis-
tically diverse students, regardless of their 
background, their other spoken languages, 
or their relationship to the United States. 
Further, we saw the Association of College 
and Research Libraries (ACRL) Framework 
for Information Literacy for Higher Educa-
tion (ACRL, 2015) as especially generative 
in considering the needs of our multilin-
gual writers. Whereas all six of the ACRL 
frames align well with Writing Studies (see 
especially the CWPA Outcomes Statement, 
2014, and NCTE’s Framework for Success in 
Post- Secondary Writing, 2013), three frames 
resonated particularly strongly for us as we 
embarked on this work: Research as Inquiry, 
Searching as Strategic Exploration, and 
Scholarship as Conversation. Our efforts 
involved providing additional scaffolding for 
multilingual students—and then we found 
that our changes benefited all students, 
regardless of their language background (see 
also Reid & Kroll [1995] on the importance 
of scaffolding with L2 writers).

SociaL narraTiVe To PromoTe 
reSearch aS inquiry 

The traditional version of the course begins 
with a “social narrative”—a genre that orig-
inates as personal inquiry into a significant 
issue for the student and imbues it with social 
and cultural analysis. Throughout the pro-
cess, students are encouraged to avoid too- 
easy endings and clichés, probing instead for 
“un- answers” and “non- conclusions.” Thus, 
as a first major project, the social narrative 
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functions to establish and begin practicing 
a number of the dispositions found in the 
ACRL frame of Research as Inquiry, partic-
ularly to engage in “open- ended exploration,” 
to “value intellectual curiosity in developing 
questions” and “intellectual humility,” to 
“seek multiple perspectives” and “appropriate 
help,” and to “appreciate that a question may 
appear to be simple but still disruptive and 
important” (ACRL, 2015).

Second Language Writing scholars have 
long urged the Writing Studies community 
to be wary of uncritically adopting pedagogies 
designed for native English- speaking students 
(see especially Atkinson & Ramanathan, 
1995; Silva, 1993). In particular, they note 
that many L1 pedagogies require culturally 
specific knowledge that our multilingual 
students may not yet possess, and they make 
Westernized assumptions about the nature of 
knowledge- making and revision as an indi-
vidualistic, competitive, and self- oriented 
process. Ramanathan and Atkinson (1999) 
passionately argue that such so- called expres-
sivist pedagogies “advantage those who have 
been socialized into these practices from an 
early age according to a highly child- centered, 
middle- class form of socialization” (p. 64). 
Further, they contend that in promoting such 
pedagogies, we make 

the tacit assumption that everyone is funda-
mentally like us, so everyone must want what 
we want. Or, to formulate it differently: 
Everyone is an individual, but they are 
individuals on our terms. Surely, this is not 
a principle that will help us to understand 
[L2s] on their terms, or that will allow us 
to use this understanding to help negotiate 
the complex demands of academic literacy 
in North American, British, or Oceanic 
universities. (p. 66)

For our multilingual learners, we felt that 
the social narrative was crucial not only for 
avoiding a Westernized personal narrative, 
but also for shifting students’ expectations 
away from writing and researching to prove 
a point; we sought instead to guide them 
toward writing and researching to inquire and 
explore. Mindful of the critiques, we designed 
additional scaffolding that would help our 
multilingual students practice important 
foundational information literacy dispositions 
that we hoped would set up their inquiry 
research in the next two projects without 
replicating L1 biases.

In the standard version of English 001, 
the pedagogy supporting the social narrative 
is mostly draft- feedback- revise coupled with 
readings. It has little emphasis on invention, 
the creation and mining of material prior to 
drafting. It also demands sophisticated peer 
review of full texts and repeated commentary 
on full drafts by the instructor. Spending 
five to six weeks out of 14 on this first proj-
ect seemed out of alignment when there were 
three more projects rich with information lit-
eracy to be taught. Thus, our first alteration 
was to rebalance the sense of scale in order 
to move on more quickly from narrative to 
information literacy.

All told, we made three major alterations 
to the course in order to better scaffold the 
foundational practices that would lead to a 
fuller engagement with information literacy 
in subsequent projects (Table 17.1). The first 
was logistic: shorten the time span from four 
to five weeks to three. The second was to build 
in smaller practices of peer review through-
out the project, often as in- class activities, 
as advocated by Hu (2005). The third was 
the most radical shift in that it introduced 
students to a variety of low- stakes inven-
tion activities designed to generate multiple 
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possibilities rather than asking them to dive 
into full drafts right away. For example, on 
the first day of class, students were asked to 
mine their memories for three moments at 
different time periods in their lives (birth–6, 
7–12, 13–present) in which they experienced 
some sort of discomfort, cognitive disso-
nance, or culturally embedded lesson. This 
simple inventional task prompted them to 
think beyond their recent adjustment to col-
lege abroad, to dig deeper into their memo-
ries, and to produce three very different brief 
paragraphs. Other invention activities fol-
lowed the same pattern: generate more ideas 
than you can use, get feedback on them from 
your peers in class, and build on them with 
your next assignment. We hoped these curric-
ular changes would help students develop the 
habit of iterative inquiry.

annoTaTed BiBLiograPhy 
To PromoTe Searching aS 
STraTegic exPLoraTion 
The next section of the standard course 
centers around “question- posing,” with the 

information literacy components focusing 
on students gathering and evaluating sources 
with the aim of learning to pose better ques-
tions. To understand the complexities of their 
chosen research topics, students explore and 
report on researchers’ and experts’ discus-
sions occurring in the scholarship. Through 
this exploration, research questions are not 
expected to be answered, but rather inves-
tigated and refined through information 
searching. During this section of the standard 
course, students receive a one- shot library 
instructional session and keep a research 
log asking them to track and reflect on their 
literature searches. This section encourages 
several of the dispositions in the ACRL frame 
Searching as Strategic Exploration, includ-
ing the ability to “identify interested parties 
. . . who might produce information about 
a topic,” to “design and refine needs and 
search strategies as necessary, based on search 
results,” to “use different types of searching 
language appropriately,” and to “manage 
searching processes and results effectively” 
(ACRL, 2015).

In the new multilingual course sections, 
we reconsidered the approach to informa-
tion literacy instruction and introduction to 

table 17.1 Social Narrative—Standard and Multilingual

Standard Course Design Multilingual Writers’ Redesign

Week 1 Reading multiple models and 
freewriting/loopwriting

Memory inventory, developed to a paragraph, 1 model 
reading per class; peer feedback on ideas

Week 2 More models, descriptive writing + 
full draft

Practicing social analyses of a personal story, 1 model 
reading per class; peer feedback on analysis and idea 
development

Week 3 Areas of development + full draft 
revision

Organizational patterns, non-endings; guided peer 
review on full drafts

Week 4 Editing and style + another full 
draft revision

Full revision due; Project 2 begins
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library resources. An increasing awareness 
exists that information literacy should not 
be viewed as one size fits all for the differ-
ent populations of students that librarians 
encounter in the classroom. Aytac (2016) 
found that one- shot information literacy 
sessions are inadequate for L2s’ informa-
tion literacy acquisition, and calls exist for 
greater collaboration between librarians and 
instructors in order to enhance information 
literacy instruction for these students (Bor-
donaro, 2015). Furthermore, librarians have 
suggested that curriculum should take into 
account students’ language proficiency lev-
els (Amsberry, 2008), cultural backgrounds 
(Martin, Reaume, Reeves, & Wright, 2012), 
and past experiences with information (John-
ston, Partridge, & Hughes, 2014).

For the multilingual sections of the course, 
we decided to have students produce an anno-
tated bibliography showcasing their best 
sources discovered through their searching 
explorations. In addition to clarifying the 
end product, we identified two pedagogical 
moments in need of additional scaffolding: 
building topical discourse and reading com-
prehension (Table 17.2).

BuiLding ToPicaL diScourSe 
Through TerTiary SourceS
Asking our multilingual students to imme-
diately immerse themselves in academic 
discourse surrounding a research question 
appeared problematic for several reasons. Not 
surprisingly, language is repeatedly identified 
as impacting information literacy (Johnston 
et al., 2014) and obstructing L2s’ library use 
(Amsberry, 2008; Conteh- Morgan, 2002), 
and due to their language proficiency levels 
and past experiences with information, we 
found that students had neither the vocabu-
lary nor the disciplinary knowledge to delve 
into information searching. The use of tertiary 
sources provided one way for our multilingual 
learners to immerse themselves more gently 
into the discourse of their topic. For students 
to understand how and why they might make 
use of these resources, we first built on their 
previous understandings of information by 
discussing their own personal processes for 
quickly finding information about a topic. 
Students revealed that they often began the 
search process with Wikipedia and Google, 

table 17.2 Question-Posing—Standard and Multilingual

Standard Course Design Multilingual Writers’ Redesign

Week 1 Forensic readings of a range of 
researched writing; proposal 
draft

Keywords from Project 1, tertiary source readings, model 
annotated bibliographies; begin library online tutorials

Week 2 Keywords and research logs; 
primary, secondary, and tertiary 
sources; library online tutorials

Library online tutorials; library visit; revised keywords 
and research logs; popular and trade sources; more 
annotated bibliography models

Week 3 Library visit; reverse outlining of 
sources found

Summaries, paraphrases, and annotations; workshop for 
clarity

Week 4 Storyboard and process folder Annotated bibliography drafted, workshopped, and 
revised
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and this provided an excellent starting point 
for discussions of the merits of these tools, 
such as their supply of background informa-
tion, good organization, ease of reading, and 
accessible length. Next, students were intro-
duced to tertiary sources—a mix of ency-
clopedias and reference collections that also 
contained these identified merits—and as a 
class, we modeled using them together. The 
class chose a broad topic (e.g., eating disor-
ders), which was then written on the board. 
After the group brainstormed any words they 
already knew related to the topic, students 
independently explored the different tertiary 
sources. Any time a student found another 
word, topic, subtopic, question, or related 
point within the sources, they added it to 
the group brainstorm. When the activity was 
finished, we discussed the new and different 
entries written on the board and reflected on 
the development and growing intricacy of our 
basic knowledge and vocabulary surrounding 
the topic after allowing ourselves more room 
and time for lexical exposure. The goal was 
not yet to explore a question; rather, the goal 
became to strengthen the grasp of the dis-
course surrounding the question or the topic 
in order to more thoroughly prepare students 
to explore it later in the unit.

Source SeLecTion for increaSed 
reading comPrehenSion

In the standard course sections, students 
explore the work of specialists writing about 
their topic through scholarly articles—a 
process that librarians illustrate in the one- 
shot information literacy instructional 
session. However, the majority of the mul-
tilingual learners did not have the reading 

comprehension to delve into scholarly texts. 
At this point, our multilingual students had 
already used tertiary sources to build top-
ical discourse, but another step was neces-
sary before students were asked to engage 
with academic texts. Therefore, we decided 
to have our students first explore their topics 
through popular and trade sources. In this 
step, students were introduced to the debates 
of experts engaging in scholarship around 
the topic, but through a more accessible and 
approachable genre that aligned more closely 
with students’ reading comprehension levels. 
Activities such as practice summarization and 
reverse outlining of the resources helped to 
further scaffold student understanding of the 
sources’ strategies and main points. We also 
reinforced the importance of intermediary 
evaluation steps to ensure that students were 
reading beyond the abstract, as Martin and 
colleagues (2012) observed is a common prac-
tice arising from L2 students’ difficulties with 
academic texts. After this step, we found that 
some of our highest achieving multilingual 
students were able to mine information from 
peer- reviewed scholarly texts.

LiTeraTure reVieW To PromoTe 
SchoLarShiP aS conVerSaTion

The ACRL frame of Scholarship as Conver-
sation asks students to “seek out conversa-
tions taking place in their research area,” to 
“critically evaluate” these contributions, to 
“see themselves as contributors to scholarship 
rather than only consumers of it,” and to do 
so through appropriate citation and attribu-
tion (ACRL, 2015). From the second course 
unit, the annotated bibliography, students 
had gathered, read, and summarized sources 
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on their research question. The challenge 
now came for students to take these sources 
from their isolated, alphabetically ordered 
summaries and put them into conversation 
with each other in the form of a literature 
review—arguably one of the most difficult 
and important types of synthesis writing in 
nearly any discipline. 

For many of our multilingual learners, 
this genre was entirely new, and it required 
an elevated level of source synthesis and crit-
ical thinking from the annotated bibliog-
raphy assignment. Here, too, we identified 
three scaffolding moments not found in the 
standard curriculum: using a storyboard to 
map conversational themes and gaps, re- 
researching in response to those gaps, and 
repeated workshopping of conversational 
chunks for textual integrity (Table 17.3).

Before asking students to attempt drafting 
a full literature review, we spent significant 
time exploring and mapping the thematic 
organization of literature review examples. In 
small groups, students collaboratively mapped 
a course reading and assigned a corresponding 
number to each source utilized in the text. 
Then, they gleaned the reading for the main 
points that the author used to present the 
story of her research to the reader and wrote 
each main point on a sticky note along with 
the corresponding source number(s) illustrat-
ing that main point. Students then organized 
the sticky note main points to reflect how the 
author organized them in her essay, including 
headings for each grouping of points. After 
discussing the organizational strategies used, 
students considered other possible options 
for organization that the author might have 
utilized. Through this visual display, students 
began to see organizational strategies and had 
a graphical representation of the source inte-
gration throughout the essay to support this 

organization. Next, students began making 
storyboards to represent the scholarly conver-
sations arising from their own research. They 
identified key points from their research, finds 
such as particular facts, definitions, trends, 
developments or controversies, and translated 
these to sticky notes. Then, they experimented 
with organization, moving the notes around 
in multiple ways: tracking trends or develop-
ments over time, mapping points of support 
or contrast, or areas of agreement or disagree-
ment, for example. Students were encouraged 
to try different arrangements, to discuss the 
impacts of these organizational choices, and 
to describe the most effective ways to present 
the scholarly conversations forming around 
their research questions. 

As students began considering the organi-
zational choices involved in integrating their 
research into a literature review, they also 
needed to consider the gaps in their research 
that required additional inquiry and explora-
tion. From their storyboards, students iden-
tified where sources failed to “talk” to each 
other and discussed how these instances 
pointed to potential research gaps. Students 
then re- researched in response to these gaps. 
This process provided students with a more 
targeted research goal while introducing strat-
egies for identifying weak spots in research 
and improving them through the iterative 
research and writing processes. 

Whereas storyboards provide an excellent 
method for helping students visualize thematic 
connections and disagreements, also revealing 
gaps that iterate back to researching, they stop 
short of crafting a blend of researched sources 
into conversational prose. Putting sources 
into conversation in prose form presented an 
important leap, one requiring quite a bit of 
facility with written English. Here too, extra 
scaffolding helped our multilingual students 
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get to where they needed to be, so we devel-
oped a three- step in- class workshop.

In the workshop, the class first examined 
the literature review sections in various arti-
cles we had read throughout the semester, 
which also functioned to model purposeful 
rereading. Students were each assigned to 
specific paragraphs and asked first to identify 
those paragraphs that included more than one 
source, then share with a partner. Full class 
discussion began with their simple descrip-
tion: how did they know when a paragraph 
discussed more than one source? Quickly, 
they became adept at noticing important 
markers like parenthetical citations. This may 
sound patronizingly obvious, but for both L1 
and L2 students, parentheses often seem to 
indicate material they don’t actually have to 
read—so they skip over it. This simple yet 
powerful class activity trains their eyes not to 
skip what is in the parentheses, but rather to 
make appropriate meaning of it. If the infor-
mation in one set of parentheses is different 
from the information in another, then at least 
two different sources are under discussion. It 
takes very little time, and once they get it, it 
sticks (see also Silva, 1997, on the importance 
of explicitly teaching citation conventions). 

After the simple identification of the mere 
existence of multiple sources in a single para-
graph, students looked more carefully at the 
relationship between those sources. Do they 
support one another, with one offering fur-
ther evidence of the other? Do they disagree 
with one another, with one offering a coun-
terpoint to the other? Do they build on one 
another, with one agreeing at first and then 
diverging with new information? In the work-
shop, students focused on the word choices 
that indicated the relationship among the 
sources in that paragraph and reported to the 
rest of the class by pointing to the exact words 
and phrases, projected on the big screen. 

Beyond the relationship between the 
sources comes the relationship of the writer to 
those sources. The third and final step in this 
in- class workshop asked students to identify 
the additional framing the author provides 
around the source material in that paragraph. 
Where is the setup, and what does that look 
like? Where is the analysis, and what does 
that look like? At this moment in the text, is 
the author presenting multiple views, or is the 
writer asserting his or her own point? 

Class wrapped up with the students return-
ing to their own drafts and color- coding based 

table 17.3 Literature Review—Standard and Multilingual

Standard Course Design Multilingual Writers’ Redesign

Week 1 Developing themes and debates 
from storyboard. 

Using annotated bibliography, make a storyboard of 
common themes and conversations; reading model 
literature reviews; revise storyboards; re-researching as 
necessary

Week 2 Summarizing, quoting, 
paraphrasing

Grouping sources, paragraphing by theme rather than 
source; more model literature reviews, workshop 
conversational chunks

Week 3 Workshopping and revising full 
drafts

Continue workshopping conversational chunks for 
relationships among sources within paragraphs; 
developing a stance, using transitions
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on what they practiced in the workshop. They 
highlighted their parenthetical citations, cir-
cled the phrases that demonstrated relation-
ships among sources, underlined the setup, 
and italicized their analysis. With this visual, 
they could see if they were missing any of the 
elements, and they left class with a very clear 
revision plan.

concLuding ThoughTS
Although it was not directly relevant to infor-
mation literacy, we enacted one additional, 
crucially important alteration to the course: a 
true final portfolio. The standard curriculum 
required students to submit “portfolios” of 
their work at the end of each unit, which were 
essentially folders of the work completed. In a 
true portfolio system, students have the oppor-
tunity to reflect on work completed through-
out the semester and to revise one more time 
in light of lessons learned and experiences inte-
grated. True portfolios involve writers’ choices, 
as they select which pieces to revise in order 
to showcase and reflect upon a varied range of 
their abilities and growth (see especially Reyn-
olds, 2014). This final opportunity to revise 
is particularly crucial for multilingual writers 
(Leki, 1992; Song & August, 2002).

The purposeful, pedagogical redesigns 
we have described here afforded our team 
of Multilingual Writing Faculty Fellows the 
space and time to devote to collaborative 
information literacy and writing instruction. 
As a team, we utilized expertise from a writ-
ing scholar, English faculty, ESL faculty, and 
a librarian to modify the curriculum from a 
number of different yet connected disciplinary 
viewpoints. By using ACRL’s Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education, 

specifically the frames Research as Inquiry, 
Searching as Strategic Exploration, and Schol-
arship as Conversation, as a lens to ground 
and guide our curricular modifications, we 
sought to strengthen the information literacy 
experiences of our multilingual composition 
students. This resulted in a redesign rooted 
in the existing FWIL curriculum but incor-
porating additional activities in support of 
students’ language proficiency levels and past 
experiences with information and writing. 

We argue, as do many others before us, 
that linguistic diversity is a constant in all of 
our courses, through many of our students. 
Although our project began as a way to bring 
international students into our university cur-
riculum, it quickly grew into a way to make 
our university curriculum more appropriate 
for all of our students, regardless of their lan-
guage backgrounds. As Chiang and Schmida 
(1999) conclude, our too- easy labels and 
distinctions between native and non- native 
speakers of English “are inadequate when it 
comes to capturing the literacy journey of 
students whose lived realities often waver 
between cultural and linguistic borderlands” 
(p. 66). Ultimately, the additional scaffolding 
designed for both our writing and informa-
tion literacy pedagogies make these concepts 
more accessible to all students with wide 
ranges of linguistic and cultural backgrounds.
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AAC&U’s 2015 report “Trends in Learning 
Outcomes Assessment” notes that institutions 
have prioritized research skills, as 76% of 
member institutions reported student learn-
ing outcomes for information literacy. The 
effectiveness of this emphasis is complicated 
by studies conducted by Project Information 
Literacy (PIL), which suggest students expe-
rience difficulty initiating research projects, 
determining information need, and evaluating 
sources (Head, 2013). As institutions empha-
size information literacy, writing instructors 
and librarians must collaborate to determine 
what curricular revisions are needed to enact 
best practices in both information literacy 
instruction and composition pedagogy. Such 
collaboration and curricular work have been 
inhibited by disciplinary jargon (Carter & 
Alderidge, 2016); by a paucity of scholarship 
exploring theoretical articulations between 
information and library sciences and rheto-
ric and composition (Mazziotti & Grettano, 
2011); and by writing instructors’ lack of 
exposure to scholarship on information lit-
eracy (D’Angelo & Maid, 2004; Deitering & 
Jameson, 2008; Mazziotti & Grettano, 2011). 

This chapter contributes to an interdisci-
plinary conversation regarding the dynamic 
interrelationship between information liter-
acy and writing by describing a collaborative 
assessment project at a small liberal arts college 
in the Midwest in which a librarian partnered 
with a writing program administrator and an 
assessment scholar as part of the American 
Library Association’s “Assessment in Action” 
initiative. This ongoing, IRB- approved proj-
ect applies dynamic criteria mapping (DCM), 
a qualitative, constructivist method of writing 
assessment where librarians and writing fac-
ulty defined information literacy and engaged 
in interdisciplinary conversations, developing 
consensus on what they value when they read 

first- year writing projects in light of research 
skills and information literacy and reconcil-
ing disparate disciplinary terminology. This 
chapter frames the DCM performance- based 
method for assessing information literacy that 
counters methods, like rubric scoring, preva-
lent within information and library sciences 
(Belanger, Bliquez, & Mondal, 2012), and 
that aligns “form and content of the assess-
ment method” with “instructional goals” 
within both information literacy and writing 
programs (Oakleaf, 2008 p. 242). First, this 
chapter presents DCM as an assessment meth-
odology and describes how it was applied at 
Elmhurst College. Then, the chapter explains 
important products of the process: a criteria 
guide and a criteria map. Finally, it describes 
how the project presents important interdis-
ciplinary implications.

dynamic criTeria maPPing
Assessment of information literacy (IL) 
instruction concerns teaching librarians 
attempting to understand the effect of their 
instruction on student learning (Gilchrist, 
2009). However, since IL instruction often 
occurs in “one- shot” sessions (Artman, 
Frisicaro- Pawlowski, & Monge, 2010) and 
since librarians rarely have access to student 
artifacts, authentic assessment of IL instruc-
tion remains difficult. Assessment, though, 
provides unique opportunities for collabo-
ration among librarians and writing instruc-
tors, for highlighting the importance of IL, 
and for acquiring evidence of student learn-
ing (Belanger, Zou, Mills, Holmes, & Oak-
leaf, 2015). Research on best practices in IL 
instruction describes the positive impact of 
collaborative efforts between librarians and 
classroom faculty (Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, 



Are They Really Using What I’m Teaching? Chapter 18 239

& Balthazor, 2009; Belanger et al., 2012), 
suggesting the need to conceptualize assess-
ment as an important component of best 
practices. 

In considering appropriate assessment 
methods, practitioners should consider 
dynamic criteria mapping, a site- based, locally 
controlled process that responds to the needs 
and circumstances of a community (Broad, 
2003). Writing assessment scholarship frames 
DCM as organic, generative, and qualitative. 
As an organic assessment process, it engages 
the experience and knowledge of practitioners 
rather than outsourcing assessment to a com-
mercial testing corporation, like Pearson. It is 
fundamentally focused on a specific commu-
nity, encouraging practitioners to articulate 
and then cultivate consensus on what they 
value when they evaluate and assess student 
products in individual courses and/or during 
programmatic assessment processes (Broad, 
2003). Underlying dynamic criteria mapping 
is social- constructivist theory, which privi-
leges an epistemological framing of knowl-
edge as constructed through social processes, 
like intensive discussion sessions, involving 
competing perspectives, values, power rela-
tions, and levels of expertise. DCM purposely 
addresses these complexities to identify how 
disciplinary knowledges and social dynamics 
influence the evaluative process. It contrasts 
sharply with traditional assessment processes, 
which are informed by a positivist psychomet-
ric epistemological framework that concep-
tualizes knowledge as precisely discernible 
and reality as distinctly stable and objectively 
known and knowable (Huot, 2002). 

As a generative and qualitative practice, 
DCM encourages participants to verbalize 
and understand the specific criteria they apply 
when evaluating student products, identify 
textual features of student products fulfilling 

privileged criteria, and link criteria to learning 
outcomes for courses and programs (Broad, 
2003). Enriching the generative process, par-
ticipants think critically about the respective 
value of each and make articulations among 
evaluation criteria, textual features, and learn-
ing outcomes. DCM is also framed as a qual-
itative method of assessment because it elicits 
a variety of qualitative data, like marginalia 
on student artifacts, participant notes, and 
transcripts of small-  and large- group discus-
sion sessions. One key product of the DCM 
process is the creation of a visual representa-
tion that not only identifies privileged crite-
ria but also conveys the dynamic relationships 
among them (Broad, 2003). This visual rep-
resentation, or criteria map, portrays partic-
ipant consensus regarding what they value; 
what criteria matter and why; and how criteria 
interrelate when participants apply them when 
evaluating student artifacts (Appendix A). 

dcm aT eLmhurST coLLege
DCM’s site- based, organic focus makes it 
adaptable to a variety of institutional contexts, 
ranging from community colleges to flagship 
state universities (Broad et al., 2009). For sev-
eral reasons, DCM was a particularly compel-
ling methodology to cultivate consensus on IL 
at Elmhurst College, a liberal arts institution 
with approximately 3,200 undergraduate and 
graduate students. One, precipitated by the 
financial stresses of the Great Recession and 
by the implementation of a corporate model 
of administration, distrust and skepticism 
permeated institutional dynamics and inter-
departmental relationships, causing many 
faculty to presume that assessment enacts 
ulterior motives, like the curtailment of pro-
grams. It is impossible to develop a culture 
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of assessment if faculty not only devalue 
assessment but also perceive it as a means to 
ominous ends (Behm, 2016; Janangelo & 
Adler- Kassner, 2009). Two, resulting from a 
long history of indifference to assessment, the 
college lacked empirical evidence of student 
learning, a deficiency gently admonished by 
a 2009 Higher Learning Commission (HLC) 
report. Three, across campus, practitioners 
have heretofore neither asserted ownership of 
assessment nor cultivated consensus on learn-
ing outcomes and criteria related to IL. This 
institutional context provided a unique cru-
cible, then, in which to implement DCM and 
realize its benefits (see Box 18.1), because it 
privileges collaborative discussion, ultimately 
building trust, collegiality, and consensus. 

Lacking consensus regarding learning 
outcomes and criteria related to IL, the most 
logical starting place was to engage English 
faculty and librarians in the process of clar-
ifying their diverse understandings of IL: 
how they conceptualize it as a disposition 
and practice, what features distinguish IL 
within written products, and what aspects 
of IL they value and why. To do this, we 

designed a three- day DCM process that 
progressed inductively from individual close 
reading of student artifacts to successive 
small-  and large- group intensive discussions 
during which 11 participants (six librarians 
and five writing instructors) articulated their 
disparate conceptions of IL but ultimately 
reached consensus on a shared understanding 
of IL and vocabulary, building a bridge across 
our disciplinary division. Students in six sec-
tions of first- year writing signed informed 
consent forms and submitted their academic 
argument essays. The 11 faculty participants 
of the DCM process also provided informed 
consent. Since essays were used only to spring-
board discussion as part of clarifying partic-
ipants’ expectations, we chose six essays for 
review. Though we delineate the steps sequen-
tially below, in actual practice, DCM meth-
odology functions recursively as participants 
generate ideas, identify and negotiate criteria, 
find common ground, and foster community. 

The first step of our DCM process involved 
a brief introduction conceptualizing the proj-
ect and explaining dynamic criteria mapping 
methodology. Participants then individually 
reviewed six student artifacts. To elicit par-
ticipants’ preconceptions of IL and how IL 
is demonstrated by written artifacts, partic-
ipants provided marginalia on the artifacts, 
took notes, and completed a worksheet with 
the following questions: (1) Does this text 
demonstrate information literacy (Y/N)? 
Why? (2) What rationale can you provide 
for deciding as you did? (3) What aspects 
or characteristics of the sample texts do 
you value, privilege, or emphasize? (4) Why 
do you value those aspects/characteristics? 
(5) What do they reflect, represent, and/or 
demonstrate? The review of student artifacts 
not only fostered discussion of IL but also 
grounded and focused that discussion. For 

BOX 18.1 
BENEFITS oF DyNAMIC CRITERIA 
MAPPING (DCM)

•	 Privileges Qualitative Writing Assessment
•	 Conceptualizes Assessment as a Social 

Process
•	 Reveals What a Community Values
•	 Renders Evaluative Dynamics Visually
•	 Clarifies the Semantics of Criteria
•	 Facilitates Professional Development
•	 Builds a Culture of Assessment

(Data from Broad, 2003.)
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instance, it was students’ demonstration of 
IL that served as the impetus for participants 
to articulate and think critically about how 
they conceptualize IL. Also, if discussion 
veered unproductively, we could always 
return to the artifacts. The writing of mar-
ginalia, taking of notes, and responding to 
questions was critical in encouraging partic-
ipants to express their respective definitions 
of IL, provide a rationale supporting that 
definition and their interpretation of the stu-
dent artifacts, identify textual features that 
exhibit IL, and describe why they privileged 
those features and what those features rep-
resented within student writing. 

The second step involved participants 
working in groups of three or “trio groups.” 
With 11 participants, we divided participants 
into three groups of three and one group 
of two. In DCM methodology, small-  and 
large- group work is framed as articulation 
sessions. Noting evaluative comments, crite-
ria, and textual features delineating IL, the 
trio groups provided space for participants 
to discuss their respective interpretations of 
each text. Each trio group audio- recorded 
their discussion and participants took notes 
as well. Trio groups labored to generate 
consensus on a conception of IL, on what 
comprises it, and on what specific textual fea-
tures and characteristics of student artifacts 
demonstrate IL.

The third step involved an articulation 
session with all participants during which 
each trio group presented their privileged 
comments, criteria, and textual features and 
described how each group cultivated consen-
sus. The focus of the large- group discussion 
was to identify comments, criteria, and tex-
tual features; group synonymous comments 
and criteria together; and categorize them 
as constellations, a process of describing and 

framing the data in a way that makes it more 
amenable to visual representation as a map. 
Through this work, participants fostered 
consensus on a framing of IL as a devel-
opmental process and disposition toward 
information and knowledge that is active 
and engaged. The group also generated con-
sensus on what comments and criteria ought 
to be emphasized and how we could com-
bine and categorize them appropriately (see 
Appendix A). 

After cultivating consensus as a large 
group, we moved to the fourth step: collab-
orating in the construction of a useful visual 
representation of that consensus that accu-
rately portrayed how the group defines and 
describes IL, a rendering that could be shared 
with the Elmhurst College community, par-
ticularly students, to clarify the expectations 
of librarians and writing instructors. Another 
critical part of this step was to foster consen-
sus among the group regarding the dynamics 
of how our privileged comments, criteria, and 
textual features interrelated to portray our 
framing of IL. With dynamic criteria map-
ping, not only is it critical to articulate privi-
leged criteria, but also to convey visually the 
relationships among those criteria as they are 
applied when practitioners review and evalu-
ate student artifacts. 

The last step consisted of a debriefing ses-
sion where participants discussed their expe-
rience with our dynamic criteria mapping 
methodology, noting challenges and provid-
ing feedback on how the exercise might be 
modified and improved in the future. The 
group also discussed how the criteria guide 
could inform future IL sessions, improve stu-
dent learning, enrich strategies for teaching 
IL in first- year writing courses, and influence 
future assessment practices.
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from criTeria To maP
The primary purpose of DCM is to make 
explicit, through small-  and large- group dis-
cussion and critical reflection, what a com-
munity really values when assessing and 
evaluating student work (see Box 18.2 for the 
data analysis procedure). The criteria lists gen-
erated during our articulation sessions present 
a comprehensive, yet messy, view of what our 
community values in terms of IL (Appendix 
A). Criteria that were repeated frequently, 
like source/s, complicated/complexity, and 
integration, reflected what group partici-
pants considered important. Some of these 
criteria were more “honored in the breach,” 

in that participants felt the papers lacked the 
quality/criteria rather than demonstrated it. 
In our large- group discussion, we worked on 
grouping the criteria into constellations that 
reflected both the importance of the criteria 
and also the group’s conceptual consensus 
about their underlying significance. Ulti-
mately, the constellations articulated by the 
large group were the following: 

•	 Process: awareness of information need, 
searching, source choice

•	 Praxis/Enactment: synthesis/deployment 
of sources, awareness of context/perspec-
tives/conversation, awareness of bias

•	 Engagement: cognition/metacognition, 
persistence, disposition of inquiry

•	 Attribution: mechanics of citation, 
paraphrasing

The sorting of the criteria into the constel-
lations provided some interesting perspec-
tive. As the investigators sorted criteria into 
the constellations, it became apparent that 
two constellations, Praxis/Enactment and 
Engagement, were privileged, gaining the 
most criteria. We also noted that Attribution, 
though a necessary constellation, drew the 
fewest descriptors. Once the constellations 
and criteria were analyzed, we visually repre-
sented the relationships among the constella-
tions. Our map uniquely represents the values 
expressed by the community and reflects 
how we see the constellations as overlapping. 
Though we initiated the map- making process 
during a large- group articulation session, time 
constraints necessitated that we construct the 
map after closely analyzing the data.

The elements of the map consist of 
the constellations (Process, Praxis/Enact-
ment, Engagement, Attribution), as well 
as elements that connect and flow between 

BOX 18.2 
DATA ANALySIS

Data Collected
•	 Workshop participant worksheet responses
•	 Marginalia respondent notes collected from 

sample papers
•	 Recording of trio- and large-group discus-

sion (transcript) 

Initial Analysis
•	 All material transcribed to Google docs
•	 Text search used to identify and locate rele-

vant IL words/descriptors
•	 Each investigator also engaged in close read-

ing of the texts 

Constellation-Building Process
•	 Investigators compiled lists of criteria words/

terms/concepts
•	 Word/term/concept groupings
•	 Themes emerge
•	 Themes become “constellations” 

A note on analytic software: Although we had 
access to NVivo, the learning curve was steeper 
than anticipated given time constraints.
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them—Sources, Synthesis, Cognition, and 
Writing are the means by which these con-
cepts are enacted. These terms were repeated 
in our criteria enough that we felt they needed 
to be explicitly part of the map itself. They 
seemed to us to be structurally integral to 
explaining the relationships between the 
constellations, and added a representation of 
movement between the constellations. 

The map itself (Figure 18.1) came out of 
discussions between the investigators and 
data analysis, and resulted from an intuitive 
leap by one of us while trying to articulate the 
movement and relationship among the con-
stellations and the process- oriented elements. 
In DCM, the development of the map is a 
creative process. We benefited from allowing 
time for thoughtful processing. Several of the 

meetings between investigators were spent 
drawing things on paper and then throwing 
them away. This was a crucial part of the pro-
cess and led to our having a map that really 
reflects our process and our community val-
ues. Our map portrays IL as a fluid process- 
oriented activity that students move through 
in a recursive way. 

inTerdiSciPLinary imPLicaTionS 
of The ProJecT

Our process of applying DCM generated 
three important interdisciplinary implica-
tions: that writing and research are interre-
lated, that the DCM process can generate a 

Figure 18.1 Dynamic criteria map.
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shared language describing IL, and that disci-
plinary documents can possibly enable inter-
disciplinary collaborations and coalitions. 

Writing and Research Are Interrelated 

Participants agreed that writing and IL are 
interrelated and that student writing is useful 
in assessing IL. These essays were a valuable 
resource for assessing IL in terms of students’ 
process and product. For instance, partici-
pants determined the extent to which students 
were comfortable with complexity and were 
aware of how research and writing enriched 
their perspectives and influenced their under-
standing of audience awareness and research 
needs as the projects unfolded. This explo-
ration of student writing was particularly 
useful to the librarians. Because librarians 
typically don’t have access to student prod-
ucts, they tend to focus on process. Having 
the opportunity to read student papers and 
see the enactment of the research process in 
student work helped librarians explicitly see 
that connection between writing and IL. 
The IL and writing criteria were inextrica-
bly linked so that while the constellations 
(Appendix A) developed with a focus on IL, 
the writing faculty and librarians could not 
separate the writing from the research. One 
librarian remarked on the “firm agreement in 
quality and criteria amongst a small pool of 
reviewers, as it illustrates and validates that we 
have a pretty common definition of a ‘good’ 
research essay.” Similarly, a writing instructor 
did not see “a considerable amount of con-
flict between what we have articulated as IL 
and how it functions in the classroom. There 
appears to be some discussion about what the 
level of proficiency should be in first- year stu-
dents; however, I have found the discussion to 
be incredibly useful and illuminating.” 

By its very nature as a radically situated 
process, DCM resulted in participants’ expe-
riences paralleling students’ struggles with the 
academic research essay. Participants needed 
to experience the DCM process to under-
stand the complexity of what we were asking 
students to do within a limited time period 
and what we valued in that process and those 
products. Students can’t “pre- answer” their 
research questions just as practitioners can’t 
subscribe to an ideal text that students are 
not developmentally ready to produce. Our 
initial review of essays applied our respective 
ideal texts. The insights emerging from the 
cross- disciplinarity of our group discussions, 
however, made us recalibrate our expectations 
so that we reviewed the essays as first- year stu-
dents’ initial attempt at entering an academic 
community, a reflection of the developmental 
nature of cultivating proficiency in IL and 
writing. One writing instructor observed how 
“during this workshop, it seems that we arrived 
at the right questions and became aware of 
the gap between our standards and student 
performance.” For instance, we observed 
that students were using at least some library 
sources. Works Cited lists included many 
books, encyclopedia entries, and articles both 
scholarly and popular gleaned from databases. 
But one developmental marker for us was that, 
although students found sources, their writing 
revealed their inability to understand and skill-
fully deploy that material in service of an argu-
ment, which may indicate that students lack 
the metacognitive skill required to successfully 
integrate sources in support of an argument. 

Interdisciplinary Conversation 
and Collaboration 

Librarians and writing faculty both facilitate 
student learning, though their approaches 
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and disciplinary jargon vary. However, DCM 
enables useful interdisciplinary conversation. 
Participants discovered that although the 
vocabulary/language we used to describe and 
articulate student demonstrations of IL differ, 
our group discussions allowed us to unpack 
semantics and revealed that we value simi-
lar demonstrations of IL, even if we initially 
used different words to articulate criteria. For 
example, one criterion that emerged revolves 
around the “why” of IL. Both librarians 
and writing faculty assign value to students 
understanding the intellectual underpinning 
of IL practices, like source citation. Librari-
ans and writing instructors value the correct 
use of citation, but the different disciplinary 
approaches lead to different “whys.” Librari-
ans often use citations as a locator: the accu-
racy of a citation dictates its usefulness in 
harvesting additional sources. However, for 
writing instructors, citation reflects students’ 
location in a discourse and recognition of a 
source’s authority within a discourse. A writ-
ing instructor checks sources to ensure stu-
dents are maximizing their rhetorical agenda. 
Our discussions allowed us to consider dis-
ciplinary perspectives, deepening our under-
standing of how we can work concertedly to 
develop student learning. A veteran librarian 
noted that “while we are speaking of terms 
from two different disciplines of librarian-
ship and teachers of English, we have the 
same goals and many overlap. We may also 
view these goals through different lenses 
but our end point is the same.” A shared—
and expanding—vocabulary also emerged 
from this assessment project. One librarian 
intended “to be more purposeful in what I 
say to students.” 

Some participants attributed this shift to 
the shared meanings and varied synonyms 
that represent and clarify the constellations 

(see Appendix A), and others commented that 
hearing the perspective of someone in another 
discipline helped them see and name things 
they couldn’t before. One writing instructor 
used the simile of a ball. She imagined that 
“if what we’re talking about is like a ball, I’m 
looking at this part of the ball and the librar-
ian might be looking at this part of the ball—
the lenses—and it’s really helpful for me for 
the librarian to describe what I’m looking at.” 
She explained how this librarian perspective 
“forces me to re- prioritize in my own head 
what it is that students are supposed to get 
out of my class. Now I have a better image of 
what other expectations are and what other 
understandings of the subject are.” This dif-
ferent perspective—and different language—
expands one’s approach. And a librarian, who 
had previously described the criteria as “cum-
bersome,” in fact agreed that “I feel the same 
way from a library science perspective.”

Articulations Between the Framework(s) 

Before this DCM process, practitioners were 
aware of the national conversation about IL 
and writing as they have been enshrined in 
disciplinary documents, like the Framework 
for Information Literacy for Higher Educa-
tion (IL Framework; ACRL, 2016) and the 
Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing 
(Writing Framework; CWPA, 2011). While 
not anticipated, our criteria guide closely cor-
responded with and easily revealed discernible 
connections between these disciplinary doc-
uments. We identified Framework categories 
as speaking to our initial list of criteria (see 
Appendix B), and believe that highlighting 
the connections between the documents 
could initiate productive interdisciplinary col-
laborations and coalitions. For example, the 
IL Framework articulates lenses that generally 
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correspond to the Writing Framework, like 
practices and dispositions. This approach—
what students do and their orientation toward 
the process—parallels the “habits of mind” 
that “refers to ways of approaching learn-
ing that are both intellectual and practical 
and that will support students’ success in a 
variety of fields and disciplines” (p. 1). Thus, 
the intellectual/disposition components of 
the process and practices/practical aspects 
encompass both an approach to writing and 
research and an enactment. Both frame-
works emphasize metacognition with the 
Writing Framework devoting a section to it 
and the IL Framework founded on “these 
core ideas of metaliteracy, with special focus 
on metacognition, or critical self- reflection, 
as crucial to becoming more self- directed in 
that rapidly changing ecosystem” (p. 3). Our 
criteria include characteristics, like curiosity, 
recursivity, and persistence, that speak to the 
necessity for awareness and reflection on the 
part of the student writer.

Unlike the Writing Framework, the IL 
Framework talks explicitly about issues of 
power. In our reading of student papers, we 
found that the research frequently overpow-
ered student writers in terms of their inability 
to understand and synthesize material as well 
as their facility in maintaining a strong voice 
and stance. The IL Framework maintains that 
even though “novice learners and experts at 
all levels can take part in the conversation, 
established power and authority structures 
may influence their ability to participate and 
can privilege certain voices and information” 
(p. 8). Writing instructors and librarians felt 
that students lacked “fluency in the language 
and process of a discipline,” but rather than 
allowing this inexperience to disempower 
their “ability to participate and engage” (p. 
8), our job as educators is to highlight entry 

points for students. For librarians, that might 
mean showing students encyclopedias that can 
facilitate access to the more in- depth scholarly 
conversation. For writing faculty, that might 
mean asking students to incorporate narrative 
elements, like personal anecdotes, into their 
arguments, or helping students formulate 
research questions that connect to their lived 
experiences, which allows students to under-
stand their place in the scholarly conversation 
while still possessing the confidence to par-
ticipate. Developmentally, students are being 
asked to “appropriate (or be appropriated by) a 
specialized discourse, and they have to do this 
as though they were easily and comfortably 
one with their audience” (Bartholomae, 1986, 
p. 9). While “their initial progress will be 
marked by their abilities to take on the role of 
privilege, by their abilities to establish author-
ity” (Bartholomae, 1986, p. 20) this process 
may, ironically, be characterized by inconsis-
tencies and false steps. Thus, given the place 
of first- year writing in the curriculum and in a 
student’s undergraduate career, students may 
come to the institution with extensive learn-
ing needs regarding IL and writing. The crite-
ria that practitioners generate through DCM 
must not ignore the institutional context and 
students’ positions within that structure.

At the disciplinary level, the articulations 
between the IL Framework and the Writing 
Framework, particularly the dual emphasis on 
dispositions and practices, serve as an oppor-
tunity for future scholarship in both library 
science and rhetoric and composition. There 
is much that both disciplines could learn from 
each other, and the articulations between the 
respective frameworks could generate produc-
tive collaborative relationships among librari-
ans and writing instructors, providing a shared 
discourse with which to not only unpack and 
understand disciplinary pedagogical and 
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theoretical differences but also cultivate an 
awareness of the complex intercalations of IL 
and writing. At the programmatic level, this 
shared discourse and understanding could 
springboard discussions of how to design 
effective information literacy instruction; 
demystify the complex relationship between 
writing and information literacy for stu-
dents; articulate pertinent, measurable learn-
ing outcomes; and construct programmatic 
professional development opportunities. For 
us, getting to know our colleagues in library 
science and rhetoric and composition through 
the DCM experience of assessment and the 
process of comparing the two disciplinary 
frameworks was one of the most rewarding 
outcomes, enabling us to find theoretical and 
pedagogical common ground. What is more, 
the iterative nature of the DCM discussion 
gave us the opportunity to think through the 
messiness of the evaluative process, helping 
us discover values we might not have recog-
nized and requiring us to consider them crit-
ically as part of generating consensus about 

criteria and developing clear expectations 
that both librarians and writing faculty hold. 
Ultimately, applying DCM methodology, 
we generated consensus on how to concep-
tualize information literacy and engaged in 
interdisciplinary conversations that strength-
ened coalitions among librarians and writing 
faculty and initiated additional assessment 
projects. 
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aPPendix a. iL criteria guide for english composition researched arguments
Process Praxis/Enactment Engagement Attribution

Library (Re)sources
Range of Sources
Number of Sources
Source Genre
Academic Sources
Scholarly Sources
Analytical Awareness
Relationships among 

Source Material
Appropriateness of 

Source Material
Relevance
Knowing Information 

Need
Credibility/Credible
Quotes
Cite/Citation/Cites
Digging Deeper
Grappling with 

Viewpoints
Curious Researcher
Inquiry
Recursive
Complexity of Topic
Curiosity

Command of Research 
and Argument

Thesis
Facilitate an Argument
Analytical Awareness
Bias Awareness
Resisting Confirmation 

Bias
Cherry Picking
Conversation
Explore
Conflicting/Complex
Integration/

Incorporation
Claim
Facts, Evidence, & 

Examples
Support
Synthesize Sources
Contextualizing Source 

Material
Grouping Sources
Acknowledging 

Perspectives
Discerning the 

Credibility of Sources
Paraphrase
Quote
Synthesis
Agency
Demonstration of 

writing skills and of 
Being Informed about 
an Issue

Persistence
Inquiry
Grasp
Engaged
Curious
Recursive
Understood
Interpret
Inability to Distinguish 

Information from 
Opinion

Accommodation 
of Alternative 
Perspectives

Contrast Sides
Dialogue
Complexity
Rhetorical Awareness
Demonstration of 

Critical Thinking
Demonstration of Being 

Informed about an 
Issue

Possessing the Requisite 
Background to Enter 
the Conversation

History
Context
Grasp
Comprehension of 

Source Material
Common Ground
Representation

Cite Sources
Works Cited
Quotations
Paraphrasing
Attribution
Tag
Introduce/Introducing
Not Traceable
Authority
Background
Terms
Quality of Source 

Material
Quantity of Source 

Material
Type of Source
Variety
Range of Source Material
Conversation
Visual Representation of 

Source Material
Demonstration of 

Methods
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Recent years have witnessed a rapid develop-
ment of information technologies and their 
increasingly significant, though ubiquitous, 
impact on academic information literacy. 
Writing in the Handbook of Reading Research, 
educational scholar Don Leu (2000) argued 
that technology will change the pace, form, 
and function of literacy, and that digital tech-
nologies are rapidly and continuously redefin-
ing the nature of literacy. He further discussed 
how quickly classrooms will become irrelevant 
if instructors cannot keep up with students 
as they explore digital technologies and their 
associated writing spaces. Leu hit on the fact 
that we have come to embody almost 20 years 
later: we must provide students with opportu-
nities for writing and research that embrace 
the Digital. To better prepare students for 
the opportunities and challenges in their 
navigation of the world of academia medi-
ated by information technologies, researchers 
and practitioners have moved from simple 
bibliographic instruction or one- shot library 
instruction (Spievak & Hayes- Bohanan, 2013; 
Wang, 2016) to an ecological approach where 
information literacy skills are fully integrated 
into writing curricula (Bohannon, 2015; 
Brown, Murphy, & Nanny, 2003; Kress, 2003; 
Pinto, Antonio Cordón, & Gómez Díaz, 2010; 
Purdy, 2010; Valmont, 2003). Defined as a set 
of skills to locate, evaluate, and use informa-
tion effectively for various purposes in aca-
demic settings (Behrens, 1994; Bruce, 1997; 
Doyle, 1994; Huston, 1999), information lit-
eracy skills have been shown to be essential for 
students’ success in academic writing in var-
ious disciplines (Jordan & Kedrowicz, 2011; 
McDowell, 2002). More importantly, there is 
growing awareness that effective access and 
use of information resources indicate students’ 
abilities to learn and are an indispensable skill 
in the production of new knowledge (Leu, 

Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004; Markaus-
kaite, 2006).

However, most of these studies focus on 
native English speakers, and with growing 
numbers of multilingual students in U.S. 
universities, it is important for both writing 
instructors and librarians to better under-
stand and to scaffold the development of 
information- seeking behaviors of these stu-
dents, particularly in the first- year writing 
(FYW) classroom, their gateway to academic 
writing and research. These classrooms are 
typically the environment where most college 
students are introduced to information liter-
acy as they prepare to write an argumentative 
or research essay. A few studies have exam-
ined the information literacy of multilingual 
students. For example, in their survey study 
of 27 international undergraduate students, 
Mina and Walker (2016) examined the extent 
to which information literacy instruction may 
benefit students’ information- seeking behav-
ior, and found that there were important gaps 
between what students said they were learning 
and what they were expected to do. Although 
most students reported that they had received 
adequate instruction, they felt their informa-
tion literacy skills were inadequate for many 
of the academic tasks. Other studies have 
also identified unique information literacy 
challenges facing international students (e.g., 
Zhao & Mawhinney, 2015). Nevertheless, 
most previous studies in this field are generally 
based on students’ self- reported experiences 
from surveys or interviews. To examine stu-
dents’ actual experiences with information- 
seeking behaviors, the LILAC (Learning 
Information Literacy across the Curriculum) 
Project collects and analyzes screen- captured 
data containing a video record of screen 
activity and students’ voice narrative while 
conducting online bibliographic research 
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on a topic. LILAC researchers collect this 
qualitative data in addition to survey data 
that aims to unpack students’ experiences, 
attitudes, and evaluation of their informa-
tion literacy. As a networked component of 
the LILAC Project, this chapter uses three 
frames from the Framework for Information 
Literacy for Higher Education produced by the 
Association of College and Research Librar-
ies (ACRL) as points of reference to examine 
perceived information- seeking behaviors and 
possible challenges multilingual students face. 
We also discuss pedagogical implications by 
addressing these research questions:

 1.  What are the information- seeking behaviors 
of multilingual writers in first- year writing 
courses?

 2.  What are the gaps in information- seeking 
behaviors of multilingual writers as plotted 
against three ACRL frames and their knowl-
edge practices?

 3.  How can these findings inform specific ped-
agogical approaches to improve information- 
seeking behaviors of multilingual writers in 
first- year writing courses?

In answering these questions through 
an empirical study, we describe students’ 
information- seeking behaviors and summa-
rize the findings based on selected ACRL 
threshold concepts in an effort to help both 
writing instructors and librarians see where 
students are in the trajectory of information 
literacy development and provide effective 
instruction and assistance accordingly.

meThodoLogy
Over the course of two semesters (spring and 
fall 2015), Lilian collected data for the LILAC 

Project from multilingual students in a Mid-
western research- intensive university. At the 
time of data collection, that institution was a 
partner in the LILAC Project, with a special 
interest in exploring multilingual students’ 
information literacy skills and behaviors. The 
deliberate focus on that student population 
was bicausal: the relatively large population 
of multilingual students in that institution 
(about 2,000 in 2015), and Lilian’s teaching of 
FYW classes designated for multilingual stu-
dents. This context made it possible to recruit 
students to participate in the LILAC Project. 
Participating in the LILAC Project comes in 
two consecutive parts: completing an online 
survey about the participant’s training, expe-
rience, and self- assessment of information 
literacy skills, followed by a RAP (Research 
Aloud Protocol) screen recording session. The 
screen recordings contain a video recording of 
screen activity and students’ voice narrative 
while conducting online research on a topic. 
The average length of every screen recording 
is 15 minutes. 

Students were recruited and these research 
sessions were held when students were begin-
ning the unit on argumentative writing that 
required bibliographic research to construct 
a research- based argument on a given topic. 
This unit is part of the program- set curricu-
lum and it was known to start around week 
seven of the semester. By the time students 
came to participate in the study, they had 
selected a topic for their argumentative essay. 
At the beginning of the research session, stu-
dents were informed that they would conduct 
online research on the topic they were writ-
ing about in their writing class. The timing 
of the research session was deliberate because 
it meant students wouldn’t waste time think-
ing about a topic or fabricating a topic to 
research during the RAP session. Although 
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we acknowledge that this setting isn’t ideal 
for collecting extensive or more situated data, 
the authenticity of students’ topics and the 
reality that students were indeed engaged in 
researching these topics for argumentative 
essays in their FYW classes compensated for 
the short time and relatively controlled situa-
tion of data gathering. 

Data for our study come from 50 RAP 
recordings, with a total of about 650 minutes 
of screen- captured data. The recordings were 
collected from Chinese undergraduate stu-
dents enrolled in the Midwestern university, 
most of whom were recruited from Lilian’s 
FYW classes at the time of data collection. 
At the beginning of the data analysis process, 
our team calculated the intercoder reliability 
to ensure reliability of findings: we converted 
the questions and notes on the LILAC RAP 
Coding Scheme into a series of codes that 
each of us used later to code five RAP record-
ings (10% of the total data) independently; 
we then calculated the Cronbach alpha of the 
three sets of codes to be 0.86, a high reliabil-
ity. After establishing the interreliability using 
the coding scheme, we coded the 50 RAP 
recordings, taking copious research notes 
that we later used for qualitative analysis of 
participants’ information- seeking behaviors. 
As an integrated part of coding, each of us 
also took into account the fact that these par-
ticipants were first- year writers, who would 
not be expected to possess a command of or 
fluency in all aspects of information literacy. 
Instead, we sought trends in how participants’ 
information- seeking skills could be mapped 
against specific frames and knowledge prac-
tices of the ACRL Framework. 

Upon comparing our research notes, we 
plotted the information- seeking behaviors 
identified in the RAP recordings against seven 
knowledge practices under three frames of the 

2016 ACRL Framework: Searching as Stra-
tegic Exploration (p. 9), Research as Inquiry 
(p. 7), and Authority Is Constructed and 
Contextual (p. 4). Table 19.1 illustrates the 
synergy we created between the three ACRL 
frames and the LILAC RAP Coding Scheme. 
We decided to use the three frames as our 
thematic discussion points under which we 
will present a synergy of the seven knowledge 
practices selected and the LILAC RAP Cod-
ing Scheme. Our implications are outgrowths 
of both the findings as well as acknowledged 
limitations of the controlled nature of our 
Research Aloud Protocols (RAPs).

Searching as Strategic Exploration

The ACRL (2016) frame Searching as Stra-
tegic Exploration centers around the cogni-
tive processes that drive information- seeking 
behaviors. This frame distinguishes between 
a novice and an expert searcher. While the 
expert searcher is expected to be more under-
standing of the context surrounding the 
search process with its limitations and chal-
lenges, the novice searcher may not always 
acknowledge the context of his or her search or 
the limitations of the search process. Another 

table 19.1 A Synergy of the ACRL Framework 
and the LILAC RAP Coding Scheme

ACRL Frames LILAC RAP Coding 

Searching as Strategic 
Exploration 

First Search Source
Type of Search

Research as Inquiry Determining Search 
Scope

Refining Search Scope
Using Search Results

Authority Is 
Constructed and 
Contextual

Evaluating Search 
Results

Evaluating Sources
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key difference between an expert and a nov-
ice searcher is the range of search strategies 
utilized by each of them; an expert searcher 
attempts a wide range of search strategies and 
may “search more widely and deeply” before 
deciding on the most suitable sources that 
have the information needed (p. 9). On the 
other side, a novice searcher employs only a 
few search strategies and resorts to “a limited 
set of resources,” thus demonstrating little 
flexibility during the search process (p. 9). The 
following discussion of participants’ broad 
scope of search, difficulty of accessing sources, 
and reliance on limited research types clearly 
demonstrates that most participants in this 
study are more on the novice than the expert 
end of this frame. 

Broad Scope of Search
The first knowledge practice states that “[l]
earners who are developing their information 
literate abilities determine the initial scope of 
the task required to meet their information 
needs” (ACRL, 2016, p. 9). Even though 
this knowledge practice does not have a cor-
responding question from the LILAC RAP 
codes, we were able to capture it in partic-
ipants’ RAP sessions. Most participants 
started their searching process by identifying 
the topic they were researching for a particu-
lar assignment in their FYW class. The topics 
were articulated in mostly broad terms, such 
as “[m]y topic is the global warming and the 
greenhouse effect.” While very few partici-
pants used indirect questions to express the 
scope of their search, most of these questions 
were still so general. For example, one par-
ticipant stated that his topic is “how digital 
technology affect our health.” Such a loosely 
identified search scope may offer an interpre-
tation of why most participants were not clear 
about the type of information they needed 

for their essays or the best sources to locate 
that information (as we discuss later); both 
are features of novice searchers.

(Access to) Sources of Information
When participants started their online search, 
Google was the first choice for almost half 
of them (48%), while the school library was 
the first stop for online information for half 
that number (24%), as Figure 19.1 illustrates. 
Although Wikipedia was not the first place 
participants searched for information, it was 
a preferred place to participants searching for 
definitions of their keywords or difficult terms 
relevant to their search. Surprisingly, many 
Chinese participants turned to Baidu, the 
major Chinese search engine, to understand 
the basics of the topic they were researching. 
Although these participants acknowledged 
that they wouldn’t use the information they 
found through Baidu in their research papers, 
most of them explained that reading sources 
in Chinese was an essential stage for them in 
order to understand more about their topics. 
As one participant put it, “Chinese infor-
mation gets me thinking before I search in 
English” (21028).

These participants’ choice to use Baidu for 
better understanding of the topics and key 
terms they were searching highlights a serious 
access problem for multilingual students in 
this study. The linguistic barrier many stu-
dents appeared to face may have resulted in 
their following unexpected and nontraditional 
search strategies, such as using a Chinese 
search engine, reading sources in Chinese, 
and using Google Translate for assistance 
with difficult terms in search results. When 
Mina and Walker (2016) examined the survey 
data collected from a portion of participants 
in this study, they found that “most students 
resort to using the web for their research 
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needs,” and they concluded that “many web-
sites off er translation services” that multilin-
gual students may have found easier to use 
because of the language barrier (p. 70). Not 
only does our fi nding support and consolidate 
Mina and Walker’s, but it extends their fi nd-
ing and provides examples of those websites 
and help tools multilingual students utilize.

Another access problem that we identi-
fi ed in this study is the confusion about the 
technicalities of the search process. Many 
participants showed a good deal of confu-
sion about locating and accessing various 
sources of information. Several participants, 
for instance, didn’t know how to locate the 
school library website to start their search. A 
few participants used Google to search for 
the library website, whereas others started 
from the school home page to search for the 
library. When on the library website, many 
participants were puzzled about which tab 
to choose from the multiple ones available 
to start searching. While some participants 

searched the article database directly, many 
participants struggled between using the 
catalog and journal tabs and were frustrated 
when their keyword searches did not yield 
enough or any sources at all. In one particu-
lar case, a participant gave up on the library 
and switched to Google because his search 
wasn’t yielding relevant results due to the fact 
that he was searching under the “Catalogue” 
instead of the “Articles and more” tab. One 
of the fundamental information literacy abili-
ties expert learners should possess is to under-
stand the organization of sources “in order to 
access relevant information” (ACRL, 2016, 
p. 9). When multilingual students know they 
should use their school library to fi nd good 
and credible information for their writing 
assignments but they struggle with locating 
and accessing that information, instructors 
and librarians should intervene with explicit 
instruction and specially tailored materials 
that can facilitate students’ access to sources 
of information. 

Figure 19.1 Sources of information.
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Search Type
As Figure 19.2 displays, almost all partici-
pants in this study (90%) relied on keywords 
in their search for online information for their 
assignments in FYW classes. Being aware of 
Mina and Walker’s (2016) study cited earlier, 
we didn’t expect participants to use Boolean 
operators because only 4% of the multilin-
gual participants in their study said they used 
this type of search in their responses to the 
LILAC survey. However, the minimal reli-
ance on natural language query (6%) among 
participants in this study was quite surpris-
ing because we expected participants to use 
questions or natural- language phrases in their 
searches. One interpretation of this fi nding 
may be that most participants didn’t have a 
specifi c question to guide their online search, 
as we noted earlier. Another interpretation 
may be that participants didn’t trust their 
linguistic abilities to be able to correctly artic-
ulate natural- language phrases that they can 
employ in their searches, preferring simple 

one or two keyword searches instead. Most 
participants used relatively simple keywords 
that were very similar, if not identical, to the 
topics they said they were researching. Key-
words included phrases such as “digital cam-
eras,” “food price,” and “healthy food.” 

Regardless of the type of search a partic-
ipant may have used, we noticed two issues. 
First is the spelling errors in search words. 
Despite the simplicity of keywords partici-
pants used in their searches, many of them 
struggled with the spelling of these words. 
Some students appeared to utilize Google’s 
suggestions and would select the words they 
wanted but struggled with their spelling. 
When a student used another search source 
(e.g., school library database), search sugges-
tions were not available, and if the student 
was not able to spell a keyword correctly, the 
search didn’t yield results and the student 
would assume that there were no sources 
available on that topic. Th e student then 
would either try a new search source (e.g., 

Figure 19.2 Type of search.
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library database to Google) or come up with 
new search terms that might or might not 
be correct. 

The second issue we noticed was literal 
translation. Some keywords students used 
appeared to be literal translations of words 
in the student’s native language. These words 
and phrases did not always make much sense 
in English and thus would not return good or 
relevant results. This can be frustrating for the 
students because they wrongly thought there 
were no resources on their topic. One student, 
for instance, used “shopping by computer” as 
her keywords to search for information for her 
project on online shopping. Another student 
who was researching the negatives of online 
shopping used “shopping online judge” as her 
search phrase. Both searches yielded mostly 
irrelevant sources, and the two students 
sounded puzzled by the scarcity of sources 
on their popular topic. 

Research as Inquiry

Another important frame for first- year multi-
lingual writers is Research as Inquiry. Specif-
ically, the ACRL emphasizes that it is critical 
for students to understand the iterative nature 
of research and to be able to ask “increasingly 
complex or new questions whose answers in 
turn develop additional questions or lines of 
inquiry in any field” (p. 7). Some major dif-
ferences between experts and novices in this 
aspect can be observed in their abilities to (1) 
determine and refine the scope of investiga-
tion and (2) synthesize ideas from multiple 
sources. Whereas the experts demonstrate 
effectiveness in managing the iterative pro-
cess of research by adjusting research scope 
and synthesizing information from multiple 
sources, the novices usually lack the under-
standing of research and the abilities to 

navigate the process. Segments of RAP videos 
coded for the corresponding questions on the 
LILAC coding scheme were used to describe 
the participants’ abilities and challenges in 
this area (see Table 19.1).

To look at the participants’ abilities to 
refine the scope of their research, we exam-
ined the changes between the initial scope of 
research determined by the students and that 
of the additional search(es). An overwhelm-
ing majority of the participants started with 
a general research purpose and broad scope, 
as we discussed in the previous section, which 
was usually taken from the instructor or the 
requirements of an assignment. After the 
15- minute research session recorded in the 
RAP videos, most of these students made little 
progress toward refining the research scope. A 
few students attempted to narrow down the 
research scope, but all these attempts either 
ended with a quick answer or a complete 
change of direction. In other words, instead 
of trying to further refine research scope and/
or search terms based on an evaluation of the 
search results, the students would choose to 
give up and switch to a new direction. For 
instance, when seeing no relevant sources 
from one search, a participant tried to carry 
out more searches on different websites (i.e., 
Google, New York Times, TED Talk videos, 
and YouTube), but she kept using the same 
search term (#21038). To understand the 
participants’ abilities to synthesize informa-
tion from multiple sources, we examined the 
extent to which they were able to manage the 
search process and to keep track of the infor-
mation they found for future use. In coding 
the RAP recordings, we first evaluated and 
characterized the participant’s entire search 
process: (1) did the participant demonstrate 
effective control of the process; and (2) was 
the participant looking for quick answers. 
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Among all the participants, only two (4%) 
demonstrated that they were in effective con-
trol of the search process, and the rest had 
encountered different degrees of various chal-
lenges. Language- related issues have caused 
some problems in choosing search engines, 
formulating and varying search terms, and 
understanding sources, but more importantly, 
such issues and the lack of information liter-
acy skills seemed to have collided, resulting in 
ineffective search(es). 

Perhaps one of the most important fac-
tors underlying the futile search process is 
the participants’ understanding of the nature 
and purpose of research. As indicated by 
our observation of the characteristics of the 
participants’ search process, 15 of the partic-
ipants (30%) seemed to believe that research 
should be a straightforward path that links a 
question directly to an answer and that their 
search process was very much driven by the 
desire to seek quick answers.

The participants’ plan for using the sources 
identified further confirmed this inclina-
tion: only two participants (4%) attempted 
to paraphrase the information identified; 
four (8%) indicated that they would copy 
and paste what they found onto their own 
papers; and none of the participants took 
the time to identify more specific sections to 
quote or to summarize, or to consider how 
relevant information from the sources can be 
integrated into their own writing. Although 
we do not have enough information to make 
valid inferences regarding how the students 
may actually use the information in their own 
writing, it is likely that their desire to seek 
quick answers during the research process will 
lead to patchwriting (Pecorari, 2008) or pla-
giarism concerns.

In terms of the management of the research 
process, 19 participants (38%) indicated some 

awareness of the need to keep track of their 
research. However, it is clear that some explicit 
instruction will help students develop their 
ability in managing the research process for 
the purpose of writing. Only a few students 
employed some strategies to help keep track 
of the research process: three (6%) copied and 
pasted the URL of the sources onto a Word 
document, and two (4%) used bibliography 
generators. The rest of the participants would 
either download the full text, note down the 
title of the article, or simply indicate that they 
would bookmark the webpage when doing 
research on their own computer. Among all 
50 participants, none used or indicated that 
they would use reference management pro-
grams. Two alternative explanations may also 
account for the inadequate use of strategies in 
keeping track of the research process. First, 
the time constraint (15 minutes) in the RAP 
session did not allow the participants to fully 
demonstrate the actual process of research 
and writing. Second, the participants might 
not have access to all the record- keeping tools 
they need when conducting research on some-
one else’s computer. 

Authority Is Constructed and Contextual

In plotting how LILAC data align with 
ACRL practices through this frame’s knowl-
edge practices, we specifically focus on ques-
tions five and six of the RAP coding scheme: 
“Evaluating Search Results” and “Evaluating 
Sources.” Findings from these two questions 
can help us better understand how students 
determine the credibility of sources and use 
their own information- seeking mental tool-
boxes to scan search engine result lists for 
sources, evaluate those sources (both mul-
timodal and print), and determine markers 
of credibility. These data can also help us 
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understand how students practice their judg-
ment of credibility, specifi cally as they search 
for and analyze a range of sources in their 
research processes. 

Drawing fi rst from one of this frame’s 
knowledge practices, that learners “use 
research tools to determine the credibility of 
sources” and that they further understand 
“the elements that might temper this credi-
bility” (ACRL, 2016, p. 4), we found partic-
ipants to have displayed shallow and simple 
behaviors that did not necessarily point to 
an understanding of tempering of source 
credibility. For example, when choosing a 
source from search engine results lists, par-
ticipants were 47% more likely to choose a 
source from that list based on the source’s title 
than they were to choose a source that might 
have relevance to their topic. Th is relation-
ship was the closest relation from the data, 
which is visualized in Figure 19.3 and shows 
the frequency of source selection based on 
participants’ choices from their results lists. 

In fact, participants were 63% more likely to 
choose Title as a valid source selector factor 
than Popularity of search results based pri-
marily on a keyword search. Th is fi nding is 
signifi cant because anecdotal research and 
scholarly “stories around the campfi re” have 
long speculated that students choose sources 
based on list popularity. It’s the “Google 
thinks the source is important because it’s 
number one on the list” phenomenon. Our 
data show those stories may not be true, at 
least in the frequencies we thought. Th e most 
distant signifi cant relationship between the 
factors participants use to choose sources 
from results lies between the data sets of Title 
and Brief Summary of Search Results, which 
we also call metadata, the information that 
authors code into their webpages that sum-
marizes their content and includes relevant 
keywords. We found that participants were 
almost twice as likely to choose a source based 
on that source’s title than its metadata. What 
this means to instructors and librarians is that 

Figure 19.3 Evaluating search results.
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students either are not considering metadata 
from websites at all, or do not consider that 
information to be relevant to credibility in 
their digital information- seeking practices.

Our findings further inform ACRL’s 
knowledge practices in how participants eval-
uated sources they chose from search results. 
Figure 19.4 shows in what frequencies par-
ticipants evaluated sources they chose. Th ese 
information- seeking behaviors are depicted 
as fi ndings from LILAC’s coding template 
question six. Out of 50 participants, 38 
(76%) evaluated sources they found based on 
the “relevance to topic” category on LILAC’s 
coding scheme. Th is fi nding suggests that 
self- perceived topic relevance plays a primary 
role in source evaluation. Although we have 
no means of measuring what participants 
considered relevant, many of them actu-
ally articulated the word “relevance” and its 
synonyms as they evaluated sources during 
RAP sessions. We coded this fi nding based 
on verbal cues from participants, so we can 

conclude that participants did express their 
intent to evaluate a source based on self- 
perceived relevance.

Interestingly, the frequency data in Figure 
19.4 also show that participants evaluated 
sources based on credibility 9% of the time 
during recorded RAP sessions and evaluated 
sources based on titles 7% percent of the time. 
We see a clear decrease in use of titles in terms 
of source evaluation versus search results eval-
uations, a statistical decrease of 20%, which 
is signifi cant both because it marks a clear 
reduction as well as a clear distinction in 
behaviors. Curiously, this fi nding also points 
out how participants may view metadata 
and source abstracts (summaries) diff erently, 
with more ethos being placed on abstracts 
than metadata from websites. We noted only 
one instance in which a participant evaluated 
search results based on metadata, while we 
logged 13 instances of using abstracts to eval-
uate sources. Th is fi nding may point toward 
lack of digital literacy, that is, knowing how 

Figure 19.4 Evaluating sources.
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to use metadata in digital spaces. It could also 
imply that participants are quickly skimming 
search results instead of evaluating them more 
deeply. These findings could also suggest that 
FYW students may, indeed, act on instruction 
they have received regarding the effective use 
of abstracts to evaluate a source’s argument. 

Further, participants differentiated between 
sources that supported their arguments and 
sources that represented opposing views by 
two to one. This finding may indicate a need 
to encourage FYW students to seek view-
points that oppose their stated argument. 
Self- perceived credibility between search 
results and source evaluation sits at a fre-
quency of seven and nine, respectively. This 
is the most consistent finding between the 
two questions in terms of what participants 
articulated in RAP sessions as “credible” 
search results and sources. We might be able 
to infer, then, that students have a notion of 
what credibility means as it relates to digital 
bibliographic research.

Drawing from another notable knowledge 
practice in this frame, that learners “recog-
nize that authoritative content may be pack-
aged formally or informally and may include 
sources of all media types” (ACRL, 2016, p. 4), 
we found that more than 8% of participants 
in our case study verbally asserted the credi-
bility of visual sources. These sources included 
YouTube videos, Instagram images, specific 
image searches in Google, and TED Talk vid-
eos. For example, participant 21023 chose a 
YouTube video as a foundational (first) source 
and was even able to analyze one such video 
source in her own words when she had trouble 
doing so for textual sources. This participant, 
like many others, also recognized credible 
information on blogs, both professional and 
academic ones. Further, participant 21025 
articulated the importance of videos not only 

in source selection but also as part of a more 
in- depth research process, saying: “TED is a 
really credible video and website. It is a good 
resource to support my claim.” This partic-
ipant also scrolled through search results to 
click on a link to videos and photos of her 
topic. Participant 21032 searched specifically 
for videos as sources for her topic, titled “Race 
Issues in America,” from YouTube’s website. 
Using keywords, she generated a results list on 
YouTube. She chose a speech from President 
Obama as a credible source. She also artic-
ulated that Facebook pages from nonprofit 
organizations were credible sources. We may 
view this RAP session as a lesson in how stu-
dents seek multimodal sources, both informal 
and formal, to curate credible information for 
bibliographic research.

PedagogicaL imPLicaTionS
This study aimed to examine the information 
literacy skills of 50 international multilin-
gual students enrolled in first- year writing 
courses through analyzing their recorded 
RAP sessions. Creating a synergy between 
the LILAC Project and the ACRL Framework 
(2016) has enabled us to plot these partici-
pants’ information- seeking behaviors against 
three ACRL frames and their knowledge 
practices. Our findings indicate that these 
participants are situated on the novice end 
of the information literacy continuum with 
very few exceptions that move toward the 
expert end. Participants demonstrated nar-
row search scope and had difficulty accessing 
the information they needed for their writing 
projects. They also used limited search strat-
egies without being able to refine or modify 
their searches. Further, most participants 
lacked strong search and source evaluation 
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skills that resulted in their determining 
credibility randomly rather than systemati-
cally or consistently. These results add to the 
empirical evidence concerning multilingual 
writers’ information literacy, and contribute 
to the ongoing discussion on integrating IL 
in the writing curriculum. Another interest-
ing finding of this study is that many par-
ticipants showed appreciation of multimodal 
digital sources while diligently seeking those 
sources to use in their FYW writing assign-
ments. Not only do these findings answer 
the first two research questions, they also 
become the springboard for pedagogical 
implications for both librarians and instruc-
tors dealing with international multilingual 
students in FYW courses in U.S. universi-
ties. These implications address our third 
research question and offer what we hope to 
be points of consideration for both groups. 
Although we discuss these implications by 
the place where they are most likely to be 
applied, we don’t mean to separate librarians 
from writing instructors while training this 
growing and important student population 
on information literacy skills. On the con-
trary, we hope these implications can be a 
starting point for valuable and meaningful 
conversations and collaborations between 
the two groups for more solid, situated, and 
reinforced skills. 

In the Library

When instructing students on information 
literacy regarding the library itself, instruc-
tors and librarians should provide students 
with easy ways to access library websites. 
Many school libraries set the home page of 
computers housed in the library to the library 
website, and librarians start their instruction 
from that page without adequate information 

or navigational direction on how to locate and 
access that website from other computers. We 
observed that LILAC participants sometimes 
struggled with nonintuitive navigation on 
library websites. A key partner that is often 
overlooked in these situations is the univer-
sity’s information technology services. Many 
universities have Web designers who specialize 
in ease of instructional navigation. Regard-
less of school size, we assert the importance 
of collaborating across work units, including 
those that we might not usually work with 
but that can bring specialized expertise to our 
students’ learning. 

Furthermore, preparing print or digital 
handouts as well videos and podcasts that 
demonstrate the different search processes on 
a school library website would be helpful and 
reach diverse learners and digital natives, who 
often obtain their instructional information 
in multimodal ways. Examples of possible 
instructional resources should include cata-
log search, database use, journal results, and 
interlibrary loan services.

Information literacy classes provided to 
students in FYW classes should not be lim-
ited to the traditional one session per class 
or the “one- shot library sessions” as Artman, 
Frisicaro- Pawlowski, and Monge (2010) 
described them (p. 99). Extending the offer-
ing of these sessions and spreading them out 
through the course of the semester instead 
of offering it once before students start 
their research- driven papers should address 
students’ different writing, research, and 
rhetorical needs pertaining to information lit-
eracy. These multiple sessions are particularly 
important for multilingual students whose 
information literacy needs and challenges can 
severely impede their information- seeking 
efforts and the desired outcomes of these 
efforts as seen in the findings of this study.
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For more success in these multiple sessions, 
we’d like to encourage librarians to collab-
orate closely with language instructors or 
specialists who may better understand how 
language barriers may complicate the task of 
navigation. For many multilingual writers 
enrolled in first- year writing courses, both the 
information literacy concepts and the techni-
cal terms that are used to encode the concepts 
can be fairly foreign. Therefore, a one- shot 
library instruction session may not be effec-
tive for multilingual writers. Instead, librar-
ians can work with language instructors to 
create materials and offer regular workshops 
to help these students map technical terms to 
information literacy concepts and strengthen 
their information literacy skills in the process. 

In the Classroom

Writing instructors are encouraged to create 
curricula that “bridge students’ prior and 
future experiences” (Albert & Sinkinson, 
2016, p. 120). These curricula should not only 
include digital composition assignments that 
require research, but should encourage stu-
dents to consider novel approaches to online 
searching for sources in different modes and 
media to complete those projects. These dig-
ital assignments should require students to 
“evaluate and reflect upon how scholarship 
is communicated in these formats” (Kalker, 
2016, p. 220). Furthermore, incorporat-
ing digital composing projects is likely to 
introduce students to new information lit-
eracy conceptions and practices that they 
will increasingly need in their academic and 
professional futures. Our research shows the 
importance of implementing information lit-
eracy instruction across modalities of sources. 
As students search for new genres of sources, 
they should be “attentive to the fluidity of 

emerging communication formats” (Albert & 
Sinkinson, 2016, p. 120). Throughout their 
online searches examined in this study, many 
multilingual learners were keen on finding 
visual sources (videos, images, TED Talks) 
to support their arguments, demonstrating 
two significant dispositions: their recognition 
of the validity and authority of visuals in a 
research paper, and their understanding of 
the fluid concept of authority and credibility.

As instructors and librarians collaborate to 
better understand how students process infor-
mation literacies in digital spaces, we must 
consider the results of our findings that point 
toward a need to instruct students on how 
to process credible visual sources. Instructors 
also need to consider how information liter-
acy instruction meets students at the point 
of need, regarding the reality that they do, 
indeed, search for visuals as academic sources. 
How writing instructors approach this spe-
cific knowledge practice is especially signifi-
cant, given our findings that students search 
for multimodal sources and consider those 
sources relevant inclusions in their research 
process and end products.

An essential part of recognizing the itera-
tive nature of the research process is to be able 
to reflect upon and learn from failed research 
attempts. For example, students may start a 
research process with the goal of trying to 
identify differences in educational systems 
between two different countries. When stu-
dents cannot identify self- perceived “useful” 
sources in these cases, instructors may find 
it important to help them evaluate the pro-
cess challenge and assist them in making 
decisions on cause, such as ineffective use of 
search terms or library databases; other tech-
nical issues; or simply that students are trying 
to find answers to research questions in just 
one or two sources. This type of intervention 
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may then lead to a discussion of how to refine 
the scope of research based on search results. 
Through large group, instructor- led class 
talks on effective evaluation of search results, 
complemented by small group experiential 
learning with revision of questions and pur-
poses, students will learn to understand that 
research involves much recursiveness and that 
it is through such iterative processes that they 
advance their own research.

Our findings further demonstrate the need 
to train students on the use of Boolean opera-
tors as effective search strategies that are likely 
to help them find more relevant online search 
results. Learning to use Boolean operators to 
yield more focused search results would not 
only minimize the frustration we observed 
many participants articulate during their 
search processes, but such instruction would 
also result in more effective and efficient 
information- seeking behaviors. Accordingly, 
learning which words should go together and 
which words or phrases should be left out of a 
search is a valued and required critical think-
ing skill that instructors and librarians should 
encourage students to practice. 

concLuSion
The above discussion and implications indi-
cate a clear purpose for empirical informa-
tion literacy research across academic fields 
as well as a need to continue this type of 
work in tandem with classroom and library 
instructional applications. During the course 
of this study and as we were engaged in data 
analysis and interpretation, we were able to 
identify some future directions for research 
other scholars may consider. Examining 
bibliographic research behavior extensively 
beyond the 15- minute RAP sessions is an 

important endeavor that will reveal more 
about the reality of online research strate-
gies (or lack of) multilingual students utilize. 
Similarly significant is unpacking students’ 
thinking process of online research behavior 
through interviews and focus groups after 
the research sessions and as a triangulation 
research method that would help us under-
stand more about the students’ conceptualiza-
tion of online information- seeking behaviors. 
Another possible direction is to track the 
sources students identify in research sessions, 
as the ones captured in RAP, to study how 
students use them in their writing. 

LILAC researchers continue to conduct 
studies at diverse institutions with partici-
pants of varying matriculations, ranging from 
first- year writers to graduate students, in order 
to gain better understanding of the informa-
tion literacy skills of students at different 
levels of academic institutions. Given the 
collaborative, multi- institutional nature of 
the LILAC Project, we invite instructors and 
librarians to network with our group. Check 
out LILAC projects, presentations, publica-
tions, and collaboration opportunities on our 
website: http:// lilac -  group .blogspot .com/, or 
by following us on Twitter: @LILACProject.
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This chapter reflects upon a faculty- librarian 
partnership, guided by similarities between 
the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy 
(2015) and the WPA Framework for Success 
in Postsecondary Writing (2011), designed to 
teach information literacy skills alongside 
writing skills at a four- year university. It 
details a classroom- based embedded librarian 
model created to encourage knowledge trans-
fer and support student research in first- year 
composition classes, as an alternative to one- 
shot library instruction. This profile of our 
program design is meant as a model for others 
interested in building a similar collaboration. 
Assessment data, collected via the AAC&U 
Information Literacy VALUE Rubric (2013) 
and surveys, compares information literacy 
learning in the embedded program to infor-
mation literacy learning from a single session 
with a librarian. Assessment data shows that 
students do benefit from the embedded pro-
gram, though they tend to self- report stronger 
information literacy skills than faculty mem-
bers judge them to possess.

inTroducTion
Information Literacy Necessitates 
Embedded Librarianship 

Librarians have many concerns about the 
Framework for Information Literacy, namely 
whether it’s teachable, assessable, or even if 
it should have fully replaced the Information 
Literacy Competency Standards for Higher 
Education. Most of the controversy has to 
do with the introduction of threshold con-
cepts, the “light bulb” moments we have 
about information and research that alter 
our searching, evaluating, and citing practices 
(e.g., Research as Inquiry). Such moments 
are difficult to teach and measure, even over 

several classes. But these threshold concepts 
articulate the complex challenges with which 
librarians grapple: namely, that information 
literacy is the possession of many discrete 
skills and attitudes, and cannot be taught, 
wholesale, during a single- session (or “one- 
shot”) library class.

Information literacy, as a central value in 
academic life, is typically taught through the 
study of another content area. In order for it 
to make sense, there must be some common 
information about which to become literate; 
otherwise, the tools of information literacy 
have no application. A course on information 
literacy alone will not necessarily result in 
more savvy and responsible student research. 
One of the most common disciplines to part-
ner with librarians teaching information lit-
eracy is composition studies; as students learn 
writing processes and skills, research strate-
gies can be taught as part of a responsible and 
responsive writing process.

A perusal of commonly assigned textbooks 
in first- year writing classes (The Allyn and Bacon 
Guide to Writing [Ramage, Bean, & Johnson, 
2009], Everything’s an Argument [Lunsford, 
Ruskiewicz, & Walters, 2016], The Norton 
Field Guide to Writing [Bullock, 2013], The St. 
Martin’s Guide to Writing [Axelrod & Coo-
per, 1991], They Say/I Say [Graff, Birkenstein, 
& Durst, 2009], The Prentice Hall Guide for 
College Writers [Reid, 2011]) shows significant 
chunks of text provide guidance on research. 
All have at least one chapter devoted to some 
aspect of research, whether on finding sources, 
evaluating sources, integrating sources into an 
argument, avoiding plagiarism, or citation. 
Many have more than one such chapter, and 
the Norton Field Guide has nine. 

Embedded librarianship, which we used 
in the composition courses we detail in 
this chapter, functions as a middle ground 
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through which students can be introduced to 
the Framework. The name is borrowed from 
embedded journalism, in which “journalists 
become a part of [a] military unit, providing 
a perspective, ‘a slice of the war’ from their 
vantage point” (Schulte, 2012). In the case of 
information literacy, an embedded librarian 
observes to understand the material being 
covered in a classroom, as well as the con-
cerns of the professor and the students. The 
embedded librarian can integrate informa-
tion literacy skills and threshold concepts, as 
appropriate, to shed new light on the material 
being covered.

A Tale of Two Frameworks

In order for an embedded program to be of 
real help, instead of intrusive or disruptive, 
the goals of the librarian teaching informa-
tion literacy should match those objectives 
outlined for the course. Luckily, the Frame-
work for Information Literacy and the Council 
of Writing Program Administrators’ (WPA) 
Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writ-
ing have a lot in common. The Framework 
for Information Literacy challenges us to teach 
Research as Inquiry, that Authority Is Con-
structed and Contextual, and to frame Search-
ing as Strategic Exploration (Association of 
College and Research Libraries Board, 2015). 
The WPA Framework urges the development 
of “critical thinking through writing, reading, 
and research,” challenging students to gener-
ate questions, conduct research, and evaluate 
sources. Source evaluation shows up again in 
the WPA Framework under “Develop rhetori-
cal knowledge,” drawing attention to the ideas 
of audience, purpose, and context—informa-
tion literacy concerns surrounding the research 
process (Council of Writing Program Admin-
istrators, 2011). As evidenced from the national 

disciplinary conversations about composition 
and about information literacy, research has a 
strong presence in composition courses, which 
makes them a natural environment in which to 
cover information literacy concepts.

Of course, the Framework for Information 
Literacy aims higher than to simply impart 
skills for library use within composition. It 
“envisions information literacy as extending 
the arc of learning throughout students’ aca-
demic careers and as converging with other 
academic and social learning goals” (Asso-
ciation of College and Research Libraries 
Board, 2015). Under the threshold concept 
Information Creation as a Process, one of the 
Knowledge Practices is to “transfer knowledge 
of capabilities and constraints to new types 
of information products.” Instead of model-
ing simple, linear behaviors for students to 
emulate in the library, this model encourages 
librarians to focus their students on meta-
cognition and metaliteracy, to examine how 
they get information in their lives, how they 
evaluate its credibility, and how it may be of 
use to them. And metacognition is a shared 
focus in composition studies. Many teacher- 
scholars (Gorzelsky, Driscoll, Pazcek, Hayes, 
& Jones, 2016; Smit, 2004; Yancey, Robert-
son, & Taczak, 2014) similarly emphasize 
that students need to articulate their choices 
and processes if they hope to generalize their 
knowledge to other tasks and situations. 
Strengthening these understandings is useful 
in their academic, political, and personal lives.

Assessing Information Literacy:  
A New Challenge

The history of measuring information lit-
eracy learning in higher education is brief. 
The original Information Literacy Competency 
Standards for Higher Education (approved 
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and introduced by the ACRL in 2000, and 
rescinded in 2016) were presented as a set 
of skills that were more easily measured. 
For example, students’ abilities to properly 
cite sources in a given writing style has been 
achieved to some extent with standardized 
tests, such as Kent State’s Tools for Real- time 
Assessment of Information Literacy Skills 
(TRAILS) open- access test (http:// trails -  9 
.org /index .php ?page = home) and the Project 
SAILS (https:// www .projectsails .org/) pro-
prietary model test. Both standardized tests 
measure student information literacy levels 
pre-  and postinstruction for benchmark and 
conclusive data sets. However, Carrick Enter-
prises has now assumed control of these infor-
mation literacy tests and will soon launch the 
Threshold Achievement Test for Information 
Literacy (TATIL), a standardized test to 
measure students’ comprehension and attain-
ment of the Information Literacy Threshold 
Concepts (Radcliff, Cunningham, Hannon, 
Harmes, & Wiggins, 2018).

While these tests do provide methods for 
efficiently capturing data on student research, 
they also add to the burden of cost (to either 
the school or the students) as well as that of 
time management on all stakeholders’ parts: 
the librarian who must encapsulate as much 
content as possible in an hour; the instructor, 
who must carve out time for research instruc-
tion; as well as the students, who tend to suf-
fer from test fatigue. In Janine Lockhart’s 
study of online information literacy skills 
assessment instruments (2014), standardized 
tests using multiple- choice questions have 
been critiqued by Megan Oakleaf as not test-
ing “higher- level thinking skills” and lacking 
“the ability to assess students’ authenticity” in 
the application of information literacy skills 
(p. 37). It is this specific issue of assessing 
authentic learning pertaining to the abstract 

concepts of information literacy threshold 
concepts that informed our decision to assess 
student writing from our embedded librarian 
program using the AAC&U’s Information 
Literacy VALUE Rubric. The VALUE Rubric 
requires scorers to assess discrete skills, such 
as citation, but importantly locates these skills 
within the context of the student’s entire paper 
(Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities, 2013). In other words, it is a more 
contextual measure of information literacy 
applied in a paper than are the skills- based 
tests like TRAILS and SAILS. 

Assessing students’ information literacy, 
much less their ability to generalize their 
knowledge about research, is difficult and 
complex. As intimidating as the Framework 
for Information Literacy has been to under-
stand and apply in the classroom, assessing 
a curriculum based on threshold concepts 
has proven to be even more daunting. First, 
faculty members often struggle with the bur-
den of assessing programmatic curricula due 
to time constraints and perhaps some anx-
iety about the assessment of their curricula 
(and therefore their instructional capabilities). 
Second, the process of quantifying students’ 
understanding of the more difficult abstract 
concepts, such as synthesizing the informa-
tion from sources to support their thesis or 
accessing needed information, has yet to be 
fully developed. Two of the most significant 
barriers in measuring the effectiveness of 
any information literacy curriculum are the 
process- oriented nature and abstract quality 
of threshold concepts. Given that only one 
threshold concept could be taught or grasped 
within a one- hour period, capturing the full 
spectrum of information literacy learning 
outcomes is particularly challenging. 

In response to these challenges, we devel-
oped an embedded librarian model that 

http://trails-9.org/index.php?page=home
http://trails-9.org/index.php?page=home
https://www.projectsails.org/
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afforded us the opportunity to teach multiple 
threshold concepts over the course of three to 
five classes. Our design is by no means per-
fect; we expect it to evolve with our evalua-
tions of our experiences and the assessment 
data. We share our structure and experience 
in this chapter to inspire similar partnerships 
and invite improvements of our program. 

deSigning an emBedded 
LiBrarian Program in firST- 
year WriTing cLaSSeS
At our institution, a regional, comprehensive 
public university, the instruction librarians 
and the director of composition designed a 
new voluntary program for first- year compo-
sition instructors to include embedded librar-
ians in their classes. Each librarian met with 
her respective composition instructor(s) to 
develop a plan of action for embedding infor-
mation literacy into the composition curric-
ulum. These meetings included discussion of 
student needs, syllabi, and possible research 
assignments, and librarians and instructors 
met several times and discussed the students’ 
needs, the syllabus, assignments, and class 
schedules.

Rather than have librarians embedded 
throughout the entire semester, we concen-
trated librarian support on research assign-
ments, scaffolding lessons as steps in the 
research process and incorporating relevant 
threshold concepts. These steps included 
shorter assignments on discrete skills, such 
as searching for scholarly journal articles and 
evaluating sources for annotated bibliogra-
phies. For evaluation we used the CRAAP 
test (Meriam Library, 2010) and for determin-
ing how to use information we incorporated 

BEAM (Bizup, 2008). The 3–5 embedded 
librarian class sessions included active learn-
ing assignments in class, as well as practical 
homework assignments.

The focus of the embedded librarian sup-
port differed slightly for each instructor. 
While all classes focused on the information 
literacy skills listed below, each class bene-
fited from its own tailored lessons. In short, 
we designed flexibility into our embedded 
librarian program to respond to unique 
student needs and instructor priorities. For 
example, depending on the instructor, some 
students had flexibility in choosing research 
topics, and some did not. One class was lim-
ited to topics dealing with immigration in the 
United States. 

We began by having the students search 
for background information on their top-
ics using online encyclopedia databases or 
newspaper databases so they could become 
more familiar with their topics. After that, 
we moved on to performing effective search 
strategies using many of the library’s online 
resources, since many underclassmen are 
not familiar with databases and think they 
function similarly to search engines. Other 
instruction sessions included evaluating and 
learning the difference between primary 
and secondary sources, and between popu-
lar and scholarly sources; students reviewed 
examples of different sources and evaluated 
them in large- group discussions. We also 
provided specific instruction in evaluating 
websites. Finally, we taught students about 
citing sources using MLA style, focusing on 
distinguishing between periodical and book 
citations, and becoming familiar enough 
with correct MLA citations so that they did 
not have to rely on citation generators.

In one first- year writing section that 
allowed students to choose their own 
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topics for their research papers, the embedded 
librarian designed a lesson on brainstorming 
research topics. She showed the students an 
advertisement for a hair product and used 
that to inspire topic ideas, such as portrayal 
of women in fashion advertisements; femi-
nism in advertising; women and body image 
and self- esteem. Using this advertisement 
as a shared example for the class, students 
searched for articles in the databases while 
the embedded librarian encouraged them to 
notice the database subject terms and differ-
ences between popular and scholarly sources. 
It is important for students to not only learn 
the skills and concepts in these sessions, but 
to be able to apply them to their final papers 
and hopefully to other classes with similar 
assignments. (For an example of one librar-
ian’s embedded lessons’ progression, see the 
Appendix.)

Because of our emphasis on building 
information- literate students, not just teach-
ing discrete skills, we used a shared vocabulary 
of terms meaningful to both composition and 
information literacy. The terminology that 
was emphasized differed for each librarian- 
instructor partnership. For example, one of 
the composition instructors and her embed-
ded librarian introduced students to the term 
exigency. This term was used in lessons to 
discuss the reasons authors have for writing 
and their resulting biases. When choosing 
a source for their research, students had to 
evaluate it, including the author’s exigency 
for writing, as well as their own. Finally, in a 
reflection following their research paper, stu-
dents were asked to write about the concept 
of exigency and its role in their writing. Our 
goal in incorporating shared terminology was 
to reinforce threshold concepts in both fields 
and encourage metacognition about one’s 
research and writing process.

our aSSeSSmenT deSign
Our assessment of information literacy learn-
ing as a result of the embedded librarian pro-
gram was modeled on both the Multi- State 
Collaborative to Advance Learning Out-
comes Assessment (MSC) program (http:// 
www .sheeo .org /projects/) and best practices 
for composition assessment. The process used 
in this collaborative model collects data from 
direct measures (scoring of student essays 
from composition classes), and we added an 
indirect measure of student information lit-
eracy learning (student surveys). The direct 
assessment of student writing measurably 
demonstrates the degree to which students 
transfer learned concepts of information lit-
eracy to their academic research and writing. 
The measurement of student learning out-
comes through these methods provides better 
contextual evidence of information literacy 
than standardized tests have offered.

All student research papers were de- 
identified for blind assessment by a panel of 
first- year composition instructors and embed-
ded librarians. We read and scored a total of 
45 student papers: five randomly selected stu-
dent papers each from six embedded classes, 
and three nonembedded classes as a control 
group, from two different semesters. We used 
the AAC&U Information Literacy VALUE 
Rubric (Association of American Colleges 
and Universities, 2013), but we did not score 
for students’ ability to “Access Needed Infor-
mation” because this criterion was not clearly 
demonstrated within the students’ papers. 
This rubric focused our scores on the follow-
ing aspects of a student’s paper: (1) the ability 
to determine the extent of information needed 
by defining the scope of the research question/
thesis/key concepts and using types of sources 
that relate to the paper’s focus appropriately; 

http://www.sheeo.org/projects/
http://www.sheeo.org/projects/
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(2) the ability to evaluate information and its 
sources critically by using a variety of rele-
vant sources with an awareness of audience 
and the bias/point of view of the source; (3) 
the ability to use information effectively and 
to accomplish a specific purpose; and (4) the 
ability to access and use information ethi-
cally and legally through proper citation and 
attribution. 

In addition to directly assessing the infor-
mation literacy skills demonstrated in stu-
dent writing from different first- year writing 
courses, we also used a survey to ask students 
for self- reported growth and metacognitive 
reflection on their learning. This survey was 
only given to students in classes with embed-
ded librarian support, so we do not yet have 
comparative data from nonembedded classes. 
Our surveys utilized a Likert scale with scores 
from 1 to 5 for each question, and asked stu-
dents to rate their ability to complete a variety 
of information literacy activities as a result of 
their first- year writing course with embedded 
librarian support. The data from this pre- 
instruction exercise will be assessed in the 
semester following our writing of this chapter 
and will be used to inform our instructors’ 
lesson plans and research assignments.

We have not yet reached a conclusion as 
to how much overlap of curricular language, 
theoretical applications, and assessment 
methods occurs between introductory college 
writing and information literacy practices. 
Both librarians and composition faculty were 
encouraged by the similarities we discovered 
across the disciplines and intrigued by the 
differences; the differences suggest that there 
is still more to learn from one another, and 
the similarities confirm a shared academic 
goal that makes this partnership—and pos-
sible collaborations with other academic 
departments—promising. 

findingS: direcT and indirecT 
meaSureS of STudenTS’ 
informaTion LiTeracy
Direct Assessment: Student  
Research Papers

The scores in all four categories of the 
AAC&U Information Literacy VALUE Rubric 
were slightly higher, approximately .3, for 
students in classes with embedded librarian 
support (see Table 20.1). Students in both 
embedded and nonembedded composition 
classes scored the highest in their ability to 
determine the extent of information needed, 
and they scored the lowest in the category of 
accessing and using information ethically and 
legally. Because ethically managing sources 
requires both a conceptual understanding 
of academic values and a mastery of distinct 
skills (summarizing, paraphrasing, quoting, 
choosing signal phrases, adhering to citation 
styles, etc.), this collection of skills provided 
particularly complex and challenging for 
students—and the rubrics sets the bar high 
for excellence in this category. As Table 20.1 
shows, our first- year students are near the 
2- range across categories of the AAC&U 
Information Literacy VALUE Rubric, which 
provides a sense of how much development 
is needed by the time they graduate. (When 
students graduate, they should be demon-
strating information literacy in their writing 
at the 4- level of the rubric.)

Indirect Assessment: Student Surveys

Table 20.2 shows the distinct skills that stu-
dents were asked to self- assess and the aver-
age scores they reported on the surveys. The 
survey asked students to rate their ability in 



table 20.2 Aggregate Scores for Student Self-Reported Information Literacy Abilities

As a result of your composition class with embedded librarian support, how well are you 
able to do the following, on a scale of 1–5? Average Score 

Use the library to search for a range of popular and scholarly sources? 4.03

Understand the difference between popular and scholarly sources as we discussed them in 
class?

4.51

Understand the difference between databases, journals, and articles? 4.14

Evaluate the credibility of a source? 4.16

Evaluate the usefulness of a source? 4.26

Put multiple sources and your own perspective “into conversation” in your writing? 4.04

Use MLA style for in-text citations? 4.17

Create a Works Cited page using MLA style? 4.46

Use online citation tools (RefWorks, EasyBib, etc.) correctly? 4.34

Find books using the library’s classification system? 3.20

Find materials in the library as a result of the tour? 3.18

Overall, how useful were the classes held in the library for your work on your research 
paper?

3.92

How useful do you believe the classes held in the library will be for your future classes? 3.89

Has your confidence increased for seeking out help with future research projects? 3.82

table 20.1 Aggregate Scores of Information Literacy in Student Writing Using the AAC&U  
Information Literacy VALUE Rubric

Determine 
the Extent of 
Information 

Needed

Evaluate 
Information 

and Its Sources 
Critically

Use Information 
Effectively to 
Accomplish 
a Specific 
Purpose

Access and Use 
Information 
Ethically and 

Legally Average Score

Embedded 
Librarian 
Classes

2.43 2.08 2.12 1.86 2.11

Nonembedded 
Librarian 
Classes

2.13 1.83 2.07 1.43 1.80
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each discrete skill/concept on a 5- point Likert 
scale, 5 being the highest score, as a result 
of their composition course with embedded 
librarian support.

The first five survey questions prompt 
students to reflect on their skills related to 
searching for and evaluating different types 
of sources. Our curriculum emphasizes the 
difference between popular and scholarly 
sources, and we encourage students to use 
a wide range of sources responsibly and for 
different purposes. Students noted that they 
understood the difference between types of 
sources more than they were able to utilize 
search strategies, distinguish between data-
bases/journal/articles, or evaluate the credi-
bility and usefulness of a source.

The next six survey questions ask about 
students’ ability to synthesize sources within 
their writing, document their sources, and 
make use of the library to locate sources. 
Students highly rated their ability to docu-
ment sources and use tools to do so. They rate 
their ability to use the library lower than other 
categories, but we believe this is due to a few 
factors: (1) the classification system was not 
emphasized throughout the sessions as other 
skills were; (2) students used online sources 
more than print sources; (3) not all classes 
had a tour of the library, so some should have 
responded N/A, but instead rated this lower, 
skewing the scores. In any case, we do believe 
that these basic library use skills are weak for 
students, at least relative to their other infor-
mation literacy skills.

The final three questions ask for students’ 
responses on their general learning and 
impressions of the library support in first- year 
writing. Because we are interested in prepar-
ing students to be information literate across 
courses and we know they need to transfer 

their knowledge from first- year writing to 
other contexts, we asked how useful students 
believe their learning would be for the future. 
The scores were just under 4, indicating that 
students believe, though not as strongly as 
they might, that the library support will help 
them in their future endeavors as students.

Discussion

Though the AAC&U rubric cannot be com-
pared apples- to- apples to the Likert survey 
(the former uses a scale of 0–4, while the lat-
ter uses 1–5, and they ask for slightly different 
skills), it appears that students have a higher 
estimation of their information literacy skills 
than the faculty scorers do. This may indicate 
that students simply don’t know what they 
don’t know, but it also may be their attempt 
to represent their significant learning over the 
course of the semester.

In our direct assessment of student writing 
we scored students’ cognition, or the thinking 
involved in completing a task. We can judge 
this by the task itself. However, in this indirect 
assessment of students’ self- reported skills, we 
also attempted to access their metacognition, 
or their reflection on what they know and 
the efficacy/outcomes of their choices. These 
definitions come from Gwen Gorzelsky and 
her co- authors who are undertaking a longitu-
dinal study, the Writing Transfer Project, on 
students’ ability to transfer knowledge about 
writing. One of the key points that Gorzelsky 
and her team make, as do others in composi-
tion studies who are interested in knowledge 
transfer, is that students are more likely to 
transfer skills when they can reflect on them 
and articulate them. We feel that this survey 
is a good start for getting students to articu-
late what they can do and what they know.
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concLuSion
We see two concrete outcomes from this proj-
ect. First, it helps our composition faculty to 
see where our students are and to view their 
information literacy learning as a journey that 
spans their entire lives. When we know that 
students are ending just above a 2 (the lower 
milestone level of the AAC&U rubric), we 
know that our goals for student achievement 
should be around that level instead of at the 
4- level. If we see information literacy as a 
spectrum and consider students within zones 
of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978), 
then we can present discrete research skills 
as not correct or incorrect, but as moving 
toward being a more responsible information 
user and creator.

Second, we learned that our students’ 
weakest area in their writing was “Access-
ing and Using Information Ethically and 
Legally,” and we learned that we can devote 
more in- class support to this. Most of our 
instruction on these skills comes early in 
the writing process, and it gets revisited as 
an issue of correct adherence to conventions. 
Once students have the other parts of their 
papers constructed, we should dedicate more 
class time to discuss the choices writers make 
about how they use information.

As our embedded librarian in composi-
tion program continues, we strive to improve 
our assessment design and support for com-
position instructors. One of our most recent 
developments is the addition of a pretest and 
posttest of students’ information literacy 
skills, so that we can better gauge student 
development over the course of a semester. 
We have also used our assessment data as 
a feedback loop to inform lesson plans for 
embedded librarian composition classes, as 
well as a LibGuide that contains information 
on particularly challenging aspects of infor-
mation literacy, such as “Accessing and Using 
Information Ethically and Legally.” 

It is our hope that this chapter inspires 
other partnerships like this one, especially 
those that use our experience to improve 
upon our model. We recommend that pro-
grams building a similar model of embedded 
librarians in composition courses consider 
the following: collecting open- ended survey 
responses from students about their learning; 
administering pretests and posttests, as well 
as survey responses, from one- shot classes and 
embedded librarian classes; and, if possible, 
conducting a longitudinal study of student 
writing and information literacy skills to 
better measure students’ knowledge transfer 
across classes.
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aPPendix. example: embedded Librarian Lessons Progression  
over Three composition class Periods

1. The Research Process/Examining Source Types

Exercise 1: Rethinking the Research Process
On board: Some say happiness is about attitude; others say that happiness depends upon out-
side circumstances. Write a short paper on happiness and choice, using outside sources to support 
your argument.

“What would you have to do first, next, last?” Common response: (1) pick a side, (2) research, 
(3) write.

Point out that, following directions in this order, conclusion is drawn at step 1, and step 2 
(the research) has no purpose. Introduce research as inquiry, instead, and flip steps 1 and 2. 

Exercise 2: Examining Source Types
Provide a popular article to half the class, scholarly article to the other half, on the same topic; 
students read, pay special attention to: (1) what the article is about, (2) who the intended audi-
ence is, and (3) why this article was written (purpose).

On board, chart differences. Introduce evaluation (CRAAP method). Distinguish between 
“popular” and “scholarly” sources.

2. Library Resources/Searching and Finding

After library tour: what is a database? What is the difference between catalog and electronic 
databases?

Come up with keywords around a topic; run a search; use Boolean operators; access full-
text and citation information. Explain abstracts, interlibrary loan. Give students independent 
search time.

3. #subjectterms, Citations as Maps

Ask about hashtags—what happens if you click? misspell? They are unforgiving, but helpful. 
Relate to subject terms.

Demo a database search; pull subject terms from records. Check references for more related 
sources. Give resources for checking citations, and more independent search time.
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Both writing studies (WS) and information 
literacy (IL) have the pedagogical objective 
of developing in students ways of thinking, 
researching, and writing that can transfer to 
other contexts. In recent years, scholars in both 
fields have increasingly embraced teaching the 
threshold concepts of their respective disci-
plines as a means of helping students at once 
recognize the situated, rhetorical character of 
research and writing practices but also iden-
tify those ideas, processes, and perspectives 
that can transfer across a range of research 
and writing contexts. In WS, this has taken 
the form of helping students study and ana-
lyze writing as compositionists do. Since “the 
study of writing involves consistent analysis 
of relationships between contexts, purposes, 
audiences, genres, and conventions,” when 
students “learn to conduct that analysis, they 
are both participating in the epistemological 
practices of the discipline and [are] likely . . . 
to be more adaptable writers” (Adler- Kassner, 
Majewski, & Koshnick, 2012, para. 3). IL has 
expressed this pedagogical emphasis in the 
Association of College and Research Librar-
ies’ (ACRL, 2015) recent adoption of the 
Framework for Information Literacy for Higher 
Education with its six frames that position 
information literacy as “an overarching set of 
abilities in which students are consumers and 
creators of information who can participate 
successfully in collaborative spaces” (para. 3).

The close conceptual and institutional rela-
tionship shared by IL and WS has initiated 
scholarship identifying connections between 
the two and theorizing how these can be 
applied in college and university courses on 
research and writing (Maid & D’Angelo, 
2016; McCracken & Johnson, 2015; Purdy & 
McClure, 2016). While such work is necessary, 
introductory research and writing courses in 
higher education face constraints that rarely 

allow the implementation of theoretical or ped-
agogical ideals. Such courses are often taught 
by nonexperts, instructors who may possess 
terminal degrees in historically related fields 
but have little formal training in the threshold 
concepts of either IL or WS. Thus, while it is 
important to identify and spell out the connec-
tions between the threshold concepts of IL and 
WS, such work must be done with an eye for 
who will implement any resulting pedagogical 
insights and how to prepare those instructors 
to do so. What threshold concepts of IL and 
WS do nonexpert instructors (typically trained 
in literary studies) teach when they teach intro-
ductory research and/or writing courses? What 
training, support, and professional develop-
ment will nonexperts need to make use of the-
oretical developments in their pedagogy?

This chapter will examine whether linking 
an IL and WS course together, taught by a non-
expert teacher, allows instructors to teach for 
transfer, or whether the threshold concepts of 
WS and IL prove to be more elusive. Conduct-
ing an analysis of two focus group sessions with 
nonexpert instructors who taught the same 
groups of students in a three- credit first- year 
writing course and a one- credit introductory 
information literacy course, this study iden-
tifies what threshold concepts of IL and WS 
such instructors are likely to teach and to what 
extent. Based on our findings, we make recom-
mendations for how to train nonexpert writing 
instructors to better teach and link the thresh-
old concepts of WS and IL in their courses. 

deScriBing The conTexT; 
forming The focuS grouPS 

We conducted our focus group sessions at an 
R2, private, mid- Atlantic Catholic university 
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serving 9,000–10,000 students. As part of a 
broader CORE curriculum at the university, 
a number of first- year classes are grouped 
into learning communities in which the same 
group of first- year students take three classes 
grouped under a predetermined concept 
that serves as the theme of the community. 
Learning communities always include a first- 
semester composition course. The first- year 
writing course attached to each community is 
the first course in the first- year writing course 
sequence, a course focused on rhetorical anal-
ysis and argumentative writing. Students in 
the College of Liberal Arts are all enrolled in 
a learning community unless they are in the 
Honors College. 

While tenure- stream faculty, part- time fac-
ulty, and graduate student teachers do teach 
learning community writing courses, instruc-
tors for learning community writing courses 
are typically drawn from full- time teaching 
faculty who are employed on contract for a 
set number of years, but who are not eligible 
for tenure. Full- time teaching faculty typi-
cally teach two sections of first- year writing, 
capped at 15 students each, in a learning com-
munity. As part of a pilot program beginning 
in the fall of 2016, full- time teaching faculty 
(and one experienced part- time instructor) 
were assigned to teach the required, one- 
credit information literacy course made up 
of the combined rosters of their learning 
community first- year writing classes. This 
meant that in these learning communities 
the same teacher would teach two sections 
of first- year writing and one section of infor-
mation literacy taken by the students of their 
learning community writing courses. While 
many first- year writing instructors may not 
teach a separate information literacy course, 
our study provides a unique view into how 
first- year writing instructors view IL concepts 

when considering them separate from but still 
linked to writing, which can inform training 
for those teaching traditional writing courses 
since these often include lessons and assign-
ments involving secondary research and the 
literate use of information sources as an inte-
gral part of the curriculum. 

The instructors teaching both the first- 
year writing courses and information liter-
acy courses in learning communities were 
the focus of our study since they represented 
nondiscipline instructors teaching introduc-
tory writing and research courses. We invited 
these instructors to participate in two focus 
groups, one at the beginning of the semester 
and one at the end of the semester, in which 
we asked them a number of questions about 
their plans, experience, and sense of prepara-
tion in these courses. Five instructors partic-
ipated in the first focus group, four of whom 
received their formal professional training 
in literary studies programs (all hold PhDs), 
while one had completed a master’s of fine 
arts. The second focus group at the end of 
the semester included three instructors who 
had been a part of the first focus group and 
one instructor who had not attended the first 
focus group meeting. All of these instructors 
hold PhDs in literary studies. 

The focus group questions were designed 
to elicit instructors’ views of the goals of both 
courses, how they defined writing and infor-
mation literacy both explicitly and in pedagog-
ical practice, and what kinds of connections 
the instructors saw between the subject mat-
ter of the courses and the courses themselves 
(questions for both focus groups are included 
in Box 21.1). We allowed the participants to 
respond to each question as they saw fit, offer-
ing guidance or direction only when it was 
requested, believing that the instructors’ inter-
pretations of the questions themselves could be 
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revealing about their perspectives on writing, 
information literacy, and the overlap between 
the two. We recorded both focus group ses-
sions in their entirety and later transcribed the 
recordings. After transcription of each focus 
group recording, we coded the transcripts, 
identifying the IL threshold concepts and WS 
threshold concepts stated or implied by the 
participant respondents. IL threshold concepts 
were drawn from the ACRL framework and 
were identified by the director of Research 
and Information Skills, while the director of 
First- Year Writing identified the WS thresh-
old concepts, calling primarily on the recently 

published Naming What We Know: Threshold 
Concepts of Writing Studies (Adler- Kassner & 
Wardle, 2015) as a representation of widely 
agreed upon threshold concepts for WS. 

ThreShoLd concePTS and 
nonexPerT inSTrucTorS

Analysis of the coded transcripts revealed pat-
terns that seem unsurprising at first but reveal 
important insights about what training meth-
ods are likely to prove effective for preparing 

BOX 21.1 
FoCuS GRouP quESTIoNS

Focus Group 1: Early Semester  
1. What are the most important aspects students 

need to learn about writing and information 
literacy?  What is good researching and good 
writing? How will you show students the link 
between researching and writing?

2. What concepts do you think will be most dif-
ficult for students to grasp in both UCOR 101 
and UCOR 100? What makes those concepts 
so difficult? What approaches will you use to 
try to help students overcome this cognitive 
difficulty? 

3. Where do you see UCOR 101 and UCOR 100 
intersecting? What distinguishes one from the 
other?  

4. What concepts from UCOR 101 and UCOR 
100 transfer to other contexts and why do they 
do so? What concepts do not transfer and why 
not?

5. What are the benefits of having UCOR 101 in-
structors teach UCOR 100? What are the dis-
advantages? 

6. What kinds of training, knowledge, or skills do 
you still feel you would like to have going into 
teaching in these courses? 

 

Focus Group 2: End of Semester 
1. What are you trying to teach students in 

UCOR 101 and UCOR 100 about writing and 
information literacy? How did you show stu-
dents the link between researching and writing?

2. What concepts are most difficult for students 
to grasp in both UCOR 101 and UCOR 100? 
What makes those concepts so difficult? What 
approaches do you use to try to help students 
overcome this cognitive difficulty?

3. Where do you see UCOR 101 and UCOR 100 
intersecting? What distinguishes one from the 
other?  

4. What concepts from UCOR 101 and UCOR 
100 transfer to other contexts and how do they 
do so? What concepts do not transfer and why 
not?

5. What were the benefits of having UCOR 101 
instructors teach UCOR 100? What were the 
disadvantages?

6. Should UCOR 100 continue to be taught by 
UCOR 101 instructors in the Learning Com-
munities? Why or why not?

7. What kinds of training, knowledge, or skills 
would you like to have if you were to teach these 
two classes together again?
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nonexpert instructors who are likely to teach 
overlapping courses or even traditional com-
position courses in which research “skills” 
form a significant pedagogical component. 
Based on the data collected, the participants’ 
recognition and deployment of threshold con-
cepts in both IL and WS was complicated and 
uneven. Generally speaking, participants did 
not typically identify or employ IL and WS 
threshold concepts in their pedagogy for 
either course as they represented it in the 
focus group discussions. 

Rather than a genuinely rhetorical view 
of writing or research, participants tended 
to advance more universalist descriptions of 
composing and information literacy practices, 
relying on tropes of writing as self- expression 
and citing sources as granting a universally 
identifiable “credibility.” Participants used 
much of the terminology that might surround 
specific threshold concepts without pursuing 
the implications that would demonstrate 
full understanding or implementation. A 
particularly striking example would be the 
ACRL frame of Scholarship as Conversation, 
which is implied through a number of WS 
threshold concepts, identified in some recent 
scholarship (McCracken & Johnson, 2015; 
Purdy & McClure, 2016) such as “Writing 
is a social and rhetorical activity” (Roozen, 
2015); “Writing mediates activity” (Russell, 
2015); “Writing invokes/address/creates audi-
ences” (Lunsford, 2015); “Writing is a way of 
enacting disciplinarity” (Lerner, 2015); and 
“Disciplinary and professional identities are 
constructed through writing” (Estrem, 2015). 
Each of these concepts in WS points to the 
ways in which writing in academic settings 
operates as a means of identifying and inter-
vening in discipline- , and even subdiscipline- , 
specific conversations. Indeed, Douglas 
Downs and Elizabeth Wardle (2007) identify 

helping students see Scholarship as Conversa-
tion as a primary goal of their threshold con-
cept–focused Introduction to Writing Studies 
first- year pedagogy. 

Participants consistently took up the teach-
ing of research and the deployment of sources 
in writing in terms of joining an existing con-
versation. For instance, one participant in the 
first focus group stated, “I’m trying to sell 
them this concept of entering a larger con-
versation actively, you know and that part of 
research is an active engine running toward 
it.” Another noted he would approach the class 
with the idea that students are “not necessar-
ily researching to learn mastery of material, 
they’re researching to enter into an existing 
conversation, recognize the broad strokes of 
a debate or of an argument or of an issue . . .” 
in an attempt to give students opportunities 
to “react and respond that they can then write 
about as opposed echoing or repeating those 
good facts or good pieces of information that 
they found.” In the second focus group ses-
sion, one participant said, “I was able to ask a 
bit more for especially the final paper in terms 
of putting the subject matter that we were sort 
of talking about in class . . . now ok, how do 
you put all of these resources together and 
think about this as a conversation?” These 
examples reflect a common consideration of 
conducting research and writing with sources 
as the practice of joining a larger conversation.

But while these comments exhibit an 
approach to teaching composition and infor-
mation literacy using threshold concepts, 
the conceptual foundation for attending 
to conversations aligned less with socially 
understood visions of writing and research 
and more with expressivist conceptions of 
writing as the communication of individ-
ual ideas. This was most clearly expressed in 
the goals stated by participants for student 
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writing. One participant noted, “The thing I 
try to emphasize is, this idea of their writing 
to create their own knowledge, not repeat-
ing my knowledge back to me. . . . You know 
you have to find your own thing.” The key 
challenge for students, then, was not iden-
tifying the values, conventions, and widely 
recognized sources of authority for specific 
communities—disciplinary or otherwise—
but finding the courage to express one’s own, 
individual ideas. Linked directly to this more 
individualized sense of what marks good writ-
ing were more generalized rules or universal 
strategies for what defines good writing and 
research. Another participant thus noted, 
“every paragraph, you really need to have 75% 
of that paragraph really your ideas your words 
because there’s that question of like how do 
you not let the voice get drowned out on the 
sentence to sentence level?” Another affirmed 
that the starting point of writing and research 
instruction involved “getting [students] into 
their own thinking and, ‘can I, can I be me?’” 
While, again, there is certainly some truth 
to these assertions that students need to see 
the writing they do as genuine and mean-
ingful, the strategies implied by participant 
comments framed authenticity and meaning 
as the result of students affirming their indi-
vidual selves rather than situating themselves 
within a community of practice in which 
their utterances might serve as a meaningful 
intervention.

Invention for these participants seemed 
to be an individual act that occurs when 
writer and topic are brought together and the 
individual writer is willing to move beyond 
repeating accepted information. Certainly 
helping students gain the confidence to make 
an argument is important and necessary and 
requires challenging much of their training 

in school situations to become passive recep-
tacles. But framing this practice as simply a 
matter of identifying one’s own opinion and 
being willing to express it overlooks the ways 
in which scholarly conversations (and more 
public conversations) establish exigence for 
particular topics and not others, legitimize 
certain topics and not others, and demand a 
familiarity with particular sources, research, 
or intertextual traces and not others. The 
term “audience” was used by participants 
only twice in the first focus group session and 
not at all in the second. Related terms like 
“reader,” “community,” or “discourse” were 
as rare if not more so. So while “authority is 
constructed” through source use, the practice 
of constructing authority is the same for all 
discursive situations and the authority con-
structed thus applies to any situation. 

In a similar way, the ACRL frame of 
Authority Is Constructed—which corre-
sponds in many ways to the WS concept 
that “Disciplinary and professional identities 
are constructed through writing” (Estrem, 
2015)—seemed superficially embraced rather 
than completely understood or implemented 
by participants. Source use was widely recog-
nized as a means of establishing one’s author-
ity to speak on a given topic, but how sources 
granted such authority depended on a view 
of authority as resting with objectively estab-
lished associations with academe rather than 
with the perceptions of a particular audience. 
A representative view was expressed by one 
participant in the second focus group session 
when she described the work on evaluating 
sources in her information literacy course: 
“[W]e spent a lot of time talking about ‘this 
is what a scholarly journal looks like, this is 
what a scholarly book looks like,’ and I took 
them a lot of time like doing very simple, 
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fine, like this is how you know it’s credible, 
right? And things like, look at where it’s pub-
lished, google the author, um, you know. If 
it’s a university press it’s automatically pretty 
much going to be fine.” The notion that 
authority or identity is constructed through 
source selection and writing is evident here, 
but like the concept of Scholarship as Con-
versation, the participants’ understanding 
reflects a narrow perspective of the dynam-
ics of constructing authority and, thus, the 
implications of this concept likewise seem 
limited. Librarians would not be surprised 
to hear that some of the instructors required 
students to use “at least two books” or that 
they could not use certain Web sources; these 
requirements tend to ignore disciplinary or 
contextual situations surrounding the topics 
students would explore in their researched 
writing and to focus instead on notions of 
authority that tend to reflect humanities 
expectations. 

A noteworthy exception was MLA format-
ting which, when discussed, was understood 
by all participants as narrowly applicable to 
humanities discourse and a problematic focus 
when teaching students who were generally 
not likely to pursue studies or careers in the 
humanities. Likewise, library database usage 
was recognized, particularly in the second 
focus group, as highly context-  and discipline- 
dependent, leading participants to express 
doubts about their capability to teach students 
how to use databases for disciplines like nurs-
ing or chemistry even though database search 
practices may have some similarities across 
disciplines. Participants consistently inter-
wove a strong sense of the contextual nature 
of research and citation practices throughout 
their discussions of the assignments they used 
and skills they taught in the one- credit- hour 

information literacy course, so much so that 
they did not focus as much on some of the 
more transferable aspects of Searching as Stra-
tegic Exploration or Information Has Value 
threshold concepts. 

This speaks to the more interesting reve-
lations apparent in the data. On the whole, 
participants lacked a sense of confidence in 
teaching information literacy skills despite 
the fact that they all identified themselves as 
expert researchers and many commonly teach 
research practices as part of their composition 
courses. This lack of confidence correlated 
directly with participants’ widespread rec-
ognition of their lack of expertise in the dis-
ciplinary knowledge of information literacy. 
One participant explained, “I will say, I felt 
like I was sort of underwater and not necessar-
ily very prepared. It’s a whole . . . I mean . . . 
people you know have master’s degrees and 
everything in [information literacy]. It’s . . . to 
not have that background and to sort of jump 
in was difficult.” Another described the diffi-
culty in adjusting to teaching the course and 
explained about his own training in multiple 
research methods courses that he “stretched 
whatever I retained from those courses, which 
I don’t know was a lot, until it broke [in the 
Information Literacy course].” The lack of 
confidence and desire for more expertise was 
such that all of the participants of the second 
focus group called for more training in infor-
mation literacy, particularly the conceptual 
framework. One participant stated that she 
“would love to take a kind of summer crash 
course by librarians who’ve done library sci-
ence just so I could be a little bit more like you 
guys” and added that she would like training 
on “some of the conceptual frameworks and 
what is currently in the discourse of library 
science right now.” Participants’ sense of 
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acquired expertise over the semester primar-
ily took the form of greater experience with 
course logistics, classroom management, and 
hands- on use of pedagogical tools unique to 
the course rather than increased confidence 
in teaching research. 

This was not, however, the case with dis-
cussions of the composition course and the 
WS threshold concepts. Apart from not 
noting that master’s degrees and PhDs are 
awarded in the discipline of WS just as they 
are in IL, participants seemed also to equate 
teaching first- year composition with expertise 
in WS. Certainly a reflective and conscien-
tious teacher can develop significant expertise 
about composition and teaching composition, 
expertise that can include not only practi-
tioner knowledge of classroom management 
but also significant insights into what writ-
ing and research are and how they work. Nor 
should we imagine that these instructors have 
no contact with WS research or do not seek 
supplements to their knowledge about writing 
and writing instruction. But the participants 
of our study exhibited a limited understand-
ing of the counterintuitive, research- based 
knowledge of WS without a correlating rec-
ognition of those limitations or lack of con-
fidence in their knowledge about writing or 
writing pedagogy. This seems easily explain-
able given their definitions of good writing as 
deriving from an assertion of one’s own opin-
ions as well as the ways in which “writing” 
in most English department–based first- year 
writing courses is typically figured as writ-
ing according to the conventions of literary 
studies discourse or, at least, the humanities 
more generally. Given these definitions, these 
participants are experts in composition and 
are, thus, uniquely qualified for composition 
instruction and are unlikely to see a need for 
further training. 

recommendaTionS for Training 
nonexPerT inSTrucTorS 
The results of our focus group point to specific 
directions that are likely necessary for training 
teachers to instruct students in the threshold 
concepts of IL and WS and the points of over-
lap between each. Perhaps the most obvious 
direction for further training demonstrated 
by the data is helping instructors fully under-
stand what the overlapping threshold concepts 
of IL and WS are, as well as what the implica-
tions are for teaching writing and research in 
ways that are accurate and transferable across 
contexts. 

As the data suggests, such training is likely 
to prove challenging for a number of reasons. 
Since threshold concepts represent the dis-
tinguishing, often counterintuitive expertise 
of specific disciplinary practices and ways 
of thinking, acquiring threshold concepts 
amounts to joining a discipline (Meyer & 
Land, 2006). Ushering nonexpert instructors 
into a disciplinary paradigm through limited 
training and professional opportunities is a tall 
order for trainers and trainees alike. The chal-
lenge of accomplishing this work suggests that 
training resources would be better focused on 
helping nonexpert instructors learn those con-
cepts that most clearly align, theoretically and 
practically, between IL and WS. 

Another important challenge to develop-
ing training that helps instructors teach the 
overlapping threshold concepts of IL and WS 
is the ways in which the language and experi-
ence of these instructors can obscure the dif-
ference between their existing approach and 
disciplinary perspectives. As we demonstrated 
above, study participants typically used lan-
guage similar to the ACRL framework and 
WS threshold concepts but deployed that 
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language in rather narrowly defined and tra-
ditional ways. For participants, Scholarship 
as Conversation described the need for pos-
sessing differentiated opinions as a means of 
intervening in an existing debate but did not 
seem to indicate the connections between spe-
cific conversations and specific communities, 
the state of an existing conversation and the 
constraints it puts on identifying exigent top-
ics, or the socially determined limitation on 
how a writer should frame one’s discussion of 
a given topic. Likewise, authority was seen as 
constructed through the use of sources but in 
ways that naturally derive from using schol-
arly sources on any topic and universally apply 
to any writing situation. Such appropriation 
of new terminology for more traditional mis-
conceptions of writing and research is unsur-
prising since we all integrate new knowledge 
through the terministic screens in which we 
assess and construct meaning, but this does 
raise challenges for effective training. 

This reality points to the usefulness of 
beginning training with an emphasis on the 
ACRL framework and then drawing out 
implications for writing as a similarly rhetor-
ical practice. The National Research Coun-
cil–sponsored 2000 study How People Learn: 
Brain, Mind, Experience, and School suggests 
the importance of recognizing the limits of 
expertise in acquiring new skills and knowl-
edge. The authors note that a view of experts 
as “accomplished novices” better supports 
initial and continued learning than a view of 
expertise as a destination at which one can 
finally arrive, stating, “Accomplished novices 
are skilled in many areas and proud of their 
accomplishments, but they realize that what 
they know is miniscule compared to all that 
is potentially knowable. This model helps free 
people to continue to learn even though they 
may have spent 10 to 20 years as an ‘expert’ 

in their field” (Bransford, Pellegrino, & Don-
ovan, 2000, p. 29). Learning is thus much 
more likely to happen—for both the first- 
year college student or the long- time college 
teacher—when the learner perceives him-  or 
herself as inexpert and open to the acquisition 
of new knowledge.

Because of participants’ recognition of 
the limits of their expertise in relation to the 
information literacy course, perhaps writing 
instructors would be better able to begin 
acquiring the necessary IL concepts than those 
of WS. Our participants’ recognition of a dis-
tinct, formal expert training in IL that they 
themselves did not possess and their failure to 
recognize distinct, formal expert training in 
WS as a reality points further to the likelihood 
of an openness to the ACRL framework than 
WS threshold concepts. To support training 
in both for nonexpert instructors, we would 
recommend focusing explicit training on the 
integrative aspects of the ACRL framework 
to show the interdependence of the frame-
work to the practice of writing. For instance, 
a participant who has fully grasped how the 
selection of specific sources and intertextual 
traces constructs authority for the writer to 
a specific community of practice by indicat-
ing to that community that the author is not 
only familiar with the relevant research but 
knows how to manipulate it in discursively 
acceptable ways can be led to consider how 
other features of a particular text—its genre, 
terminology, sentence- level features, citation 
style, formatting, and so on—also work to 
construct authority for the author. In short, 
research and writing are part of the same 
socially defined practice of communicating 
effectively with a particular audience to medi-
ate a specific activity (Russell, 1995). 

But this itself may be a problem insofar as 
participants seemed to highly value the way 
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teaching information literacy and composi-
tion as two different courses allowed them to 
“compartmentalize” their teaching. In other 
words, the separate classes seemed to allow 
for instruction to focus on one or the other 
despite conscious efforts by participants to 
integrate the two courses through assign-
ments, lesson activities, and class discussion. 
Valuing this kind of distinctness speaks to a 
view of the two practices as separate. Even for 
institutions where writing instructors teach 
information literacy as part of the writing 
curriculum, compartmentalization can occur 
in the form of a one- shot session or a series 
of research workshops taught by a librarian. 
This suggests the beginning of any training 
for writing instructors teaching information 
literacy should focus on where IL and WS 
threshold concepts overlap. This connection 
will likely challenge preconceived notions 
regarding writing and shift the instructors’ 
perceptions so that they are more open to 
viewing writing and research as contextual-
ized, radically rhetorical practice. 

While our study is limited due to the inclu-
sion of a small number of participants teaching 
at a single institution, these instructors reflect 
the typical population of first- year writing 
instructors. Often, writing instructors teach 
information literacy concepts, and while they 
may not teach a separate IL course, first- year 
writing is traditionally used as an introduc-
tion to IL because of the overlap between IL 
and WS. Our study suggests future research 
evaluating the effectiveness of the training 
we have proposed—using IL TCs as a way to 
introduce writing instructors to some of the 
more “troublesome” WS TCs—could pro-
vide further recommendations for program 
directors in information literacy and writing 
studies. We envision that such training would 
enable nonexpert instructors to teach for 

transfer so that their students would see the 
integrative and rhetorical nature of research 
and writing, allowing pedagogical possibil-
ities to overcome our institutional realities. 
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Writing faculty and librarians often col-
laborate with one another in the teaching 
of research in first- year writing (FYW). In 
doing so, they share a common aim, namely 
helping first- year students develop as research-
ers so that they may effectively incorporate 
their research into their learning and writing. 
Trained professionally with respect to research 
practice, writing faculty and librarians respec-
tively carry with them certain theoretical and 
operating assumptions about research—what 
it is, what it involves, how it works, how to 
pursue it most effectively, and so forth. These 
professional working assumptions about 
research inevitably have implications for how 
research is taught to first- year students.

Despite differentiation and debate, it is 
nevertheless possible to get some sense of 
how those who work in writing studies and 
information literacy understand research 
from their respective recent professional 
statements. The sense one gets initially is that 
librarians and FYW faculty share several aims 
and interests. As just one example, the Associ-
ation of College Research Libraries’ (ACRL) 
Framework for Information Literacy for Higher 
Education (IL Framework; ACRL, 2015) 
includes the frame Research as Inquiry, which 
details knowledge practices in terms familiar 
to writing faculty: identify gaps or conflicts in 
information, determine the appropriate scope 
of a project, ask good questions, analyze and 
interpret the work of others in order to draw 
reasonable conclusions, and organize and syn-
thesize ideas and sources (p. 9). In fact, these 
practices are similar to what the Council of 
Writing Program Administrators (CWPA) 
articulates as certain outcomes and experi-
ences in its WPA Outcomes Statement for First- 
Year Composition (Outcomes; CWPA, 2014) 
and the Framework for Success in Postsecondary 
Writing (Writing Framework; CWPA, 2011) 

(see in particular the outcomes “Critical 
Thinking,” p. 7, and “Writing Processes,” p. 
8). It comes as no surprise that a reading of 
the professional statements of writing faculty 
and librarians reveals some common ground.1

Yet careful reading of the statements also 
reveals telling differences that reflect diver-
gent professional assumptions. This kind of 
reading is known as “symptomatic” reading 
in the traditions of English studies. Symp-
tomatic reading may be especially familiar to 
writing faculty through the work of Kathleen 
McCormick, who promotes this reading prac-
tice among others within the undergraduate 
writing classroom. She encourages students 
to read symptomatically in order to “look 
beyond the literal message of any kind of 
text” and to explore the “tensions of a cul-
ture” (2003, p. 40). Similarly, symptomatic 
reading is employed here to better under-
stand the possible disciplinary presupposi-
tions of writing faculty in particular—that 
is, what convictions regarding research that 
writing faculty tend to adhere to in their pro-
fessional identities and what blind spots they 
potentially suffer. The more aware writing 
faculty are of the ways their discipline may 
shape their understanding of research and 
research instruction, the more conscientious 
and reflective they can be as teachers and as 
collaborators.

In particular, professional self- awareness 
of difference can make evident the need for 
collaboration with librarians, both in terms 
of what writing faculty have to offer as well 
as what they have to learn. Of course, in 
most universities collaboration at some level 
is already typical; writing faculty regularly 
share their assignments with librarians, sched-
ule research instruction for their courses, 
and so forth. What we propose here, how-
ever, is “deep collaboration” among writing 
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faculty and librarians, the kind of collabo-
ration in which professional ideological dis-
juncts might surface and be meaningfully 
discussed. Deep collaboration is unlikely to 
happen when communication is superficial 
(e.g., scheduling) or unidirectional (e.g., shar-
ing an assignment without asking for feed-
back). Opportunities for deep collaboration 
can be time-  and planning- intensive, yet they 
are vital if we are to meaningfully instruct 
students as researchers and writers without 
crossing purposes with one another.

One opportunity for deep collaboration 
occurs when writing faculty and librarians 
research and write with one another, some-
thing for which librarians have been calling 
for some time now (see, e.g., Rabinowitz, 
2000). This chapter describes what we learned 
from one such ongoing research and writing 
collaboration. By reading and coding first- 
year student writing together, we “address 
the symptoms” by meaningfully interrogating 
the kinds of professional differences evident 
in our professional statements. Our work is 
deeply collaborative; it has provided us with 
opportunities to reconsider our professional 
assumptions and, on this basis, to change the 
ways we teach research in FYW.

diVuLging The differenceS: 
a SymPTomaTic reading of 
The WriTing frameWorK 
and ouTcomeS
What becomes clear in a symptomatic read-
ing of the professional statements of writing 
faculty is that they highly value the activities 
of reading and writing in the research process. 
In the Outcomes (CWPA, 2014), for example, 

sense- making with respect to information is 
enacted in reading and writing; the outcome 
“critical thinking” occurs when students 
analyze, synthesize, interpret, and evaluate 
as they read and compose. The Writing Frame-
work (CWPA, 2011) is even more specific in 
highlighting the ways in which a variety of 
reading and writing experiences can prepare 
students for college- level critical thinking: 
reading texts sympathetically and critically; 
writing in order to summarize, analyze, 
interpret, critique, respond, and synthesize; 
and writing so as to “put the writer’s ideas in 
conversation with a text’s” (p. 7). Underlying 
these statements are the professional convic-
tions that information is materially, textually 
situated and that students think about and 
make meaning of information by working 
with texts.

However, another “symptom” is less a con-
viction than an oversight. Even while describ-
ing the activities of reading and writing with 
some nuance, the disciplinary statements of 
writing studies do not seem to acknowledge 
other complexities of the research process 
beyond the finding and evaluating of sources. 
The Outcomes (CWPA, 2014) do recognize 
that “composing processes” (pp. 146–147) 
involve many steps (including research) and 
are often nonlinear and require flexibility. Yet 
the term “research” seems to be employed in 
the sense of finding possible sources rather 
than the several ways librarians understand 
researchers as working conceptually with 
information (described above). “Research” 
first appears as part of the “critical thinking” 
outcome; it modifies the kind of material the 
student is to “[l]ocate and evaluate,” cate-
gorized as “primary and secondary research 
materials” (p. 146). Examples are provided, 
including both kinds of sources (“journal 
articles and essays, books . . . and internet 
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sources”) as well as resources for finding 
sources (“scholarly and professionally estab-
lished and maintained databases or archives, 
and informal electronic networks”) (p. 146). 
“Research” next appears as a verb, as part 
of “composing processes.” Yet here again, 
“research” is narrowly employed, this time 
not as a kind of material to be found but as 
an act of finding potentially recurring at dif-
ferent times: “a writer may research a topic 
before drafting, then conduct additional 
research while revising or after consulting a 
colleague” (p. 146). In both instances when 
“research” is discussed as part of FYW, it is 
associated with just two activities—finding 
and evaluating.

It is strange, too, how the Outcomes 
(CWPA, 2014) speak to the process of evalu-
ating research materials, as decontextualized 
from otherwise rhetorically rich processes of 
reading and writing. The description of eval-
uation occurs as a heuristic chain of familiar 
means of assessment, bookended (to high-
light? as a kind of afterthought?) by paren-
theses: “evaluate (for credibility, sufficiency, 
accuracy, timeliness, bias and so on)” (p. 
146). The presentation represents the list as 
a kind of checklist for making an objective 
determination of the quality of a source in 
and of itself, albeit an open- ended one. There 
is no expressed concern for the source’s con-
text—its author’s purposes, its audience, what 
is trying to be achieved—nor for the rhetor-
ical situation of the student writer. Does the 
author’s research project involve an overview 
of an issue for a general audience to be pub-
lished as a blog? Dispute a definition used 
by scholars as part of an academic research 
paper? Analyze a trend in the rhetoric or rep-
resentation of an issue? The contextual attri-
butes of the source and of the writer’s research 
project surely have implications for what 

criteria for source evaluation like “credibility,” 
“sufficiency,” or “bias” mean, yet context is 
nowhere acknowledged here. The decontex-
tualization of evaluative criteria is particu-
larly unexpected given the Outcomes’ earlier 
emphases on the rhetorical with respect to 
practices of reading and writing.

These assumptions or symptoms—prior-
itizing texts and textual practices, reducing 
research to locating and evaluating research 
materials, and decontextualizing source eval-
uation—are highlighted not merely in order 
to celebrate or critique the orientation of 
writing studies with respect to research and 
its instruction. These assumptions inform 
our understanding and our instructional 
practices as writing faculty. They also make 
the “one- shot” library session make sense to 
writing faculty who otherwise protest that 
writing proficiency is not acquired from the 
“one- shot” experience of FYW. To share these 
understandings or to challenge them in order 
to enrich our mutual research instruction 
involves the kind of conceptual work charac-
teristic of deep collaboration.

reconSidering ProfeSSionaL 
aSSumPTionS, changing 
Teaching 
Complexifying Processes  
of Writing and Research

Any writing faculty will be familiar with 
the processes of writing—for example, 
brainstorming and prewriting, drafting, 
peer review, revision, editing and polishing. 
And in our professional and personal lives, 
we engage regularly with the processes of 
research. Yet we may not be as aware of those 
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research processes, or as readily able to artic-
ulate those processes to ourselves and our stu-
dents. There exists longstanding scholarship 
in our field conceptualizing and examining 
students’ processes of research and writing—
for example, certain read- to- write studies (see, 
e.g., Nelson, 1992) and more recently a focus 
on “writing information literacy” (D’Angelo, 
Jamieson, Maid, & Walker, 2016; Norgaard, 
2003). Even so, as demonstrated in the read-
ing of the Outcomes (CWPA, 2014) above, 
there can be a tendency on the part of writ-
ing faculty to reduce the complexities of the 
research process to finding and evaluating 
sources, at least as far as their teaching.

This potentially reductive portrayal of 
research has implications for how we under-
stand the teaching of research with respect to 
our first- year students as well the role of librar-
ians with respect to instruction. If research is 
construed as finding and evaluating sources, 
then these activities are what we focus on in 
our classrooms and convey to students to be 
central to their research processes. We often 
outsource these activities to librarians, under-
standing them to be experts in these regards. 
We give librarians a single session to cover 
research—often referred to in the literature as 
the “one shot”—perhaps with a physical tour 
of the library and, more frequently these days, 
a virtual tour of the catalogue, databases, and 
other search tools. In other words, our ped-
agogies risk depicting research processes as 
an Easter egg hunt: special, occasional, and 
all about the finding. Students undoubtedly 
come to understand themselves and their task 
as researchers as finding the right sources, that 
is, research as a high- stakes exercise.

At least two challenges impede a different 
conceptualization of the research process, a 
better working relationship with librarians, 
and more effective research teaching. First, 

instructional librarians traditionally have 
seen and represented themselves primarily 
as experts in information retrieval and eval-
uation (Fister, 1993). It can be difficult as a 
result for writing faculty to imagine librari-
ans’ roles differently in order to better coor-
dinate research instruction. Fortunately, the 
IL Framework (ACRL, 2015) is challenging 
some of those identity assumptions. Second, 
as with any discipline, librarians share a pro-
fessional vocabulary with one another that 
may not be familiar to others with whom 
they work (like writing faculty) (Rabinowitz, 
2000, p. 344). Despite the richly complex 
ways that librarians think of research pro-
cesses, it can be difficult to articulate these 
complexities and to coordinate with writing 
faculty in teaching them.

Curious to understand the complexities of 
the research process and the ways first- year 
students perceive it in relation to their writ-
ing, we collaborated as part of a research team 
of two campus instructional librarians and 
four writing faculty. Several hundred students 
enrolled in FYW in fall 2012 agreed to partic-
ipate. We asked these students to respond to a 
“process narrative” prompt, requiring them to 
imagine how they would go about writing a 
1,500- word argument paper including at least 
three outside sources. Students were given 20 
minutes in class to respond to the prompt at 
the beginning and end of the semester. A sim-
ple random sample of participating students 
yielded dozens of process narratives from the 
beginning and end of the term. Together as 
writing faculty and librarians, we collabora-
tively coded these process narratives, labeling 
each segment of a narrative that described a 
distinct activity and eventually developing 
a common list of codes. This “Code Log” 
included the everyday practices identified by 
students in which both writing and research 
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were potentially involved, what we termed 
“writing- research” activities.

The coding of the process narratives and 
the creation of the Code Log was deeply 
collaborative work because it provided an 
opportunity to reconsider our assumptions 
regarding student research (and our teaching 
of it) as predominantly an activity of finding 
and evaluating. We certainly recognized these 
activities as we coded students’ process narra-
tives (as “gather sources” and “evaluate source 
quality”). However, they were just two among 
the 15 research- related activities we identified 
(see Box 22.1), spanning from “understanding 
an assignment and its tasks” to “integrating 
sources textually” (Scheidt et al., 2016). This 

list of activities provided us with a much more 
expansive view of students’ research processes 
as well as our responsibilities in teaching and 
facilitating it. As a negotiated list of common 
terms, it literally put us as writing faculty and 
librarians on the same page, providing us with 
a shared vocabulary for conceptualization 
and action.

Our research work together also was deeply 
collaborative in that it prompted us to rethink 
our teaching and instructional practices. In 
the following sections we outline changes in 
our practice. 

From the “One- Shot”  
to Shared Responsibility

In revealing the complexities of students’ 
writing- research processes, the Code Log 
makes evident the improbability of one- person 
or one- shot coverage. It highlights the need 
to effectively scaffold and coordinate research 
instruction. What writing- research activities 
should be taught when? As acknowledged in 
the Outcomes (CWPA, 2014), writing (and 
research) processes are necessarily nonlinear 
and flexible. The Code Log activities can be 
grouped, however, into suggestive sequences 
of activities such as the one indicated above. 
These groupings might serve as a guide to 
organizing multiple classroom sessions with 
librarians, moving from a single “Find/Eval-
uate” session to a differentiated sequence: 
“Determine Task—Explore Context—Nav-
igate/Locate Oneself—Plan/Write.” Because 
the research process is as recursive as the writ-
ing process, the order may be determined by 
the course. 

On our own campus, the Code Log 
informed how librarians involved with the 
study revised the research guide for FYW, 
opting to highlight connections between 

BOX 22.1 
LEVEL 1 CoDES

Determining Task, Purposes, and Beliefs
•	 understand assignment and its tasks
•	 find topic of interest
•	 brainstorm prior knowledge or beliefs

Exploring Research Contexts
•	 gather sources
•	 process/engage sources
•	 learn more about chosen topic
•	 determine what is available

Navigating and Locating Oneself With 
Respect to Specific Sources
•	 take a position
•	 locate support for claims
•	 acknowledge different views or opinions
•	 evaluate source quality
•	 determine relevance of sources to topic or 

purpose

Planning and Writing
•	 organize/arrange/outline
•	 use sources
•	 integrate sources textually
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writing and research and contextualizing 
these activities within writing- research pro-
cesses as a whole. For example, the librarians 
redesigned the research guide from a focus on 
finding sources (with tabs like Find Books, 
Find Articles) to highlighting four key steps 
in the research and writing process: Brain-
storm, Learn, Evaluate, and Integrate. These 
terms are employed in ways suggested by the 
students in our study. Students who “brain-
storm” are described as considering their 
purposes for writing as they read around in 
order to generate a topic. “Learning” involves 
students deepening their understanding of 
their chosen topic in order to create contexts 
for themselves and their readers in their writ-
ing. “Evaluate” concerns the credibility of 
potential sources but also whether they are 
appropriate for the student’s assignment and 
purposes. Students “integrate” effectively 
when they consider how best to employ their 
research in light of their goals and their writ-
ing project (beyond just dropping a quote). 
These four steps are also described as non-
linear, as with the larger processes of writing 
and research of which they are part. Each 
page includes links to search tools, but it also 
includes information and guidance related to 
that particular research and writing activity. 
When librarians introduce students to the 
research guide for FYW, they ensure that 
students understand that they may navigate 
back and forth among the tabs as they con-
duct their research and writing.

Replacing the “Find Articles” and “Find 
Books” tabs acknowledges the illogic of the 
one- shot library session and raises a funda-
mental question: Who should teach what 
writing- research activities? Respective pro-
fessional expertise may lend itself to par-
ticular activities: Writing faculty may be 
somewhat better equipped to instruct in 

writing planning (organizing/arranging/out-
lining) and librarians in gathering sources 
and determining what is available. With 
many writing- research activities, however, 
responsibility should probably be shared 
and coordinated, lest it be overlooked alto-
gether. As just one example, librarians can be 
terrific partners in teaching students strate-
gies for finding and narrowing their topics 
(or research questions). (It is after all Carol 
Kulthau [2004], a library and information 
sciences researcher, who has most carefully 
documented the anxious step of focus-
ing a topic and its implications for young 
researchers.) In this way, the Code Log helps 
us to reimagine our identities and roles with 
respect to one another as writing faculty and 
librarians in the teaching of research.

Relevance and Rhetorical Use

In addition to changing the way both faculty 
and librarians talked about the processes of 
writing, the practice of collaborative coding 
also revealed that both groups valued context 
when determining the relevance of a par-
ticular source. This shared value, however, 
was belied by the type of instruction that 
librarians are typically called on to provide. 
In teaching students to distinguish between 
scholarly and popular sources, for example, 
these source types are often pitted against 
one another, with scholarly sources occupying 
the high ground of credibility and reliability. 
However, in our conversations both librarians 
and FYW faculty agreed that getting students 
to conflate scholarly sources with credibil-
ity should not be the aim of these sessions. 
Rather, it was more important that students 
choose sources that were appropriate for the 
given assignment and the questions they were 
seeking to address. 
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Students in our study readily acknowl-
edged that locating sources was an import-
ant part of research and could easily enough 
locate scholarly articles. What they largely 
overlooked, however, was the importance of 
determining the relevance of those sources 
and how to integrate them into their writing. 
Furthermore, many FYW faculty were struc-
turing their courses around current events 
and issues for which scholarly articles were 
not always available or necessarily appropri-
ate. Thus, conversations about evaluating 
sources shifted from just talking about “schol-
arly versus popular sources” to a larger dis-
cussion around how to determine a source’s 
value in the given context and for a particular 
rhetorical purpose. 

This shift led to some important changes in 
vocabulary. Librarians had been teaching the 
ABCs acronym for source evaluation (Author-
ity, Bias, Currency) and using the term “bias” 
to discuss how to evaluate the author’s or 
publication’s viewpoint. FYW faculty con-
sidered the term problematic, because first- 
year students tend to narrowly understand it 
in relation to media or political bias and then 
overgeneralize. If an instructor wants to teach 
that every writer has a perspective and every 
text positions a reader, “bias” is too blunt an 
instrument. In the librarians’ redesign of the 
research guide for FYW, this discovery (as 
well as the others from this research project) 
prompted the librarians to design a method 
for source evaluation called PARTS (Position, 
Accuracy/Authority, Relevance, Time, Source 
Type). This new acronym addresses several 
of the issues discovered during the course 
of our study. First, by moving from “bias” 
to the more neutral “position,” it eliminates 
the negative associations and political bent 
associated with the former. Second, adding 

“source type” encourages students to consider 
genre. Many of the sources students look at 
are simply words on a screen. By asking them 
to determine the genre of a source, students 
must look more deeply at the source and 
evaluate its characteristics, whom it speaks to 
and how, as well as its appropriateness in the 
given context. 

That “bias” is delineated in the WPA Out-
comes as one criterion for evaluating sources 
(see above) points again to the ways in which 
the professional statement articulates research 
as arhetorical in ways that reading and writ-
ing are not. To further integrate source evalu-
ation as a situated and rhetorical activity, both 
writing faculty and librarians adopted Joseph 
Bizup’s (2008) BEAM taxonomy for rhetori-
cal use (Background, Exhibit, Argument, or 
Method). In a shift from intrinsically evalu-
ating or categorizing primary and secondary 
sources, Bizup argues for an attention to the 
ways sophisticated writers put sources to rhe-
torical use: writers rely on background, ana-
lyze exhibits, engage arguments, and apply 
methods. In order to determine relevance, a 
writer has to evaluate the appropriateness of 
a source for its rhetorical function. Librari-
ans added an illustration of the BEAM model 
to the research guide under the “Integrate” 
tab. When librarians work with students on 
evaluating sources, students are encouraged 
to use BEAM to consider a source’s value, 
not just in and of itself, but for their purposes 
as writers and the context in which they are 
writing. For example, librarians sometimes 
ask students to question how the inclusion 
(or removal) of a particular quote/paraphrase/
summary affects the structural integrity of 
the entire paper. Many writing faculty have 
also adopted BEAM as a method for teaching 
critical reading, research, and writing.



Addressing the Symptoms Chapter 22 301

concLuSion
Librarians and FYW faculty share a com-
mon goal: to enable students to develop as 
researchers and writers and to apply their 
abilities across their academic lives and 
beyond. This goal is, however, frequently 
undermined by undertheorized mutual 
conceptualizations of research and shal-
low collaboration between the two groups. 
As our symptomatic reading of the disci-
plinary presuppositions of writing faculty 
and instructional librarians reveals, the two 
groups often bring to the partnership differ-
ent conceptions of the intellectual habits and 
activities that are fundamental to effective 
research and writing. As a result, students 
can encounter unacknowledged gaps and 
contradictions in their learning about how 
to navigate and employ the vast amount of 
information available to them. Given that 
these gaps and contradictions so frequently 
materialize in students’ first years of college 
and sometimes as their only direct instruc-
tion in research risks equipping these stu-
dents with habits and ideas that limit, rather 
than expand, their research and writing.

The differences in conceptualization are, 
as librarian Celia Rabinowitz suggests, “dif-
ferences in culture and language” (2000, 
343). Our argument here is that such differ-
ences can and should be mitigated by deep 
collaboration, by work that is undertaken 
in the spirit of mutual respect, shared inter-
ests, and innovation. Deep collaboration 
between FYW faculty and librarians can, 
as our study has shown, unearth the com-
plexities of students’ research processes and 
our teaching of them. At the same time, it 
can fundamentally alter and deepen work-
ing relationships that can inspire further 

inquiry and improve our teaching efforts. 
On our campus, deep collaboration has led 
to greater student- librarian interactions in 
class, as well as to conscientiously scaffolded 
and coordinated learning activities between 
librarians and faculty. Our hope is that these 
changes in our conceptualization and teach-
ing of research and writing impact our stu-
dents’ understanding of these as complex yet 
navigable and engaging activities of inquiry 
and sharing.

noTe
 1. See, for example, Part I of this volume.
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