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Becoming forensic librarians
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“Wait, this is information literacy?” a rhetorician at our workshop exclaimed in excited surprise. “But this
is so cool!” And we wanted to respond “YES!” not only from joyful pride but also out of recognition. After
all, we too had had very similar reactions to our own work with information literacy, and not that long ago.
We too had realized that information literacy could be different than we had originally thought (or that the
ACRL information literacy standards had led us to believe). Information literacy could be more alive and
integrated within the discourse of academic work. It could be more applicable across disciplines and
genres and rhetorical goals. And these revelations remapped our practice.

Just two summers earlier we had pored over some sample papers pulled from Carleton College’s
Sophomore Writing Portfolio submissions, debating whether we could see information literacy at work in
those papers and if so, exactly what we could see. We couldn’t see the processes by which the students
arrived at their final work or the assignments that prompted and guided them. All we had were the
completed papers and a nagging sense of unease about what we could meaningfully say about
information literacy in student writing based solely on samples of student writing.

As the hours ticked by, though, realization began to dawn. We had always said that information literacy
was more than a discrete set of research skills, but when it came right down to it we had nearly always
taught a set of research skills (cf Jacobs 2008, Simmons 2005, or Swanson 2004). We worked with
students to help them develop researchable questions, formulate search strategies, evaluate what they
find, and cite sources. We collaborated with faculty to help them design assignments that would lead
students through these complex and iterative steps. These practices were good and valuable, but we
now recognized them as only the beginning. Reading the finished papers themselves, we realized not
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only that research skills were hard to observe with any consistency, but also that we could trace the far
richer information literacy habits of mind. We could be forensic librarians reconstructing our students’
understanding of the ways sources function in academic work based on the often subtle patterns left
woven through the finished writing. These patterns coalesced around three dimensions, Attribution,
Evaluation, and Communication, that we codified into a rubric and used to help us investigate our
students’ habits of mind.

Attribution

We were surprised to find that we couldn’t really assess how well students followed citation style
guidelines (one of the things we originally thought would be especially easy to see) because there are
just too many citation styles and because many professors tell their students that “it doesn’t really
matter as long as you’re consistent.” However, we found that we could see how well students guided
their readers through the distinctions between their own thoughts and the thoughts of others and how
well they helped their readers understand the nature of their sources. It became clear that teaching
attribution as a habit of mind rather than citation as a rote skill would not only improve our students’
writing, but would also help them understand how sources function in academic writing in the first place.

So now when we teach, we help students understand citation as context. We emphasize that students
can build contexts for themselves by paying attention to the contexts other scholars have built for them in
the literature. Then we talk about how it is the students’ job to build similar contexts for their readers,
and that this can help them decide what sources and citations belong in their papers. They can decide
whether something counts as “common knowledge” by putting themselves in their readers’ shoes and
wondering whether their readers would like to have the option of knowing more about that topic, and if
so, leave them a citation to use as a starting place. Thinking of their own classmates as their
“community of inquiry” we have them develop citation styles that would be instant context-building tools
for their community, privileging information that matters to their classmates and leaving out extraneous
identifiers. Then we explain how the citation style for their discipline performs that same function. This
shift toward concentrating on the uses and functions of attribution breathes life into an otherwise
stultifying topic, but more importantly it places students in the role of helpful knowledge creators rather
than information compilers and potential plagiarists.

Evaluation

When we turned to the question of how students evaluate sources, the pattern emerged again. It turned
out that we could tell very little about whether students had managed to uncover core resources or
spread their wings beyond JSTOR. Instead, what we could see was whether or not students made
compelling cases for their sources being the right sources for their papers. What’s more, once we knew
what we were seeing, we could trace these same intellectual habits through papers that only included
primary sources since selecting those sources is also an intellectual choice that involves matching
evidence and claim. This insight helped us shift our instruction yet again.

Suddenly we realized that we could work with professors who often prefer not to include a research
paper but still want to include an information literacy component in their courses, and with this
realization, whole expanses of the curriculum opened up to us in ways that had seemed impossible just
months earlier. We could work more closely with our language and literature departments, which place
great emphasis on reading and writing about literature and far less emphasis on research. In these “non-
research” classes students can analyze secondary literature that makes claims using similar types of
sources to see what aspects of those sources are important to skilled scholars. We teach students to
explore sources that will help them understand their primary sources well enough to see what might
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constitute an interesting question to ask of the source.

Even with more traditional research-based assignments, we shifted our teaching after realizing that
students had been understanding the research process as one of gathering “everything” related to their
topics and reporting on what they had gathered. Now we discuss bibliographies as representations of
intellectual choice designed to present the most convincing claims possible, guiding the reader toward
agreement with the claim by presenting the most convincing evidence possible. Bibliographies are
rhetorical tools, too, not simply lists.

Communication

While all of the dimensions we identified have to do with communication, this dimension is distinct in that
it focuses on how well students use the evidence that they’ve found instrumentally in the service of their
own goals rather than ceding the main thrust of the paper to outside voices. In strong papers, students
marshaled their evidence while maintaining their own voice and their own sense of purpose. In weaker
papers, on the other hand, patch writing1 and excessive citation signaled fundamental confusion about
the sources themselves and the purposes for drawing on the works of others in the first place. Oddly,
one of our most transformative findings felt the most obvious: students have to actually read and
understand their source material, really integrate it into their thinking, before they can synthesize those
sources into their own arguments effectively.

Of course, we aren’t content specialists. Yet, this insight helps us continuously improve how we teach
familiar topics, like literature reviews. We recognized that students don’t actually know what a “literature
review” means and what it is, really, that they are being asked to do in their papers. Backing up and
deconstructing these as much as possible, we connect the notion of literature reviews with creativity,
intellectual choice, and disciplinary conventions by showing an in-class video about originality, teaching
students mindmapping, or having a class create research journals using Google Docs. Students also get
a laugh out of demonstrations of bad literature reviews as conversations in which one person simply
mimics or paraphrases another person. Acknowledging and summarizing previous points in a
conversation is important but simply listing those points is socially and academically weak.

Looking toward the future

Reading papers and working with faculty and students in these new ways have opened up opportunities
for more integrated and enlivened collaborations both with departments having deeply entrenched
information literacy curricula and with departments that have not typically seen information literacy as
highly relevant for their students. Emphasizing a “habits of mind” approach rather than a skill set
approach, we are remapping our practice in ways that resonate more strongly with faculty and students
across disciplines and courses on our campus. Information literacy is truly a “critical literacy” now,
encompassing “the ability to read, interpret, and produce information valued in academia” (Elmborg
2006).

So yes, this is information literacy. And yes, information literacy is so cool.

 

Many thanks to our colleagues in the Carleton College Gould Library Reference & Instruction
Department who together created this rubric, the design of the Information Literacy in Student Writing
study, and with whom we shaped the thoughts and practices discussed here. Thanks also to Lead
Pipers Ellie Collier and Eric Frierson and to Steve Lawson for helpful comments and edits.
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1. Patch writing refers to the practice of gathering verbatim passages from various sources and
then piecing them together, much like a patchwork quilt, with connecting words and sentences.
The term was coined by Rebecca Moore Howard in her 1999 work Standing in the Shadow of
Giants. [?]
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