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 The time has finally come for the culminating assignment of the entire semester: the 

research paper. You and the class have spent time brainstorming topic ideas, narrowing down 

research questions, and discussing the parameters of the assignment. The next step is a trip that 

you've been anticipating for quite some time-- the library visit. Amongst a great deal of excited 

chatter, you usher your class of students across campus and up several floors, finding the 

computer terminals nestled in between the stacks of books. The next hour of class is spent 

familiarizing students with the library search engine, discussing types of information sources, 

and helping individual students with their searches. By the end of class, you feel that everyone 

has made genuine progress, and your students are well on their way to an excellent research 

experience. 

 Then come the rough drafts, and your optimism starts to wane. Students are quoting long 

blocks of text from informal blogs and Wikipedia. They're relying on a single source of 

information, failing to consider any potential bias or to synthesize multiple sources. They're 

cherry-picking pieces of text to drop into their papers without any sort of integration into the 

paper as a whole. Some are even including text from other sources without proper attribution. 

Frustrated, you pull up your class schedule and puzzle over what to do. Clearly, more time 

should have been spent on these research skills, but where can you possibly fit it in? You already 

have precious little time as it is to dedicate to writing. Shouldn't devoting an entire class to a 

library trip be enough?   

 While the scenario just described is fictional, it's hardly unrealistic-- in truth, many first-

year composition instructors can probably relate to it. The one-shot library trip has long been a 

staple of composition instruction (Wilkinson & Cairns, 2010; Mery et al., 2012; Egan et al., 

2017), attempting to pack all the essential research information into a single class trip. While 



INFORMATION	LITERACY	IN	THE	COMPOSITION	CLASSROOM		 3	
	

many instructors have realized such a trip can be an overwhelming information dump on 

students, the practice is still found in many classrooms (Egan et al., 2017). Some instructors may 

cling to the idea that the one-shot library trip is enough to set their students up for success, while 

other instructors want to do more, but simply aren't sure how to fit such lessons into an already 

over-packed schedule.  

 The reality is that not only we, as composition instructors, should do better, but that we 

can. In fact, the first-year composition classroom is the perfect time and place for diving deep 

into the complex constellation of research and information skills often referred to as information 

literacy. Over the past several decades, composition instructors, librarians, college counselors 

and other professionals have been exploring the many ways to move beyond the one-shot library 

visit and better integrate information literacy with composition instruction. When reviewed as a 

whole, this body of research can yield practical, realistic guidelines for instructors seeking to 

expand information literacy in their own classrooms. In particular, I have distilled three golden 

rules for composition instructors to keep in mind when tackling information literacy. After 

presenting each of these rules and exploring their rationale, I will provide concrete examples of 

how instructors can bring these ideas directly into the classroom. In the end, by making use of 

these research-derived insights, instructors can provide superior instruction on information 

literacy in the composition classroom: instruction that is fuller, integrated, context-rich, and 

appropriately stepped across multiple lessons. 

What is Information Literacy? 

 Before we begin with our golden rules, however, it is important to define precisely what 

it is that information literacy (IL) involves. Such a task can be slippery for the same reasons it 
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can be difficult to define any intellectual activity; there can be many ideas on what the concept 

involves, with different instructors or education stakeholders seeing different pieces of the 

whole, and much of the rest left unsaid or taken for granted. Fortunately, the Association of 

College and Research Libraries, or ACRL, has taken on the task of developing both a definition 

of information literacy as well as a framework of standards by which to judge a student's IL 

(2000). A division of the American Library Association, the ACRL is an association representing 

over 10,000 individuals and libraries in higher education and research. Their collective effort to 

produce a working definition of information literacy and a framework of standards allows 

academic professionals of all stripes to work toward a common goal and to clarify the 

sometimes-fuzzy concepts of IL. 

 The ACRL defines information literacy thusly: "Information literacy is a set of abilities 

requiring individuals to 'recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, 

evaluate, and use effectively the needed information.'" The ACRL then proceeds to lay out five 

general standards of information literacy competency for higher education.  

Standard one: The student determines the nature and extent of the information needed. This 

includes defining an information topic, narrowing the focus on specific questions, and creating a 

realistic plan for research that can be adjusted as needed. 

Standard two: The student accesses needed information effectively and efficiently. This 

includes selecting appropriate investigative methods and information retrieval systems, 

organizing the information and sources as the search progresses, and revising search strategies as 

needed. 
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Standard three: The student evaluates information and its sources critically and incorporates 

selected information into his or her knowledge base and value system. This includes 

summarizing main ideas, examining the logic and structure of arguments, assessing potential 

biases, synthesizing information from multiple sources and evaluating the many qualities of the 

information sources. 

Standard four: The student uses information effectively to accomplish a specific purpose. This 

includes producing written work, oral reports, or other formats, communicating clearly and 

persuasively to an audience.  

Standard five: The student understands many of the economic, legal and social issues 

surrounding the use of information and accesses and uses information ethically and legally. This 

includes understanding matters of privacy and security, censorship and freedom of speech, 

intellectual property, and information citation systems. 

 Each of these five standards coincide with the five 'steps' of the IL process: Identifying, 

Finding, Evaluating, Applying and Acknowledging information. However, it's important to keep 

in mind that while these are presented as steps, the process itself is not a simple, linear one; the 

'steps' are often a recursive process, and individual 'steps' may occur simultaneously or in a 

different sequence. Indeed, rather than 'steps,' it would be best to refer to these as 'stages,' and 

instead of visualizing these as a lockstep sequence that students pass through, they should be 

viewed as individual nodes that are interconnected. As students progress through the information 

process, they pass back and forth between these stages as needed. 

 Taken together, these stages of the information literacy process encompass an 

impressively broad range of knowledge, skills and abilities that involve the location, evaluation, 



INFORMATION	LITERACY	IN	THE	COMPOSITION	CLASSROOM		 6	
	

and effective use of information. Indeed, this full, rich description of the true complexity of IL 

emphasizes just how deep the definition of information literacy truly is. It should come as no 

surprise that students' or instructors' personal conceptualizations of information literacy may 

sometimes be lacking when compared to the ACRL's guidelines. If the one-shot library visit is 

the metric by which instructors and students judge information literacy, they are receiving quite a 

shallow, simplified vision. Despite their best efforts, librarians involved in instruction during 

one-shot library visits can present only a very limited amount of information and offer only very 

limited time for students to practice vital IL skills (Sult & Mills, 2006). Such an experience could 

very well leave students feeling either overwhelmed with the 'information dump' or erroneously 

confidant in their mastery of information literacy. Indeed, research appears to indicate that 

students often fail to spontaneously verify information they have obtained online or evaluate the 

credibility of their sources. (For examples, see Lorenzen, 2001; Metzger et al., 2003; Walraven 

et al., 2009; Wiley et al., 2009). With even this most basic IL skill neglected, it seems apparent 

that a fuller, more robust treatment of information literacy in the classroom is in order.  

 So how do we go about reaching these greater depths of information literacy with our 

composition students? By turning to the literature, we can gradually gather clues. In particular, 

studies reporting collaborations among compositionists, librarians and other academic 

professionals have explored the increased integration of IL with composition curriculum, and so 

these studies are the perfect place to turn. While historically, the interaction and collaboration 

among compositionists and librarians has been very limited (Birmingham et al., 2008), in recent 

decades these efforts have increased. Although the shift could by no means be called complete, it 

offers a very promising beginning for the productive cross-pollination among compositionists 

and librarians. With careful analysis of these pioneering studies, trends begin to immerge. Again 
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and again, success from instructors appears to be linked to three major heuristics in IL 

instruction. These heuristics are what I will be referring to as the three "golden rules" of 

information literacy instruction in the composition classroom. By using these golden rules as 

guidelines when designing and implementing curriculum, compositionists can dive deeper with 

their students into the essential skill sets and knowledge areas that so often are left lacking. Over 

the next three sections, I will present each of these golden rules, arguing for their centrality to IL 

instruction, before offering suggestions and ideas on their practical implementation in the 

classroom. 

Golden Rule One: Teach IL deeply integrated with writing instruction 

 The first pitfall that can trouble compositionists is the assumption that information 

literacy is something wholly distinct and separate from writing instruction. However, as many 

researchers have pointed out, from both a compositionist's and a librarian's perspectives, this 

simply is not the case. In fact, the research process and the writing process share some 

remarkable similarities. Firstly, both of these processes are composed of a number of stages that, 

rather than linear steps, are recursive, involving much back-and-forth as a student works through 

them (Murray, 1972/2003). Just as the writing process can involve a process of brainstorming, 

writing, then rewriting and recreation, the research process can involve brainstorming, searching, 

and then a clarifying of purposes and a re-researching of materials. Secondly, both the writing 

and research process can be said to be epistemic processes; they are "ways of coming to know 

the world, of becoming conscious about what the student knows and how she knows it." 

(Nutefall & Ryder, 2005, p. 307). Through both writing and research, knowledge itself is created 

and shared.  
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 Thirdly, and perhaps most crucially, it's important to note that these processes are not 

simply similar in nature-- they are also entwined with each other. Research not only provides 

fodder for the writing of papers; each of its steps is entwined with the writing process as well. 

For instance, research can shed new light upon the rhetorical exigency of a project, which can 

alter the goals of the writing project and push it in an entirely new direction (Nutefall and Ryder, 

2005, p. 307). Similarly, further writing can lead a student to refine their ideas and ask new 

questions, and inspire them to direct their research in a new way. Research and writing coexist in 

a symbiotic relationship, informing and feeding upon the other; they interlock in a larger, 

interdependent process aimed at the creation and communication of new knowledge.  

 To further illustrate the intertwined nature of research and writing, we can compare the 

Council of Writing Program Administrators (WPA) Outcomes for First- Year Composition with 

the ACRL's Standards for Information Literacy, as Sult and Mills (2006, p. 369) have 

thoughtfully pointed out (See Table 1). These two lists of goals ask similar things for students to 

accomplish, and each of the goals appear to compliment the other. For instance, the first pair of 

goals are "Use writing and reading for inquiry, learning, thinking and communicating" from the 

WPA and "Determine the nature and extent of the information needed" from the ACRL. It is 

readily apparent that a part of using writing and reading for inquiry and learning would involve 

determining the nature and extent of needed information; likewise, determining the extent and 

nature of needed information would very often involve inquiry and learning through reading and 

writing. Each of these pairs of goals share a similar reciprocal relationship. 

 Because of this deep interrelationship between research and writing, programs and 

classes that deeply integrate the two enhance student learning of both subjects. To teach either 

area in isolation-- to teach writing isolated from information literacy, or information literacy 
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isolated from the writing process-- would be a disservice to students, as it would remove either 

topic from their larger picture. If students are allowed to experience writing and research 

together as part of the same epistemic process, they can grasp the deeper purposes of these 

academic activities, as knowledge-creating and communicating activities. Composition 

instructors need not worry about 'tacking on' something extra to their classes when reading and 

research are so central to the act of writing itself. If we turn to the body of research related to IL 

and composition integration, it becomes clear just how entwined these subjects truly are. 

 A number of studies involve what could be described as very limited IL and composition 

integration, resulting in students developing only very limited IL skills. For instance, Stadtler and 

Bromme (2008) developed a software tool called met.a.aware, an electronic note-taking tool that 

prompts students to collect notes on information and information sources while researching a 

given topic. Students were trained in the met.a.aware software in an artificial lab setting, as a 

one-shot session, with virtually no integration with composition or other class content. We would 

expect to see very limited learning as a result of this, and indeed, Stadtler and Bromme found 

that students showed some signs of learning but failed to indicate a deeper understanding of their 

research topics on comprehension essays.  

 Stadtler and Bromme tried a new approach a number of years later (Stadtler et al., 2016) 

designing an IL training program that was to be implemented over the course of four modules in 

a classroom setting. However, these modules were taught by the researchers and unrelated to the 

usual course content, and thus were still not integrated in any real capacity with other course 

materials. Stadtler et al. did find a limited benefit for students of this training program, but the 

overall effect was only moderate and only impacted a select few IL skills (p. 723). If we consider 

the research and writing processes as interdependent, then it makes sense that divorcing the two 
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from each other would impair student learning. Students failed to experience the full research 

process in these studies, and thus their learning only constituted a very small piece of 

information literacy. 

 If we turn our attention to studies that display a higher degree of IL and course 

integration, we find something much more encouraging. Mazella, Heidel, and Ke (2011) 

collaborated to create and teach a three-part workshop designed around a group annotated 

bibliography assignment in an English class. These workshops were co-taught by the English 

professor, a librarian and a college counselor, emphasizing the broad range of IL skills and the 

inter-related nature of writing and information literacy. This deep integration appeared to yield 

very positive results, with students reporting they developed many new skills, such as database 

and library resource search skills, annotation and writing skills, and critical reading skills. 

Instructors also judged the quality of student work to have increased dramatically following the 

workshops (p. 50). While student self-reports and instructors' perceptions are not necessarily the 

most rigorous measures of student success, this study nevertheless points to encouraging results 

when IL is thoughtfully combined with literary and compositional class content.  

 Another example of IL and composition integration is demonstrated with Mery, Newby 

and Peng's report of an online information literacy course (2012). This one-unit IL course was 

offered to students of first-year composition classes and was specially tailored and paced to 

support the composition assignments and integrate with composition content. Using pre-and -

post IL exams as a measure, the study results indicated that students receiving instruction from a 

traditional one-shot library session saw some gains in their IL skills when compared to a control 

group, but students saw even greater gains with the full online IL course (p. 373). These results 

are very promising, because they indicate that student learning in IL is enhanced when the 
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content is properly integrated with composition curriculum. A single demonstrative library 

session is unlikely to be fully and properly tailored to the content of the composition course, and 

it is very unlikely to have sufficient time to fully explore the breadth and depth of information 

literacy.    

 The previous two studies mentioned are examples of two different methods of integrating 

IL with composition. The first method is to design composition curriculum to incorporate IL 

content from the ground up, sometimes embedding a librarian within the class as a part of this 

effort. The second method is to yoke a separate, credit-bearing IL course to a composition class, 

creating a "learning community" model (Lebbin, 2005, p. 206), so that students are involved in 

multiple, inter-connected and inter-related courses. There are potential pros and cons to both 

approaches. Both faculty and students may take a formal credit-bearing course more seriously, 

and a separate, required IL course may provide greater opportunity for a fuller, more 

comprehensive treatment of the subject (Holliday & Fagerheim, 2006, p. 169). However, 

requiring a separate IL course may overwhelm students already swamped in required 

coursework, and keeping IL instruction within the realms of a composition course may in some 

cases provide stronger integration with composition content than a separate, but yoked course 

(Holliday & Fagerheim, 2006, p. 170).  

 From a sheer practical standpoint, cost may also be a limiting factor for the creation of 

separate IL courses, and staffing may be yet another issue, with limited staff available for 

teaching such standalone courses. Ultimately, the choice may come down to these practical 

details, or to what individual schools' policies and philosophical approaches are. Fortunately, 

while these two approaches may have some impact on student success, the most crucial 

ingredient appears to be the IL-composition integration itself. Whether a student receives IL 
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instruction within the confines of an English composition course or within the realm of a 

separate IL course yoked to their composition class, so long as IL and composition are taught 

together in a complimentary fashion, students can reap the benefits.  

Applying Rule One: Assignment Suggestions 

 The number of ways to integrate information literacy into English composition curricula 

is potentially endless, so an exhaustive list here would be both impractical and likely impossible. 

However, I have selected a few assignments to demonstrate concrete examples of how to apply 

the general rule of integration to regular academic routines. The assignment suggestions consist 

of the information literacy quickwrite and reflective research process packets. 

 Reed (Reed & Stavreva, 2006, p. 439) describes an assignment he created called 

information literacy quickwrites. The goal of the assignment was to encourage habitual 

information literacy skills in students that extended beyond the traditional research paper 

assignment. After students completed an assigned reading, they were instructed to identify some 

type of information need that arose during reading. Next they were to identify and investigate an 

appropriate reference source for information, such as encyclopedias, dictionaries, handbooks, 

guides, synopses, atlases, and other sources. Finally, students would complete a brief freewrite, 

describing their information need, what sources they used in their search, and what they learned. 

The freewrite also included how the new information enhanced students' understanding of the 

assigned reading. Reed assigned the majority of the credit for the quickwrites, and thus the 

majority of the emphasis, on students' discussion of how the located information enhanced their 

learning. This placed an emphasis on habitual information synthesis and integration, rather than 

merely learning a set of skills on how to navigate various reference resources.  
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 Reed's information literacy quickwrites are a simple but effective means of using writing-

to-learn activities paired with class readings. There are a number of strengths to this assignment: 

the repeated use of the assignment allows students ample opportunity to practice and develop 

information literacy habits, for one. Another strength is that it taps genuine information needs 

from students, as their needs evolve with each new reading assignment. Importantly, these 

quickwrites also offer deep integration with the rest of a composition class' content. Information 

literacy skills are experienced as a means of supporting reading and composition, and likewise, 

composition is employed as a method of further exploring learning and research abilities. 

 The second example I've drawn is a reimagining of the traditional research paper 

assignment, created by a tag-team of a librarian and a composition professor, Heidi Jacobs and 

Dale Jacobs (2009). Their assignment divides the project into two parts, weighed as having equal 

importance: the research process packet and the research essay. The research process packet is 

essentially a series of written metacognitive reflections on the research process, created while the 

student is in the midst of research. Students describe why they chose their research topic, ponder 

how researchable their subjects are, develop research strategies, and then locate and evaluate 

information on their topics. After completing their research and their research packets, students 

move on to writing their essays. The research packet is worth the same amount of course credit 

as the research essay is, thus emphasizing the importance of the process as much as the final 

product-- as well as emphasizing the act of research as much as the act of writing. Also of note is 

that instructors give their students feedback on their research packets while they are still in the 

midst of the project. This allows for meaningful feedback on a process often left "invisible" to 

instructors.  
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 Jacobs and Jacobs' transformation of the traditional research essay assignment breathes 

new life into the task, working to shine light on the oft-neglected processes of research and 

emphasize their strong connections to academic writing. By spending such effort and attention 

on the research packet, students can appreciate the overall importance that information literacy 

has in the cycle of learning, critical thinking and writing. The assignment also has the advantage 

of tapping into true information needs, as students are given a great deal of freedom in choosing 

their research topics. While the research packet may not offer students practice in IL skills as 

frequently as Reed's quickwrites, it can easily be used in conjunction with other IL assignments 

as an instructor deems necessary. Additionally, the research packet can be completed during 

class time, ensuring that instructors can provide immediate feedback to students and guidance for 

the research process before students launch into their information hunts independently. What's 

valuable is that work on the research packet paves the way for the research essay, and that both 

information literacy and composition skills work together in the overall project. 

 These assignments are but two suggestions for the smooth integration of IL with 

composition. Opportunities abound for instructors to build IL into their coursework from the 

ground up. When brainstorming ideas for paper topics, students can freewrite to not only 

consider what knowledge they already possess on a topic, but to identify gaps in their knowledge 

and thus locate information needs. When annotating class readings, students can not only 

summarize main ideas and analyze arguments in a text, but they can also evaluate information 

sources, considering potential biases, expertise, timeliness, etc. of a given source. When writing 

essays, students can seek to  incorporate information literacy issues as well-- explicitly referring 

to the potential biases, expertise, timeliness and other qualities of any information sources they 

use for their essay (even if their information source is a single assigned reading, fellow 
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classmates or simply their own self). Truly, information literacy need not be limited to the 

confines of simply "the research paper"; work that identifies information needs, examines the 

qualities of information sources, and synthesizes information from a range of sources can start 

immediately and consistently throughout the composition course.  

 Golden Rule Two: Teach IL contextualized in real information needs 

 While integrating information literacy with composition instruction is an excellent way to 

benefit both the instruction of IL and of composition, it is not the only thing an instructor should 

keep in mind. Even if a composition instructor's course is carefully interwoven with IL content 

throughout, they may still fall victim to a detrimental tendency: the tendency to treat information 

literacy as a set of "generic," surface-level skills. This view treats information literacy as 

something that can be taught once, using any topic of research and writing that the teacher 

happens to assign; afterward, it is assumed that students are set up for life. However, just as 

many composition instructors have come to realize that writing instruction should be 

contextualized within real discourse communities and within topics that are truly meaningful to 

students, a similar shift should occur with information literacy. (For a compelling read on 

shifting FYC away from generic academic discourse and more toward specific discourse 

communities, see Beaufort, 2007). Writing is inherently rhetorical-- what constitutes "good" 

writing very much depends on the exigence, the genre, the audience, and other contexts. 

Likewise, what constitutes "good evidence" and "good research" depends very much on the 

rhetorical situation. "What counts as 'good evidence' in one field is not appropriate in another; 

one looks for materials for different disciplines in different places and with different methods." 

(Nutefall & Ryder, 2005, p. 309). Thus, it is impossible to teach information literacy as a set of 

"generic" research skills that can be applied to all situations. Instead, the aim should be to teach 
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IL embedded within different real contexts and different academic and professional fields. By 

experiencing the information process contextualized in different ways, and recognizing IL as 

inherently rhetorical, students can hopefully develop IL abilities that they can carry beyond the 

classroom setting. 

 Beyond treating information literacy as something to be taught rhetorically, IL should 

also be taught embedded within topics that are truly meaningful to students. As Karen Spear 

explains, "With an interesting topic . . . [teachers] can avoid the problems of conventional 

writing courses in which the teacher must dummy up assignments and reasons to write them" 

(Nutefall & Ryder, 2005, p. 308). Genuinely interesting topics do not simply increase student 

motivation; they also assure the student has a personal stake in the course content and its 

projects. The vague promise that the information learned and skills practiced will be useful one 

day in the unspecified future can only hold so much student focus. However, if the topic is 

immediately and personally relevant to students' lives, there is no need to struggle to find 

purpose within the assignments.  

 To give an example of teaching information literacy as a "generic" set of skills using a 

hypothetical topic disconnected with any real information needs, we can once again turn to 

Stadtler and Bromme (2008). In this study, the topic students were given to research was a 

fictitious scenario: Students were asked to imagine that one of their friends had been diagnosed 

with a high level of cholesterol, and that this friend needed help gathering information about the 

condition. While it's certainly possible that students can imagine the urgency of an information 

need-- for instance, if they spent time clearly visualizing how they would feel if one of their 

actual friends was diagnosed and felt distressed-- it still is unlikely that any fictitious scenario is 

as compelling as one in reality. The underwhelming study results, with met.a.ware students 
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failing to outperform control students on comprehension essays about cholesterol, seems to 

support this idea. It is likely that participants failed to connect their research exercises with a real 

purpose. It is also likely that the rules that Stadtler and Bromme's participants learned about how 

to conduct "good" research were not always applicable to other research scenarios. 

 Stadtler and Bromme's study features IL instruction as a set of freeze-dried skills 

divorced from a larger purpose; in contrast, Walraven, Brand-Gruwel, and Boshuizen (2012) 

sought to contextualize IL instruction in a highschool history class and connect it to a larger 

academic purpose. Information literacy instruction was strongly integrated with history content 

over the course of fifteen lessons, with students researching and ultimately producing academic 

products such as essays, historical role-plays or comic panels depicting historical events. 

Because Walraven et al. embedded IL instruction deeply within a highschool history class, they 

kept information literacy skills connected to a genuine purpose. Students had a reason for 

learning how to search online, evaluate the quality of their sources and so forth-- the reason 

being their inquiry into the history of World War II. By treating information literacy as a method 

of thinking through and solving problems (in this case, problems in the field of history), rather 

than an isolated set of skills to develop, IL is treated as a way of learning. Such a perspective 

should enhance student learning of IL. In Walraven's study, this appears to be the case. Students 

in the IL treatment groups outperformed the control groups on measures of source evaluation and 

information evaluation. Students' performance on history content exams also improved when 

compared with the control groups, showing that both IL learning and history learning benefitted. 

It seems that when students are allowed to connect with a firm purpose for information literacy 

and are allowed to experience IL rhetorically within a subject domain, the results are highly 

encouraging.  
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 Of course, connecting information literacy to specific academic fields is valuable only 

insofar as the student is genuinely invested in the outcome of the class. If the class subject alone 

is not enough of a motivating factor for students, instructors may need to find ways to further tap 

student interest and motivation. One such way is to increase student choice in an assignment, as 

Jacobs and Jacobs have done (2009). In the context of an English composition class, Jacobs and 

Jacobs assigned students with the task of writing a research essay. However, the subject of the 

essay was left wide open to student choice. The only solid requirement was that students must 

identify a trend of some type to research, explain and contextualize for their audience. Jacobs 

and Jacobs report on the range of topics that students selected: "Students’ self-selected topics for 

the 2006-07 academic year ranged from tattoos to mercury levels in fish, from steroid use in 

baseball to doctor shortages in Ontario, from Sudoku to MP3s, and from extreme sports to 

phytoestrogens" (p. 77). With this amount of freedom, students were able to select topics that 

were interesting and immediately relevant to them, allowing them to experience the information 

literacy process as something deeply purposeful and meaningful. Such a wide, open-ended list of 

possibilities may be overwhelming for some instructors to handle-- not to mention overwhelming 

for some students to approach as well. However, it is still possible to grant students somewhat 

greater freedom of choice within a bound set of approved topics, thereby still increasing student 

interest and motivation to a certain extent.  

 Astute observers may notice an apparent contradiction between the idea of teaching 

information literacy embedded within a specific academic or professional context, or teaching IL 

by giving students a wide range of potential topics in a composition classroom. Indeed, isn't 

attempting to instruct a class of students all with their own research topics similar to what we 

wish to avoid-- treating IL as something that can be taught as a "generic" set of skills that can be 
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later applied to any research situation? I would argue that what is essential is what an instructor 

focuses on when addressing information literacy, and thus, when addressing what concepts can, 

and cannot, be transferred and generalized to IL in other subject domains. As Jacobs and Jacobs 

explain, "When students arrived with their self-selected topics, it became even more apparent 

that librarians and graduate instructors could not teach one overarching research method or a 

lock-step research process. Further, we wanted to stress the concepts of IL and processes of 

research rather than teaching the tools of research." (p. 78, emphasis mine) In other words, 

instructors should not try and teach one set of rules on how to conduct "good" research, or what 

constitutes "good" information sources. Instructors can, however, teach the different stages of the 

IL process, and discuss how to discover different research processes and different types of 

information sources and how they are relevant to different subject domains. In fact, by having a 

class with a wide range of student self-selected topics, the rhetorical nature of information 

literacy is only further highlighted. Students can compare with peers, seeing how peers with 

similar topics operate and seeing how peers with very different topics may follow very different 

research methods and may seek very different information sources.  

Applying Rule Two: Assignment Suggestions 

 As we've seen, the selection of a topic for learning the research process should be 

anything but halfhazard. Ideally, the topic should be strongly and immediately relevant to 

students' information needs-- whether that information need is tied strongly to an academic 

subject of interest, a career-based interest, or whether it taps into an information need beyond. 

Such a choice can be daunting, however. If an instructor is unwilling to let the students take the 

full reins, as Jacobs and Jacobs did, then how does an instructor go about selecting meaningful 
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and compelling topics for their students? The following are a few suggestions for assignments 

that contextualize information literacy in real student information needs. 

 Barone and Weathers were inspired to design an assignment that was especially relevant 

to the generation primarily found in their classrooms-- the so-called 'Generation Y,' or 

'Millennials,' born between the 80s and 90s (2004, p. 5). The researchers explain that those from 

Generation Y tend to be especially visual and kinesthetic learners, and so they selected an 

assignment topic emphasizing these aspects. The researchers selected ten visual pieces of art, 

both paintings and photographs, and paired them off, creating five total pairs of art pieces. These 

pieces of art were paired thematically, and students were meant to compare and contrast the 

artworks, asking questions and analyzing the artwork through the lens of the fine arts academic 

discipline. Students worked in groups, discussing worksheet prompts, developing research 

questions, and pursuing their questions over the course of several library visits. Barone and 

Weathers report overwhelmingly positive responses to this assignment, with students eagerly 

asking questions, investigating their topics, and actively pursuing their projects. The researchers 

described this as a stark contrast to the "dump truck" of information of a one-shot library visit 

that students are poorly prepared for and not especially interested in (p. 7). Barone and Weathers' 

students completed their assignment with group presentations, discussing their research journey, 

how it impacted their understanding of art, and what strategies they developed for research that 

could be useful for future endeavors. 

 Several features of Barone and Weathers' assignment are impressive. The assignment 

encompassed multiple trips to the library, emphasizing the continuous, recursive nature of 

research and granting students multiple opportunities to practice research skills and pursue 

questions. The assignment also involved dynamic group participation, allowing students to 
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collaborate and problem-solve together, building on one another's information literacy strengths. 

Barone and Weathers' tasks contextualized information literacy within the academic discipline of 

fine arts, turning their students into budding art critics and letting them practice the discipline 

first-hand. Finally, the assignment appealed to Barone and Weathers' students' favored learning 

style, emphasizing the visual mode and tapping their interest in the visual artistic mediums. It is 

likely that had the researchers approached the assignment from a more "generic" and 

hypothetical standpoint, the results would not have been so positive. Yet by embedding the 

assignment in the discipline of fine arts and carefully selecting a topic that would appeal to 

students, instructors allowed their students to experience information literacy's purpose as a 

learning process. Students then were able to reflect upon how their experiences could possibly 

transfer to future research situations.  

 Of course, it's important for instructors to assess the needs of their own classes and 

consider their unique teaching contexts. This particular assignment may not be as effective for 

different classrooms and different student populations. Indeed, even with a seemingly similar 

classroom population, it may be presumptuous to assume that the visual learning mode will 

appeal to students. With this in mind, it may be best to adopt Barone and Weathers' general 

techniques rather than using their assignment unaltered. Instructors can investigate the unique 

learning styles and interests of their own classes, create research groups for their students 

organized around these student research interests, and dedicate time for multiple library 

excursions. Depending on the topics selected, the assignment can be embedded within the 

context of different academic or professional fields. Instructors can finish by having their 

students give group presentations about their research journey and discuss how their 

understanding of their topic evolved over time.  
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 Choosing an information literacy assignment that is embedded within a specific academic 

or professional field is one excellent way to contextualize the research process. However, it is 

not the sole option available to instructors. Instructors may choose to base assignments on 

student information needs outside the classroom, beyond academic or career-based needs. For 

example, an instructor could poll their students on the most popular form of social media used 

among the class. After selecting the favored social media site, instructors could have students log 

into their accounts and select a social media post on their feeds that represents an interesting 

claim or piece of information. (If this offers too wide a range of topics for instructors to handle, 

instructors could instead limit it to a choice between some pre-selected posts on social media 

sites.) Students may next decide how they would normally respond to such a post-- what they 

would comment upon it, whether they would pass the post along to others, how it may influence 

their thinking or behavior in any way, etc. Then, students can launch a research task based on the 

topics of these social media posts, seeking more information, illuminating the nuances, potential 

biases and misinformation, clarifying understanding, and so forth. Such research would make use 

of the library and its resources as well as internet searches, and could involve multiple research 

sessions along with journals that students can keep on their research process and strategies. 

Ultimately, students can produce some final product after their research is complete-- either a 

traditional research essay or a more multimodal product such as a blog post or webpage. Such a 

final product can include an account of their research process and how their understanding and 

reaction to the social media post has changed over time. 

 This assignment example is advantageous because it is immediately relevant to students 

and presumably interesting, providing a wide range of personal choice in the topics. The 

assignment also invites much metacognitive reflection on the subject of information literacy 
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itself and the different approaches that can be taken for research and discovery. Furthermore, this 

assignment takes advantage of the ubiquitous nature of social media and of an experience that is 

quite common among students of the current generation. By tapping into student information 

needs that commonly come up in day-to-day life, students can realize how information literacy 

encompasses a broad set of abilities and knowledge that is incredibly relevant and valuable both 

inside and outside the classroom. Ultimately, that is the goal for instructors, after all: to help 

students experience information literacy as a rhetorical, flexible set of abilities that inform 

students' lives academically, professionally, and in both their public and personal lives. 

Golden Rule Three: Teach IL over the course of multiple, stepped sessions 

 One of the single most detrimental assumptions to come out of the one-shot library visit 

is the idea that a single session dedicated to IL is sufficient for students to acquire literacy. 

Whether intentional or accidental, spending such a brief length of time on the tasks of IL is 

sending a message loud and clear to students: information literacy is a simple set of superficial 

skills that can be quickly picked up in a single sitting. Indeed, some faculty may even assume 

that "students [will] somehow absorb and develop the requisite knowledge and skills through the 

very process of preparing a piece of written coursework" (Jacobs & Jacobs, 2009, p. 74). That is 

to say, research skills are expected to be "absorbed" as students carry out their regular English 

composition assignments. This assumption may sound familiar, as it is something that both 

compositionists and instructors of post-secondary reading have needed to combat; the idea that 

students will spontaneously 'absorb' the necessary reading and writing skills for postsecondary 

schooling, and the idea that any classes in such topics are thus "remedial." Just as 

compositionists and instructors of reading have needed to make their case for first-year 

composition classes and for college-level reading courses, instructors of IL are in a similar boat. 
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There is no one-stop site to "fix" student research or inoculate against "bad" student research 

(Jacobs & Jacobs, p. 74). Rather, information literacy skills are a sophisticated set of abilities 

that take explicit instruction and repeated application to develop. The presence of robust IL 

instruction in first-year college curriculum is thus essential. 

 In addition to ensuring that IL instruction is explicit and repeated, instructors should 

strive to make use of the scaffolding approach when dealing with IL material. Students should 

not simply be exposed to the same content repeatedly; instead, IL material should be 

appropriately scaffolded, with that scaffolding gradually reduced over time, allowing students to 

eventually take the reins for their own information literacy development. By first presenting 

content with lecture, class discussions, and modeling, and next moving to structured IL activities 

for students, instructors can start students off on their IL paths. These activities can gradually 

reduce their guidance of students, granting students more and more freedom in their research 

choices and tasks. As greater freedom is granted, resources are still made readily available for 

students to access if and when needed (e.g., librarians available for questions, discussion boards 

on the class website, etc.) Such an approach to instruction ensures that students are not simply 

thrown "off the deep end" and feel they are floundering in a sea information, with no direction on 

how to pursue their research tasks. On the other hand, this approach also ensures that students do 

not remain dependent on the guidance of others for their research, and gradually take on the 

responsibility for themselves, working their way toward growing into independent researchers 

and critical thinkers. 

 When examining the literature, we find that information literacy interventions in research 

tend to fall into one of several categories: one-shot interventions, several session interventions, 

and interventions that last an entire semester in length. One-shot interventions include Stadtler 
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and Bromme's met.a.aware study, which trained participants and measured IL skills within a 

single research session (2008). As previously discussed, students receiving IL training 

outperformed controls on multi-choice quizzes but failed to outperform on comprehension 

essays, suggesting a positive but weak overall effect of the intervention. Similar results seemed 

to be found by Wiley et al.'s IL training intervention named SEEK (2009). This intervention 

consisted of written information, worksheets, and rudimentary modeling of some IL tasks. Wiley 

et al. found that students trained with the single-session SEEK intervention performed better than 

controls on certain IL tasks, including ranking the reliability of websites, articulating a 

justification for source use, and writing essays with fewer factual errors (p. 1092). Such results 

are promising, but narrowly focused on relatively few measures of IL skills. Like Stadtler and 

Bromme, deeper comprehension of topics was not necessarily supported. There is no doubt that 

one-shot interventions show signs of some positive student learning, but that learning is likely 

still limited for students.  

 Meanwhile, a number of studies represent IL interventions lasting several sessions in 

length. Some of these studies have already been previously discussed: Mazella's integrated three-

part information literacy workshop and annotated bibliography assignment (2011), Jacob and 

Jacob's research packets paired with a research essay (2009), and Barone and Weathers' art 

critique assignment that spanned several library trips (2004). All of these studies involve treating 

IL as a more sophisticated set of abilities encompassing the access and use of information, as 

opposed to a fairly simple, rigid set of skills that can be gained from a single session. When 

examining the results of these studies, a deeper, more sophisticated grasp of IL skills appears to 

be supported. Students from Mazella's study report higher confidence in a wide range of IL skills 

and students' instructors concurred that the quality of student work had improved overall (p. 48 
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& 50).  Jacob and Jacobs report that their students were highly engaged with the IL assignment 

and that the resulting projects were deeply productive and creative (p. 78). Barone and Weathers 

likewise report high student engagement with their assignment and a high overall quality of 

resulting student work, requiring sophisticated integration of many relevant information 

resources (p. 6). It seems clear that when IL instruction involves multiple sessions and a larger, 

more complex assignment, students are able to nurture their IL abilities to a stronger degree.   

 The literature also has some excellent examples of IL interventions that last an entire 

semester. For instance, Lebbin (2005) describes students who participated in a learning 

community that yoked a library science course with an English composition course. In 

interviews, these students reported  very positive experiences with their learning community, 

explaining that the IL-composition collaboration enhanced their learning, that the IL skills 

learned were very useful in their other college courses, and that the IL skills learned would be 

useful for the remainder of their college career and beyond.	Burgoyne and Chuppa-Cornell also 

describe a learning community that linked a library science course with an English composition 

class (2015). Students reported similar benefits to their learning community; researchers also 

found that persistence and grade distribution percentages increased for students in the learning 

community when compared to students in English composition courses that simply contained an 

embedded librarian (p. 418). Both of these learning communities offered numerous chances for 

students to learn and practice their IL abilities, multiplying students' opportunities for learning. 

 As a final example of lengthy IL interventions, Mery, Newby and Peng offer an excellent 

study that compares students taking a semester-length information literacy course (tailored to 

complement their composition courses) with (a) students receiving one-time instruction from 

librarians, (b) students receiving limited IL instruction from their composition teachers, and (c) 
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composition students receiving no IL instruction at all (2012). The researchers found that 

students taking the IL course outperformed students in the other groups on a multiple-choice test 

of IL skills (p. 373). Mery, Newby and Peng's study offers clear evidence that lengthy IL 

interventions-- in particular, ones that last an entire semester in length-- have clear advantages 

over shorter interventions. If the development of IL skills takes time and repeated application to 

develop, it's intuitive that the more time devoted to IL, the greater a students' gains. The literature 

appears to support this intuitive notion.  

 Of course, sheer repeated exposure to content is not enough. Such content should be 

appropriately scaffolded, with that scaffolding decreasing over time. As a case in point, Mazella's 

annotated bibliography assignment prepares students to work their way into becoming 

independent researchers and writers (2011). Mazella's students participated in a three-part 

workshop involving writing and information literacy skills, and worked together in groups to 

produce annotated bibliographies. As Mazella describes, "the group work in the annotated 

bibliographies done in the first part of the semester constituted part of the 'scaffolding' for their 

independently researched and written essays done in the final weeks of the semester." (p. 44) The 

annotation assignment was the perfect platform to build upon with later lessons on composition 

and information literacy. Considering Mazella's reported positive results with his assignments, 

this scaffolded approach appeared to function very well. This case is exemplary of our third 

golden rule: Because Mazella offered explicit, multiple opportunities for students to practice 

their IL skills, and because these lessons were appropriately scaffolded, students were free to 

nurture their IL skills and develop as independent researchers and thinkers.   

Applying Rule Three: Assignment Suggestions 
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 The first-year composition instructor has a busy job, tasked with fitting a wide range of 

reading, writing and thinking activities into their classes. At first, the idea of fitting even more 

information literacy content into an already-packed course may seem daunting. Yet as we've 

already discovered, the integration of composition and information literacy is a natural one; 

what's more, it's a mutually symbiotic relationship. By introducing more information literacy into 

the composition classroom, students will see benefits to both their writing and IL skills. As such, 

the order of rule three-- to teach IL over the course of multiple, stepped sessions-- is not quite so 

daunting. Instructors can expand beyond the traditional one-shot library visit and the research 

paper assignment, finding ways to extend IL instruction, increasing opportunities for students to 

practice and develop their IL skills. Not every composition instructor will have the opportunity 

to extend IL instruction over the course of the entire semester, of course. However, there still are 

ways of introducing robust IL instruction that extends beyond a single session or assignment. In 

this section, we will examine several excellent suggestions by Ernick and Peary (2004); they 

include research conferences, IL process notes, and grading the research process. 

 The first suggestion by Ernick and Peary is an adaptation of an already existing technique 

used for composition instruction; the one-on-one paper conference. Instead of a student meeting 

with the instructor to discuss a rough draft of their paper, however, students meet with the 

instructor or a librarian to discuss their research (p. 36). Students can discuss what sources they 

have already located, what research strategies they have been employing, and report on what 

difficulties they may be having. The instructor or librarian can suggest specific titles, sources or 

search strategies for the student, as well as spot any avenues of information the student has yet to 

explore. While individual student-teacher conferences can cost a fair bit of time, Ernick and 

Peary note that the opportunities for learning make such a practice well worthwhile. In fact, this 
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kind of early intervention can actually help save time in the long run, by catching problems early 

on and helping students hone their research appropriately. What is key is that students have the 

opportunity to receive feedback about their research process while they are still in the midst of 

researching. Such guidance can help students adjust their strategies as needed and locate 

untapped areas of exploration. By employing a research conference, students also can start to 

embrace research as something that is truly a process-- as something that occurs over time, as 

something recursive, and as something that can adapt and change as more knowledge is gained 

and needs shift. Additionally, students can experience research as something that is scaffolded, 

with conferences, class discussions and other activities offering guidance to students, but this 

guidance gradually tapering off over time as appropriate. 

 Ernick and Peary's second suggestion is for instructors to assign process notes for 

students (p. 37). That is to say, students must write notes about their research process and turn 

these notes in along with the final draft of their research paper. Some sort of metacognitive 

reflection has been suggested in previous activities mentioned, of course; Reed's information 

literacy quickwrites (2006), Jacob and Jacob's research process packets (2009), Barone and 

Weather's group presentations (2004), and my example of a social media assignment all contain 

elements of metacognitive reflection. Such elements bear repeating, however; especially when 

discussing ways to extend IL instruction over multiple sessions and appropriately scaffold these 

lessons. Metacognitive reflection is the backbone upon which students can build, examining how 

their research process develops over time, reflecting upon what they have learned, and seeking 

areas they still need to develop. While Ernick and Peary's particular suggestion for metacognitive 

reflection consists of brief process notes that students turn in along with their research papers, 

instructors can of course adapt this assignment as needed. For example, instead of a single, 
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simple 'reflecting back' paper, students could keep a "process notes journal" that they write in 

while they are in the midst of conducting research. This journal can then be completed at the end 

of the research paper assignment and turned in along with the final paper. Such a journal can 

emphasize the recursive nature of research for students, better illuminate the process, and help 

guide students along, especially if the instructor provides detailed writing prompts for these 

journals. A process notes journal can also allow an instructor to assess students' progress in the 

research process and provide valuable and timely feedback.  

 A final noteworthy suggestion by Ernick and Peary is not an assignment per se, but 

rather, a method of handling various assignments. This suggestion is to grade the research 

process, instead of only grading the final product (p. 37). Over the decades, compositionists have 

shifted from a product-focused outlook to a process-focused one; they emphasize the importance 

of learning, practicing and valuing the writing process, rather than merely producing a polished 

final piece of work. A similar shift should occur when instructing information literacy; there 

should be emphasis on the value of learning and experiencing the research process, rather than 

simply emphasizing the end results of said research. Yet, introducing class activities that 

emphasize the research process, or simply telling students of the value of the research process, 

may not be enough in and of itself. Instructors may need to show directly with their grading 

practices what it is they value from student work. Thus, just as there is value in giving students 

credit for various iterations of rough drafts and peer review work, as opposed to only grading the 

final draft of a piece of writing, instructors can do the same with research. Instructors can assign 

credit for the various research-based activities and assignments that make up the class 

curriculum. For instance, participation in the one-on-one research conferences could have credit 

assigned; likewise, the process notes or process notes journal can also be graded. While this may 
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seem like a relatively minor thing to mention, there is actually great value in not overlooking 

such a detail.  Instructors show to students what they feel truly matters in education when they 

assign credit, and by appropriately grading a wide range of research activities, students will see 

that these IL process tasks are highly valued.  

 This approach may seem off-putting to some instructors, as such a high amount of 

grading may come across as overly evaluative of student work-- not to mention all that grading 

could place increasing demands on instructors' already limited time. However, it's important to 

note that not all grading requires the same level of instructor intensity. Furthermore, grading 

need not come off as evaluative or judgmental in nature. For instance, the concept of labor-based 

contract grading can easily be applied here, with students receiving credit for their engaged 

participation in different research tasks, rather than grading based on the quality of student work 

as judged against some standard (Inoue, 2019). Credit can be as simple as a check mark 

indicating the student has participated in the assignment. Free of concern over judgment, this can 

allow students to focus on their actual experiences of the activities, as well as the intrinsic 

rewards of participation in such assignments.  

Conclusion 

 Information literacy is far more complex and deeper than many of us may assume-- and 

certainly far more complex then the picture that many composition students are receiving. Rather 

than a short list of superficial research skills, IL consists of a wide collection of higher-order 

critical thinking abilities, strategies, and concepts that students employ when seeking 

information. Students must determine the nature of their information needs, access information 

effectively and efficiently, evaluate information and information sources critically, incorporate 



INFORMATION	LITERACY	IN	THE	COMPOSITION	CLASSROOM		 32	
	

select information into their knowledge systems, make effective use of gathered information, and 

even understand the various ethical and legal implications of information access and use. While 

composition instructors may find this wide set of abilities overwhelming to attempt to instruct in 

the composition classroom, the task is far from insurmountable. Because the research process is 

so entwined with the writing process, instructing the two together is actually mutually beneficial, 

benefitting both IL and composition instruction. Furthermore, compositionists can enhance their 

instruction of IL by embedding it within real-world academic and professional contexts, tapping 

into true information needs. Finally, composition instructors can ensure that IL instruction is 

spread out over the course of multiple sessions and assignments, as well as appropriately scaffold 

IL instruction, offering students guidance that gradually tapers off and allows students to take 

increasing responsibility for their IL education.  

 In recent decades, much work has gone into increasing and improving the collaborations 

between compositionists, librarians, and other faculty, as well as enhancing the integration 

between composition and information literacy. While this work is far from finished, is has 

already provided us with valuable guidelines upon which to build. As we continue to forge a path 

for information literacy in the composition classroom, we can deepen these connections. Just as 

reading for postsecondary education has increased in composition classroom curricula, 

popularized by the Integrated Reading and Writing movement, information literacy can take on 

an increased role alongside composition curriculum. In time, the future may offer a seamless 

reading/research/writing experience for first year students, and a harmonious cross-pollination 

between these interconnected fields.  
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Table 1 

Comparison of WPA and ACRL outcomes 

 

WPA outcomes for critical thinking, reading, and  

able writing include ensuring that students:   The ACRL standards call for students to be 

(WPA, 2000)       to: (American Library Association, 2000) 

 

Use writing and reading for inquiry, learning,  Determine the nature and extent of the 

thinking, and communicating     information needed 

 

Understand a writing assignment as a series of  Access needed information effectively and 

tasks, including finding, evaluating, analyzing,  efficiently 

and synthesizing appropriate primary and   Use information effectively to accomplish a 

secondary sources      specific purpose     
  

Integrate their own ideas with those of others  Evaluate information and its sources   
       critically and incorporate selected   
       information into his or her knowledge base  
       and value system 

Understand the relationships among language,  Understand many of the economic, legal, 
knowledge, and power    and social issues surrounding the use of  
       information and accesses and uses   
       information ethically 

 

Note. Reprinted from "A blended method for integrating information literacy instruction  into 

English composition classes", by Sult, L. & Mills, V., 2006, Reference Services Review, 34(3), p. 

369. 
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