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Reinforcing Critical Thinking and Information Literacy Skills through Assignment Design
by Alice L. Daugherty and Michael F. Russo

Being information literate hinges on, among other skills, the ability to locate, access,
evaluate, and use information effectively and ethically.! As the backbone of the research process,
it improves the quality and efficacy of students’ research. To achieve information literacy,
librarians and educators must develop lesson plans and assignments that develop the critical
thinking skills necessary to guide learners through tortuous and daunting information seeking
processes. According to Whitmire, “The combination of a new generation of computer—literate
undergraduates and the vast amount of information available by way of computers and electronic
resources has increased the necessity for the development of critical thinking skills.”? Pascarella
and Terenzini note the interrelatedness of the two, writing that such “cognitive competencies” as
information literacy and critical thinking together permit individuals to, among many other
things, “process and utilize new information” and “evaluate arguments and claims critically.””
Generally, students often overestimate their own research abilities because they equate their
knowledge of computers and technology with information literacy and critical thinking. In order
to address this problem, the design of any assignment used as a teaching strategy and assessment
tool must reinforce information literacy skills. And since students often perceive themselves as
information literate and not merely technologically savvy (based on the simplest notions of
access), this assignment also needs to challenge their critical thinking abilities, so that they
themselves come to understand the vast difference between the two competencies.

This article explains efforts to embed such critical thinking and information literacy
skills into the design of a course assignment for college students. Critical thinking is defined as
“the intellectual and mental process by which an individual successfully conceptualizes,

analyzes, synthesizes, evaluates, and/or applies information in order to formulate judgments,
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conclusions, or answers.”* While information literacy focuses more on navigating oceans of
information, critical thinking concentrates on developing independent reasoning about that
information. But just as information literacy must be accompanied by critical thinking in order to
be meaningful, critical thinking abilities are dependent on information literacy skills. Alluding to
the 1945 Harvard report “General Education in a Free Society,” Albitz argues those authors may
have been shortsighted, believing that “effective [critical] thinkers could do the following three
activities: communicate, make relevant judgments, and discriminate among values.”> Ward
addresses this shortsightedness, observing that “critical thinking is not always sufficient in itself
as a strategy for navigating through the information universe.”® What the two argue is that only
by meshing, in one operation, the gears of critical thinking with those of information literacy, can
a modern researcher produce a satisfactory result. We therefore designed an assignment to
measure and encourage both information literacy and critical thinking in our students.

LIS 1001 Course Description

The LIS 1001 course (Research Methods and Materials) is an introductory course in
which students are exposed to library resources and skills. The overriding purpose of the course
is to develop students who are discerning consumers of information. The course teaches students
to use the online catalog, to search databases for periodical literature, to understand the
differences between scholarly and popular periodicals, to use government information and
reference books, and to assess Internet sources. These areas of instruction constitute the nuts and
bolts that hold together the structure of information literacy, the precepts of which we hope will
remain with our students well after they have completed the course.

Integrated into these instructional objectives is the relentless emphasis on the evaluation

of information. Ever the most difficult principle of information literacy to impart, evaluation of



resources informs the entirety of the information literacy instruction effort. Allen remarks that

“the learner must continually question the information that is presented.””

Without ongoing
evaluation, all the research methods nuts and bolts in the world are superfluous, like steel
fasteners anchored in sand. Our newly designed assignments hope to cultivate this kind of
critical evaluation in all students enrolled in LIS 1001.

The course is taught both in the classroom and online, but the content is unaffected by the
venue, as a common course outline ensures that all course instructors, in all sessions, will teach
the same concepts. The only variation from section to section is the emphasis each instructor
chooses to impose on a given concept. Some instructors, for example, spend more time on
catalog searching than do others; some fully embrace government documents, while others touch
cursorily on that information format.

Though majors from all disciplines and students of every rank take the course, LIS 1001
is not required by any major, other than mass communication. Most of our students therefore
need to be poised to enter the realm of media literacy, trained to funnel the information deluge,
so that some day they will be able to control the floodgates of mass information. It is therefore
imperative that these particular students have the aptitude to judge with utmost sagacity
information, the commodity that will become their stock—in—trade. Infusing our students with the
wisdom to critically evaluate the information upon which they rely is the challenge and the

burden of all instructors of LIS 1001.

Design of the assignment

The social change brochure assignment is a tool for evaluating our students’ progress in
understanding the status and power of information. It is not enough to merely master the subject
matter, for as Johnson states, “instructional goals must include...mastery of the process by which

one determines which resources are most appropriate for the information need and the academic
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task at hand.”® Accordingly, we want our students to appreciate that the enlightened use of
information is not just about accessing sources or creating a bibliography, but also encompasses
positing a thesis statement and drawing conclusions based on solid authority. In this exercise, the
students create an informed exposition of an issue that begs to be addressed by some concerted
action. By the time they get this assignment, the students have received in—depth research
instruction and are generally knowledgeable of the libraries’ physical and virtual geographies.
Their true success in the assignment, however, depends not on whether they can find
information, but on their ability to critically probe what they find and, using evaluation
techniques, to get past the surface level, to the substance beneath.

Students in LIS1001 were asked to use any desktop publishing program in order to create
a social change brochure that would demonstrate several skills related to the course, skills such
as focusing a topic, using databases, selecting articles, and citing sources. The topics were not
assigned, but students had to focus on an issue or a problem in society in need of reform, change,
or action. Broad ideas such as human trafficking, poverty, child soldiers, and environmental
issues were discussed to pique the students’ interests, and students were reminded not to select a
topic too large in scope. Here was the students’ first opportunity to exercise critical thinking. The
only criteria for selecting a topic were that it relate to an issue that cried out for remedy and that
it be sufficiently narrow so as to be dealt with in a mere brochure. Both these criteria bring to
bear considerable discernment. Failing this, students could choose inappropriate or overly broad
topics, which would, in turn, result in considerable discouragement and frustration, not to
mention a low grade.

The students were required to use LexisNexis to locate current news articles related to the

topic of choice. They were also required to locate three additional periodical articles, scholarly or



popular, from LSU Libraries’ proprietary databases. These additional articles had to reflect the
nature of the social position historically and academically. Students were also required to submit
proper citations. By the time the brochure was assigned, students had been introduced to
database searching within EBSCO’s Academic Search Complete; they also had instruction in the
use of LexisNexis; however, we decided not to limit the assignment to specific databases for the
three additional articles, thereby encouraging students to use judgment and critical thinking
skills.

Another requirement of the assignment was to embed an image into the brochure and
provide attribution for the graphical file. Previous lessons, discussions, and assignments had
already focused on using graphical files ethically. Students learned to either cite the authors,
owners, or locations of the images. They were introduced to Creative Commons licenses,
copyright—free images, and plagiarism. Earlier in the course, students had located images from
digital repositories such as Library of Congress American History, LOUISiana Digital Library,
New York Public Library Digital Library, Flickr, and Wikipedia Commons.

The assignment design also required students to gather enough information about their
topics so they could do unguided research using free Internet resources. In one section of the
brochure, called “For More Information,” the students had to provide URLs for further
information. In another section, called “How You Can Help,” information that explains how
readers could help remedy the social situation needed to be provided. The students were not
given any lists of websites to use; they had to locate and evaluate each Internet site on their own.
In populating these two sections, students had to review each source critically, in terms of the

subject under scrutiny. Web sites and contact information had to be culled from the mass of



information on the Internet. Irrelevant and inappropriate information had to be weeded out. The
question of applicability had to be positively answered for the information to be included.

All of the information—finding aspects of the assignment go beyond the mechanics of
database searching and into the fine art of critical thinking. For a student to be successful at this
assignment, he or she, besides taking into account prescribed parameters such as date range and
database, must probe the chosen subject with enough thought to produce a search vocabulary that
will pay dividends in search results. In other words, an incisive and critical examination of the
topic ought to present to the student new ideas about the topic that can be turned into effective
search strings.

The final section of the assignment required the students to write a summary of the
articles retrieved. Students were asked to summarize their current news articles acquired through
LexisNexis in the section under “Current Situation in the News.” They also had to summarize
three separate articles under the section “History of Problem.” These summary sections helped
students to evaluate their sources, since the process of abstracting articles is a critical thinking
process that also leads to decisions such as whether the essential information of an article, as it
relates to the topic, can be identified. Main ideas—indeed, pertinent ideas—are not always
immediately apparent and must be routed out like truffles.

Challenges

An important aspect of this assignment is the ethical use of information, which, in
concrete terms, means attributing information to its source. The assignment required students to
create a list of works cited using MLA style. For students, citation formatting is the academic
equivalent of “death by a thousand cuts.” It is the most torturous part of the assignment for both

students and instructors (though for different reasons) and the one, based on tangible results, to



which students devote the least attention. To help ease the pain, students were made aware of the
availability of the MLA manual at the main library’s reference desk and of citation generators
that are freely available on the Internet. They were furthermore made aware of the fact that some
of the databases they might use for the assignment have citation formatting utilities that
automatically create citations. Students were warned that automated citation builders, while
generally labor-saving, may not be entirely accurate and that they should double check the
results against the manual. Since we understood that, despite the advantages of having these tools
at their fingertips, students still tend to slop over the list of works cited, sometimes making up
their own style formats, we accepted that the challenge to us as instructors was not so much
teaching the particular citation form, but inspiring rigorous attention to detail and abhorrence of
shoddiness.

Another challenge of this assignment was the students’ tendency to return to their various
research comfort zones. Some resorted to Internet searching, using Google as their research
portal, despite the requirement to use the proprietary databases in order to meet specific learning
objectives; and some students did not use the databases as assigned, but rather found news—
related articles on Internet sites such as CNN.com or Reuters.com. And even when they did use
an appropriate database—LexisNexis, for example—some would erroneously identify
NYTimes.com as the database where they found the articles, instead of LexisNexis. Sometimes,
students would negligently provide only the URL for the citations of their news articles. We
addressed these errors in the individual feedback and lower score.

Initially, the assignment was developed with the intention of students’ using MS
Publisher, because it was available to the students; therefore, the first draft of the directions

stated to use MS Publisher. But because several students used Macintosh computers with a



system not compatible with MS Publisher, the directions had to be amended to allow students to
complete the assignment using any desktop publishing program readable on a PC. The
limitations of the technology used by the Instructor of Record were explained to students, and
they were informed that they were responsible for completing the project regardless of these
obstacles.

Reflections
Despite these difficulties, we came to feel that the basic design of the assignment was

sound. As a mini-research project, the social change brochure assignment requires students to
put into play all the elements of information literacy. By allowing students to choose their own
topics, we started with a reasonable assurance that they will feel engaged and connected enough
to the subject matter, as it is pedagogically significant that the material about which they will
spend several hours researching and writing be important to them. We expected that students
would draw on their own experience (an autistic sibling, for example) and, through their
research, even within the context of such a short assignment, develop a deeper and more formal
comprehension of the issue, a comprehension they may not have previously possessed.

In addition, brochure designers are required to find and use information in various
formats from various sources. The inclusion of visual information in the form of pictures and of
the Internet as a source—in connection with the required use of proprietary databases—drove
home one of the course’s larger objectives: the realization that information is a commodity
instrumental in communication. Additionally, we understood that evaluating such a range of
sources ought to reinforce the absolute need for discernment when choosing information.
Students employ critical thinking in this assignment because they must think and create relevant
criteria for selecting the best sources for the brochure. They are graded on this selection as it

pertains to their cause. Circumstances and context must inform the choice of a newspaper



account or a scholarly tract. Depending on the context, authority might be trumped by
immediacy or by a powerful, even if casually—narrated, first-hand account.

The act of formally (or, more painfully, not properly) citing the information they have
used should give students a most concrete understanding of the importance and the ethics of
correctly acknowledging one’s sources—an especially important lesson since this seems to be
where the students are weakest.

Finally, as important a topic as information literacy is per se, we discovered that the most
wonderful aspect of this assignment is the almost feverish enthusiasm with which some students
embrace this task. For some, it is an epiphany—they can design a product that looks polished and
professional, using a software application they have never used before. For others, the epiphany
is their evolving connection with the topic itself or the nature of the topic, the fact that they
discover they want to learn more about their topic. The assignment’s outcome also appeals to
some students’ sense of altruism, since it can be used to help a group or an individual. For the
instructors, there was also an epiphany: we realized that students who are bombarded with so
many distractions can focus, for at least a little while, on something larger than themselves—and
they can do so with sincere interest.
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Appendix A — Social Change Brochure

For this assignment, you will be creating an informational brochure using Microsoft Publisher.
This program will allow you to produce many types of documents: please do not choose any
document type other than brochure, though you are free to select any brochure template.

The Concept:

Your brochure should focus on a problem within society that cries out for some sort of remedy or
action. These could include issues such as poverty, health care, the environment, war, human
trafficking, child abuse, education, among others. These are broad topics: you will want to focus
on a specific aspect or a specific group that is affected by the problem; for example, alcohol
abuse among teenagers. Whatever topic you choose, choose one that interests you.

Include the Following:

1.
2.
3.

A Title.

Your name, course and section number, and the date.

Current situation in the news:

Inform readers about your topic by providing them a summary of three current news
articles pertinent to the topic (within 2 to 3 years). Find these news articles by using
LexisNexis.

History of problem

Provide historical information to your readers by summarizing three full-text electronic
articles (scholarly or popular) using LSU Libraries’ databases.

How you can help

Provide your readers with ways to help. Is there a place to volunteer? To donate money?
Is there someone they can write to? (e.g., Louisiana Disaster Recovery Foundation
www.louisianahelp.org. LDRF accepts financial donations. Their mission is to rebuild the
community and culture of Louisiana by providing resources to residents affected by
Hurricane Katrina and Rita.)

For more information . . .

Provide your readers with 2 or 3 credible websites where they can follow up for more
information. Provide the title of the web site and the web site address (e.g., American
Red Cross, “Hurricane,” http://www.Redcross.org/services/disaster/
0,1082,0 587 ,00.html).

References

On the back panel include citations to the articles and pictures you used. Citations should
be in MLA format.

Picture(s)

Include at least one pertinent picture. Don’t forget to provide attribution on the
References panel.
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