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CHAPTER 17

Scholarly 
Storytelling:
Using Stories as a 
Roadmap to Authentic and 
Creative Library Research

Rebecca Halpern and Lisa Lepore

The foundation of our first ever for-credit information literacy course 
for students in our undergraduate-completion program started with 
a hunch. Like so many teachers and librarians before us, we had a 
feeling that our students were engaging with their research assign-
ments in the most superficial ways; indeed, our hunch was support-
ed by the work of Project Information Literacy that assured us that 
the tendency for students to pull quotes from the first resource they 
find was not unique to Antioch University Los Angeles (AULA).1 
And, again like so many others before us, we as librarians struggled 
to guide our students to the most appropriate resources. 

As librarians, our library sessions often felt flat. Covering the 
basics of generating keywords and tricks to using the databases 
left both the students and us feeling a little glazed and confused. 
Furthermore, after informally speaking with course instructors 
about ongoing problems students had in research assignments, we 
discovered that while students were mostly successful in locating 
scholarly works, they were significantly less successful in using those 2.
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sources in purposeful or meaningful ways. We were left with concern about the 
disconnection of students to resources resulting in research papers lacking in 
spirit, coherence, and intelligence.

To test our hunch that students were shallowly engaged in research, 
we gathered as much data as we could. We spoke with handfuls of teaching 
instructors to ask them what they saw were the most common errors in student 
work, paid close attention to what students struggled with during reference 
appointments, and had dozens of conversations with both students and faculty 
on their frustrations in doing and teaching research. Additionally, we launched 
a citation analysis project to collect more quantitative data. Citation analysis 
has been an established method for assessing library information literacy 
instruction for at least the last decade and more recent studies helped inform 
the way in which we conducted our project.2 Citation analysis is a relatively 
straightforward process by which instruction librarians identify several sections 
of one course, offer a particular intervention to one or more while leaving at least 
one section without the intervention as a control group, and then compare the 
bibliographies of the sections to assess particular learning outcomes. Common 
ways this method has been used are to determine what areas of information 
literacy instruction aren’t effective, to serve as an introductory tool to strategize 
long-term information literacy curriculum, to evaluate the utility and quality 
of print and online library-specific resources, and to measure the comparative 
effectiveness of both one-on-one consultations and librarian-led workshops.3 
While most citation analyses focus on the quality and appropriateness of 
sources used, our goal was to go beyond this foundational step to discover how 
well students integrate and synthesize the information they find. We modeled 
our rubrics off a 2010 study that evaluated both the quality of sources and how 
well those sources were used.4

The results of our citation analysis indeed confirmed what our informal 
quantitative research had suggested: Overwhelmingly, our students were 
skillful in locating appropriate sources and struggled with integrating them. 
The curriculum at AULA encourages students to be active participants in their 
education and to challenge, investigate, and draw conclusions. The kind of spirit 
and enthusiasm typically found in student work was largely absent in research-
heavy assignments. How could we get students to engage in the research process 
with as much curiosity as they exhibited in other assignments? In particular, we 
wanted to encourage the idea of authorial identity, or “the sense a writer has of 
themselves as an author and the textual identity they construct in their writing.”5 
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When doing research, it is essential that we can see ourselves as writers, experts, 
colleagues, and contributors; without the understanding that research is an act 
of writing, research papers read more like book reports. Our students, like most 
others, displayed a disconnect between the research they found and the context 
by which they found it. After the citation analysis, we knew we needed to revise 
our information curriculum in a radical way.

Once we had a sense of where we were, it was time to consider where 
we needed to go. In particular, we wanted to revisit our goals: What do we 
want students to learn from library instruction? We spent the next several 
weeks exploring the idea of threshold concepts: Threshold concepts are those 
fundamental concepts of a discipline upon which all other concepts build.6 While 
related to learning outcomes, instead of being a task-based assessment measure, 
threshold concepts are “gateways for student understanding that once traversed, 
transform the student’s perspective.”7 Focusing on concepts instead of outcomes 
gave us the flexibility to design instructional content and delivery and allowed us 
to challenge some aspects of AULA’s information literacy competency standards 
that don’t reflect our student body or learning communities. Interestingly, while 
writing this chapter, the Association of College and Research Libraries began a 
radical revision to the standards as a response to these, and other, inadequacies. 
Teaching threshold concepts is one of the major revisions to the standards.

Eventually, we identified three primary threshold concepts that shaped our 
information literacy curriculum: (1) research serves as an ethos, (2) research is a 
mode of narrative, and (3) research is a conversation. Instilling a scholarly ethos 
served to answer the oft-asked question, “What does this have to do with me?” As 
the majority of students at AULA are in professional master’s degree programs, 
they often have difficulty seeing how research-heavy assignments would help 
their professional goals. Framing our instruction sessions to help students 
develop an answer to this question means our students will be more engaged and 
our sessions will be more vibrant. By helping students to develop an authorial 
identity and understand how research solves problems, we hoped to reduce 
plagiarism and have students see themselves as agents (not visitors) to their own 
work (this is discussed in more detail later in this chapter). Along the same lines, 
we found it problematic that students do not consider research as a mode of 
narrative, a way to tell an important story as a means to solve problems. The 
social sciences and humanities have a rich tradition of recognizing storytelling 
as a powerful means to give marginalized groups a voice; likewise, philosophers 
like Søren Kierkegaard and Carl Jung understood that storytelling was central 
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to meaning-making and cognition.8 If we were to help students understand how 
research can be used as a powerful tool for problem solving, why wouldn’t we 
frame it as a narrative process? Incorporating aspects of narrative and storytelling 
into research is a familiar way to explore the idea of authorial identity.

These being lofty concepts, we decided the best approach to test-drive the 
feasibility of this framework was in a for-credit quarter-long course. Of course 
we recognize that a for-credit long-format course is a rare privilege; however, 
having several weeks to grapple with pedagogy, learning activities, and course 
content meant we could have a much clearer direction for restructuring the 
entirety of the information literacy curriculum, including our digital learning 
objects and content of one-shot sessions. In other words, the long-format course 
gave us time to answer the question, “What are we really talking about here?” 
To frame the content of our course, we relied heavily on the concept of research 
as storytelling for several reasons. The rest of this chapter discusses the content 
and framework for our course and how we used what we learned to shape our 
information literacy curriculum as a whole.

Storytelling
Storytelling is a fundamental means of communicating, “central to human un-
derstanding” (ethos); through stories (mode of narrative), we learn about each 
other and ourselves (conversation).9 Patrick J. Lewis writes, “We take in stories, 
our own and others, and tell them back to our self and to others in a recursive 
process that augments our understanding.”10 The relational aspect of storytell-
ing offers a back and forth dynamic, a willingness to understand one another, 
and, often, assumes an audience. In their study on students’ self-perception as 
writers, Gail Pittam et al. found that many students did not expect an audience 
for their papers; a lack of authorial identity meant they did not perceive their 
work suitable for real engagement.11 This estrangement to their own work and 
to themselves as creators can result in dull, inauthentic, and rote papers. We find 
similar characteristics in much of the student library research we examine at our 
university. Selected resources seem a perfunctory choice, weakly integrated into 
students’ papers. Does the same lack of authorial identity affect the quality of 
students’ research, resulting in research that fulfills a requirement, but tepidly? 
It is worth looking at the quasi-standard directive students receive from their 
professors when writing research papers: “Find three peer-reviewed articles.” 
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The assignment is not to “find the work of a specific researcher” or “assess an 
important journal in a discipline” or even to understand the influence of a work 
through citation evaluation. If the mandate to find peer-reviewed articles is an 
invitation to enter scholarship, it is an anemic one. It also impedes intellectual 
growth by forfeiting more robust ways of searching for material. Likely the direc-
tive points to a flailing effort on the part of faculty to get students to be engaged 
in their work, to follow and participate in conversations relevant to their fields 
of interest. But it also could suggest that there is a way that students are eaves-
droppers and outsiders to academic conversations, causing the rootlessness of 
their scholarship. The Ethnographic Research in Illinois Academic Libraries 
(ERIAL) Project reported on students’ “crude” research skills; students stumble 
when looking for resources, with unrefined ways of searching. But let’s assume 
students did feel they had a story to tell, would that change not only their mo-
tivation to find applicable information but the ways and places in which they 
searched?12 Our hypothesis is that if students self-identify as storytellers and 
invest in the importance of their narrative, they will forage for sources that are 
meaningful, credentialed in various ways. They will become more intrepid, re-
silient, and knowledgeable researchers. If being a storyteller means having both 
a story to tell and an audience to tell it to, a student’s relationship to his or her 
work could be transformed, invigorating the process of research and writing and 
altering the quality of the work. Simply, in assigning a story-driven research pa-
per, we wagered that students would want to tell a good story and that telling a 
good story must be predicated on solid research.

Storytelling is a personal, vernacular approach to scholarship. It is not a 
student imitating an academic voice but is the student’s voice in the academy. 
Like “narrative expression,” which “embodies multiple ways of knowing,” 
storytelling corroborates the knowledge of the storyteller. Using one’s voice 
assures the student’s knowledge.13 This is an important point and relates to 
the idea of an authorial identity. All undergraduate students at AULA read 
“Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work,” Jean Anyon’s study of a 
socioeconomic cross section of fifth-grade students. In the study, the children 
are asked if they can “make knowledge.”14 The majority of students said no; 
only those in the executive elite school said yes, almost to a person. Inferring 
that the study captures the thinking of a majority of people, then the idea of 
being a knowledge maker (an author) is not a likely or comfortable identity. The 
student as storyteller provides a more natural and familiar venue for a student 
to communicate his or her ideas. The idea of a storytelling method for academic 
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paper writing could counteract the existing perception of who can create, who 
can produce, and who can add to the body of knowledge. 

Wanting to investigate this idea further, how storytelling could invite 
students into the academic conversation (including the possibility of knowledge 
production), we devised a core assignment that would allow for such explorations. 
Students were asked to write an historical biography research paper based on 
someone active in a social justice cause. Because stories are central to the crafts 
of history and biography, this seemed a natural fit to such a paper. Pushing the 
normal biographical paper, however, we permitted our students to write about 
a subject who was real or fictionalized. Although students had the choice to 
make their subject fictional, the biography would be steeped in research from 
real historical sources. Crafting a fictionalized character permits the student to 
be more creative, perhaps, but it also intentionally prompts important critical 
conversations about the veracity of history. Patrick H. Hutton contends, “What 
is called history is no more than the official memory a society chooses to honor.”15 
A fictionalized character based on well-scrutinized research could be “more real” 
than a glossed-over figure of official memory. Students read a variety of works in 
the class in order to understand the ideas of “history as truth” and “manipulated 
histories.” Donna Haraway argued that all knowledge is contextual, affected 
by situation and circumstance.16 We wanted students to play with that idea. If 
history is a packaged deal supporting official memory, how does that inform an 
understanding of history? None of what Haraway calls the “ideology of direct, 
devouring, generative, and unrestricted vision” can exist in neatly packaged, 
non-contextualized stories of the world.17 How does contending with a restricted 
vision inform an understanding of history, the role of stories, and the need to 
find alternative narratives? Where do students search for historical information 
about people on the other side of history, where those active in social justice 
causes are often found? 

Our interest in adding a social justice element to the research paper was to 
compel students to search for information that might not be so easy to find, to 
search for histories that might be scarcely available, if available at all. This informs 
them as researchers and as purveyors of information. It is an excellent lesson 
about information access. Simply put, people active in social justice or civil rights 
causes often fall outside of official history, living in history’s (if not society’s) 
margins; a search for information about them would require alternative routes to 
nonobvious places. In addition to searching for history and stories about people 
who live in the margins, our students will be encouraged to look for stories by 
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people who live in the margins. These stories are akin to testimonios, “expressions 
of resistance …defined as first-person narratives that bear witness to individual 
responses to systems of oppression.”18 Storytelling introduces a multitude 
of “narrative habits, patterns of seeing.”19 The storytelling by the “outgroups” 
becomes a way to sidestep the master narrative, allowing for alternative voices 
and acknowledging the fact that “social reality is constructed through stories and 
counter-stories.”20 So not only can stories and storytelling work for our students 
as a means of alternative communication in the academic setting, it also allows 
for a way to better understand the subjects about whom they write, finding them 
despite the winnowing of their narrative in the mainstream.21 

If storytelling provides an alternative way for students to think of 
communicating ideas, it also provides an alternative way of understanding ideas. 
Richard Delgado explains, “Underneath everything is the sense, the fear really, 
that stories if well told can become part of the narrative base and so change the 
way we understand the world. That’s truly subversive.”22 As students write these 
academic stories, by piecing together and enlivening information that lies in wait, 
they will contribute to the subversion, to the unmaking or remaking of fixed 
narratives and creating new possibilities of understanding. They will (however 
small) be challenging oppression through storytelling, in part by challenging 
social categories and beliefs. 

The Teaching, or What We Did and Why
The class provided a framework for exploring research as a narrative, creative, 
exploratory enterprise. The assignments, lectures, and course activities were de-
signed to help meet this goal. Inspired by critical pedagogy, we wanted to create 
an environment that allowed students as much freedom as possible to explore 
their existing relationships with research and scholarship and to invite students 
to think critically about their assumptions surrounding the creation and use of 
information. Through lectures, in-class activities, and carefully designed assign-
ments, we utilized a critical pedagogy to encourage students to become more 
information literate.

Education scholars like Henry Giroux, Paulo Freire, bell hooks, and 
many others have developed critical pedagogy as an educational framework 
over several decades. Though this framework is relatively well rooted in 
teaching strategies, it has only just begun to be explored in library instruction. 
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Moving beyond basic bibliographic instruction, critical information literacy 
aims to develop a critical consciousness and understands library instruction 
as a dialogic process.23 Instead of focusing on database how-to, critical library 
instruction exists as a mode of knowledge creation and challenges students to 
understand how library research is a means to develop their passions, academic 
curiosities, and positions in the sociopolitical world of information creation and 
distribution.24 Rather than teaching our students where to click, we are involving 
students in solving real-world information-seeking problems in order to present 
information seeking as a fundamentally cooperative and political activity. 

For librarians interested in examples of how a critical pedagogy can 
shape library instruction sessions, we highly recommend Maria Accardi, Emily 
Drabinski, and Alana Kumbier’s Critical Library Instruction (CLI); we pulled 
much of our inspiration from those chapters. General strategies for creating a 
critical learning environment involve minimal lecturing, group discussions, 
student-led problem solving, classroom-flipping, and participative assessment.25 
Indeed, much of the challenge of teaching with a critical pedagogy is employing 
thoughtful learning activities to meet learning objectives. The learning activities 
we employed were conducive to the for-credit format but can easily be modified 
for use in standalone techniques in one-shot information literacy sessions. 

In addition to CLI as a theoretical framework, we heavily borrowed from 
Pittam et al.’s work on authorial identity for our content, as described above.26 In 
addition to their findings on the lackluster nature of student work when students 
fail to recognize themselves as authors, their study found that students who fail 
to see themselves as authors or participants in the research conversation, in 
addition to lacking spirit and cohesion, are at much higher risk of unintentional 
plagiarism. Because students do not necessarily recognize themselves as authors, 
they rely heavily on direct quotes and imperfect paraphrasing to construct 
arguments. Moreover, because students do not completely understand their 
role and responsibilities as authors, they struggle to meaningfully engage with 
and transform source material, which leads to inadvertent plagiarism. Indeed, 
in our own citation analysis project, we too found evidence that students who 
struggle to integrate themselves into their writing are more susceptible to the 
too-common phenomenon of “information dumping.” 

Pittam et al. recommends that in addition to teaching students the 
technicalities of proper citation, we should also include activities or discussions 
that help students understand their responsibilities as authors.27 In other words, 
our job as research instructors is to demonstrate that excellent scholarship 
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occurs when students see themselves not only as students but as creators and 
narrators as well. Thus, the main learning objectives for this course were to 
present research as a narrative process. 

The course assignments were as follows: 
• write a 10–12 page research paper, turned in incrementally starting 

in week two—
— list of research ideas,
— abstract,
— outline, 
— annotated bibliography,
— first draft,
— second draft, and 
— final draft;

• maintain a blog; and 
• give a final class presentation, using PowerPoint and touring the blog.
As discussed, the core project was an historical biography. Students either 

chose a real-life figure or invented a character based on a sociopolitical era; 
one student chose Julia Child and her relationship to feminism; one created a 
backstory for Christina, the subject in Andrew Wyeth’s painting Christina’s World; 
one wrote about her neighbor’s miraculous immigration to California from 
Egypt and Armenia; and another contextualized her experience as an orphan in 
Europe. The rationale for allowing students to write about an enormous range 
of topics was three-fold. First, they will approach the subject of their research 
from a place of intrinsic curiosity. In fact, many students expressed gratitude 
for getting to tell a story they’ve always wanted to tell. Secondly, the nature of 
the assignment required students to explore the entirety of the information 
universe: primary documents and archives; newspapers; scholarly research; and 
their own imaginations, conversations, and experiences. Lastly, by requiring that 
the subject be sociopolitical, we expose students to how information creation, 
production, and distribution are ultimately deeply political acts with historical 
and social implications. 

To write a convincing and accurate biography, students had to interweave 
research into their imaginations. We required students visit a physical archive 
to experience how primary and historic materials are organized, discovered, 
and used. Instead of providing instruction on locating archival materials, we 
had them speak with the director or head archivist of their archives. Historian 
Arlene Farge writes that the archive forces one “to engage with it. It captivates 
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you, producing the sensation of having finally caught hold of the real, instead of 
looking through a ‘narrative of ’ or ‘discourse on’ the real.”28 Archivists are not 
neutral “handmaidens” as they have been referred to in the past, but participants 
in existing power structures and relationships.29 Randall C. Jimerson writes, 
“The archivist’s role of interpretation, both in creating finding aids to guide users 
of records and in providing reference services, conveys stories of the human 
condition.”30 By speaking with an archivist, students got a sense of how the 
collection developed over time and how it is frequently used. Throughout the 
planning of this course, we talked a lot about the “spirit” of each assignment—
what is it that we’re hoping students will learn about the information universe? 
For instance, the small, handmade or community archive is an often-overlooked 
opportunity to access unpublished, essentially hidden information. Obscure, 
unfunded archives will have material not available anywhere else, perhaps 
deliberately rejected or overlooked by other archivists. Without these 
community archives, those stories (often the last tracings of a community) 
have no harbor. Jimerson argues that archivists should be cultivating outcast 
collections. He writes, “Archivists concerned about their role in society can 
provide a valuable foundation for social justice initiatives by fulfilling their 
professional responsibility to document all aspects of society, all segments of the 
populace.”31 Equipping our students with a hands-on relationship to an archive 
and an archivist as well as an understanding of the politics involved in creating 
and maintaining an archive became a crucial part of our instruction. Requiring 
an archives visit was somewhat contested, as one of us felt very strongly about it, 
while the other didn’t see the use. Ultimately, we decided to include this element 
because primary and archival materials are oft forgotten in social sciences and 
embody the questions of access, digitization, appropriation, and attribution that 
are so critical to information literacy. Had this not been a long-format class, this 
element could be met by exploring local or topical digital archives. 

Another element to the assignment was a standard annotated bibliography. 
In addition to being a very useful skill for students to learn as a way to organize and 
prepare for a large research project, this is where we really challenged students to 
view research as a sociopolitical conversation. Annotations had to include how 
the reference relates to the other references they’d found and identify how the 
reference demonstrates the sociopolitical nature of information. For instance, 
the student who wrote a fictional memoir of a young Chinese woman fleeing 
from the World War II-era Japanese invasion had to indicate if the source was 
generated during the conflict, the kind of bias it shows, and how it highlights 
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or obfuscates certain elements of the conflict. These annotations first offered a 
way to summarize and organize research sources, but they also gave students the 
chance to realize that information is more than just good or bad but is in fact 
deeply entrenched in political, social, and cultural agendas.

Finally, the blogs allowed for a multimedia facet of a largely written 
research project. We wanted students to create content in an online medium. 
Students accessed WordPress, an easy-to-use platform. 

Evaluating the Class
Writing the narrative-driven paper motivated our students. They were keenly 
interested in their subjects and in the research, reflected weekly in class discus-
sions. Organically (that is, not scripted or planned for in the syllabus) students 
talked at the beginning of each class in detail about their research processes. 
Sharing tips, asking for assistance, and expressing interest in each other’s proj-
ects was standard. The difficulty of finding an archive was a repeated discussion. 
Talking about researching became a part of the research experience. It was a dy-
namic cycle of information, an intersection of stories about the search for sto-
ries, through which students taught and learned from each other. It was also a 
confirmation of students’ knowledge. The conversations were student initiated 
and led. As instructors, we participated in the conversations but were most often 
peripheral actors.

Turning in segments of the research paper throughout the quarter required 
regular contact with students, allowing for an ongoing critical examination of 
their research practices. E-mails and in-person discussions, in addition to any 
class time spent on research questions, was important in a few ways. It allowed 
us to know what, where, and how students were researching; have opportunities 
to dialog about their methods; and provide feedback and assurance to students. 
Students told us that these check-in sessions were very helpful. Undergraduate 
classes at AULA are usually small in number (they can range from three to 20 
students); eight students enrolled in our course, and the small student size 
allowed for this kind of in-depth interaction. With more students, the level of 
engagement might need to be moderated but relatively significant amounts of 
interaction would still be recommended. 

Charged with writing a historic-biography research paper about either a 
fictionalized or real subject, the students largely chose to write papers about real 
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subjects. The two fictionalized papers focused on the woman in Andrew Wyeth’s 
“Christina’s World” and a Chinese immigrant fleeing oppression, both previously 
mentioned. The six nonfictional subjects were two women, Julia Child and Juliette 
Gordon Lowe, the founder of the Girl Scouts of America, both as feminist icons, 
and the remaining four nonfictional subjects were people the students knew: 
neighbors (Armenian political immigrants to the Soviet Union), two parents 
(a Jewish-American man with family ties to the Holocaust and a woman who 
survived abusive relationships through spiritual transformations), and a student 
writing about herself (an orphan). This possibility was not at all anticipated 
when designing the fictional/nonfictional aspect to the historical biography. The 
exploration of the fiction/nonfiction binary was intended to understand bias 
and selectivity in historiographies, examining who gets left out of official records 
and the consequential difficulty in finding information about them. It was also 
linked to the importance of stories as a way to enter and alter the historic record. 
Students taking the assignment as a means to investigate family lore presented a 
dilemma for us. How does a memoir become an academic research paper? Could 
it be anything but an exercise in journaling? Despite the paradigm of our entire 
class—the invitation to tell a story—the personalized quality of these papers 
made us initially struggle with their academic fit. It also made us question our 
fit as instructors, that in trying to get students to be creative researchers, we 
overreached; that our pedagogical inexperience allowed for papers that were 
more like memoirs. Perhaps this uncertainty tapped into a prevailing insecurity 
in the profession of librarian-as-professor or the role of library as faculty. But 
what allayed our doubts initially was the pure excitement these students had for 
their projects that they maintained throughout the quarter. By being storytellers, 
the act of research was not abstract or burdensome but integral to their work. 

For the majority of our students (all adult students), making a blog 
was a new experience. They stated that they liked having a place to elaborate 
on and extend their written story. Knowing they could display images made 
them want to find images, motivating, even emboldening, their research. The 
documents displayed in the blogs included films clips; photographs; and images 
of drawings, maps, letters, badges, patches, clothing. Photographs of people 
and places were used more than any other medium. Students expressed a belief 
that the photographs validated their works, ensuring the truth or “realness” of 
their historical papers. Photographs were ubiquitous regardless of the paper’s 
subject being fictional or nonfictional. For the students who wrote papers based 
on family members or themselves, the photographs of their subjects held an 
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additional, even sentimental value, proof of the emotional lives of their subjects 
and their worth as topics of investigation. 

Although encouraged to seek out whichever archives held material suitable 
for their needs as long as they were traditional and not online, our students 
gravitated to the smaller places. This makes sense as they were pursuing off-the-
grid subjects. But the smaller archives come with challenges. They are usually 
not affiliated with institutions and are often community-based or in the charge 
of one person or a small handful of people. Often there are not catalogs, perhaps 
only summary notes; nor is the material always accessible; nor are the archives 
always open or with regular hours. “Cataloging standards and accessibility are 
often secondary to the compilation of material” for the smaller archives.32 A 
couple of students were frustrated in their searches and had to settle for less 
significant material. The student who researched Armenians immigrating to 
the USSR found an archive with newspapers and communication on the topic 
but the proprietors (not archivists) had stopped allowing people to visit the 
collection. This provided an opportunity to discuss information as private (not 
public) resource and the scarcity of archival material available for people who 
fall outside of the mainstream. It also points to the amount of time research can 
take, particularly when searching a more obscure topic.

Conclusion
We offered the class “Scholarly Storytelling and Library Research: Creative 
Explorations” in an attempt to overcome the shortcomings with typical, li-
brary-based, one-off efforts to teach information literacy instruction in a college 
setting. In particular, we wanted to expand on the limited instructional oppor-
tunities and provide students the occasion to explore and evaluate information 
resources as a creative, intellectual act. We did this in part by motivating infor-
mation literacy instruction concepts with a substantial research project. Sifting 
and winnowing scholarly sources would be an essential aspect of successfully 
conducting the research. By concentrating on the narrative aspect of their re-
search, we hoped to engage students being aware of their own authorial identity, 
which would lead in turn to more authentic and deeply engaging papers. Finally, 
such properly motivated research would allow students to assess critical infor-
mation literacy concepts such as assessing what is not available, what is missing, 
and how we provide access to which form of knowledge.
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As we evaluated the class work—discussions, bibliographies, synthesis 
of sources into papers and blogs—and by student reflections and evaluations, 
we concluded that overall the students in the course became creative and 
enthusiastic researchers, even though there was still much to learn about finding 
quality resources. The students reported to us that the creative approach to 
academic research invigorated them. They were dedicated to their stories and to 
telling those stories well, intent on finding accurate resources and being explicit 
about the role that imagination and creativity played in the development of their 
project. The storytelling prompt was largely successful in freeing students from 
self-imposed constraints of “writing an academic paper,” allowing for Haraway’s 
“unrestricted vision.”33 In discussion post-course, students said that creating 
a narrative emboldened them. Initially tentative about their ability to yield a 
“legitimate” academic voice, they did recognize authenticity in their ability to tell 
a story (authorial voice); the research followed. Many found that the research fed 
the narrative, allowing for an unimpeded investigation of resources and material 
and a smooth back and forth between construction of a story and production 
of a paper. Students also felt the story form allowed for their differences to be 
integrated or accepted in a way unprecedented to their experiences, embodying 
the ideas of Delgado who sees stories as a matter of (and opportunity for) 
liberation. Overall, the bibliographies had wider, less-standard, and more 
diverse sources than we have seen in a typical research paper, from ephemera to 
obscure books to oral histories, although there were still some generic Internet 
news sources used. Most students ventured far in pursuing sources, wanting the 
correct, exact-fit document to ensure the integrity of their story; this was often a 
source of conversation in the class and a source of frustration when looking for 
an archive. 

While we considered the quality of the storytelling in the papers to 
be a success, we were disconcerted that students did not access as much 
scholarship as we anticipated. Though not omitted, the peer-reviewed articles 
and books were underused and scholarly sources and perspectives were missing 
from some of the papers. Looking for primary sources in the archive was the 
dominant search, perhaps because finding archives initially proved elusive 
and took significant effort, leaving little time for more traditional library (in-
house and online) research. But we also suspect that a richer understanding 
of the significance of scholarship was lacking in our students and would need 
to be addressed in the next iteration of the class. We also needed to pay more 
attention to the act of researching. We would revise the course syllabus in some 
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basic ways. Merging some of the discussions, we’d free up room to discuss basic 
search skills. We would spend more time discussing the academic conversations 
and the importance of student engagement, both as active learners reading 
the works of others and through their own work as participants. The synthesis 
that some of the students provided of the literature in their research was still 
rather bare-bones, concentrating on synopsizing the literature that they did 
use, rather than truly assessing it in ways consistent with the ideals of critical 
information literacy. We would spend a class session going over the point-and-
click of the database search and the evaluation of websites and establish from the 
where information is located and how it is organized. We would also evaluate 
and discuss schematically, in both a basic and thorough way, different kinds of 
information. 

When we teach academic storytelling again, we will open the class with a 
question: “How do you research?” What we learn from our students and what 
they learn from us about our research habits will provide context and direction 
for our class as a body of researchers. Gretchen Kerr suggests that librarians, in an 
initial effort to assuage student trepidation about research, come forth with our 
own “feelings of discomfort” when researching something new and that “those 
feelings are just another part of the research process.”34 Such an admission on our 
part unsettles a little the hierarchy between teacher and student and, we would 
argue, promotes authenticity all around. Because this is a class about stories, 
it would have been a perfect opportunity to get stories like that going, talking 
about the ways we think of and deal with information—what our expectations 
and entitlements are in terms of access and how we seek it out. We plan to use 
testimonios and other forms of personal narrative in academic research to provide 
students with other examples of personally motivated research with similar 
narrative structures.

Our final assessment is that we accomplished much of what we set out to 
do but that the course must be viewed as a work in progress. Providing students 
with proper support (through persistent instruction) and motivation (through 
an engaging and persistent research project) is key in educating students in 
critical information literacy. Such activities are essential in transforming students 
from rather ineffective consumers of scholarship into effective students and even 
participants conducting authentic (and not merely imposed) research. 

Finally, the long format course, with students motivated to conduct 
meaningful research and focused on engaging a wide range of information 
sources, is an opportunity to explore different approaches to research and to 
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critical information literacy, an essential component of becoming not only 
a consumer but ultimately a producer of scholarship and knowledge. We 
understand that such skills, even when limited to only the abilities of critical 
information seeking and use, are developed over years of reading, analyzing, 
seeking, and responding and form the foundation of a scholarly mind. Aspiring 
to such goals, we feel our course can be useful, even a transformative exercise for 
those students initiating their careers as scholars, one brief but hopefully lasting 
invitation to students dedicated to contemplation and social change.
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