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Research Is an Activity and a Subject of Study: 
A Proposed Metaconcept and Its Practical 
Application

Allison Hosier*

Information literacy instruction based on the ACRL Information Literacy Competency 
Standards for Higher Education tends to focus on basic research skills. However, research 
is not just a skill but also a subject of study. The ACRL Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education opens the door to integrating the study of research into informa-
tion literacy instruction via its acknowledgement of the contextual nature of research. 
This article introduces the metaconcept that research is both an activity and a subject of 
study. The application of this metaconcept in core LIS literature is discussed and a model 
for incorporating the study of research into information literacy instruction is suggested.

Introduction
Studies have shown that students’ confidence in their research skills often does not match their 
proficiency with those skills.1 Students seem to believe that their facility with search engines is 
sufficient for any research-related task they may be faced with. In believing this, what students 
fail to realize is that while the information-seeking skills they have developed are certainly 
valuable in some situations, they are less so in others. 

Instructors of composition courses face a similar dilemma. Students believe that writing is 
nothing more than a basic skill and often fail to appreciate the importance of rhetorical context 
to the writing process. In an effort to resolve this, instructors help students familiarize them-
selves with different genres of writing via the study of writing itself. As a result, students may 
begin to recognize that basic skills are not enough to meet the expectations for writing in every 
context. The most successful student writers are ones who are able to recognize themselves as 
novices in some of these contexts.2 These student writers will also begin to see that writing is 
not just an activity but also a subject of study.3 

Students who learn about research through information literacy instruction may not have 
the opportunity to experience a similar epiphany about the research process. This is because 
common models of information literacy instruction are primarily skills-based with a particular 
focus on application. There is little if any time to devote to teaching students about the contex-
tual nature of research or how to study a research product for evidence of conventions related 
to these contexts. 
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If information literacy instruction is typically skills-based, it is likely because the ACRL 
Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education (the Standards) is a skills-based 
document, as are similar documents that have shaped how information literacy has been 
taught until now. The Standards guidelines in particular fail to address the contextual nature 
of research in a meaningful way, thus limiting opportunities to introduce this important con-
cept in the classroom. 

The advent of the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education (the Frame-
work) marks a shift from skills-based thinking about information literacy to concept-based 
thinking. Because of this shift, information literacy instructors now have the option to expand 
their teaching beyond the application of basic research skills. The Framework’s attention to 
context in particular can be used to create a model of instruction that involves the study of 
research in addition to the application of research skills. In this way, students will better rec-
ognize that research, like writing, is both an activity and a subject of study. 

The purpose of this article is threefold. The first is to propose the metaconcept that re-
search is both an activity and a subject of study. This metaconcept has long been present in 
the literature in the library and information science field but has been largely absent from 
information literacy instruction. The second goal of this study is to discuss how the influence 
of the Standards led to the skills-based model of information literacy instruction while suggest-
ing that the Framework’s attention to context provides a path for reshaping such instruction 
around the study of research. Third, a model for integrating this metaconcept into information 
literacy instruction will be presented. 

These ideas were initially inspired by Adler-Kassner and Wardle’s edited volume Naming 
What We Know: Threshold Concepts of Writing Studies. Just as Adler-Kassner and Wardle and 
their collaborators aimed to articulate what writing studies experts know about their subject 
to improve conversations with students and other nonexperts, the application of the ideas in 
the present study can lead to better discussions about information literacy with those who in 
the past may not have fully understood its value. 

Defining Research
Before getting to the heart of this paper’s argument, it may be helpful to first establish more 
clearly what, exactly, is meant by “research.” 

In their “Policy for Protection of Human Research Subjects,” the Office for Human Re-
search Protections defines research as a systematic investigation intended to contribute to 
generalizable knowledge.4 Institutional Review Boards commonly use this definition to guide 
researchers applying for approval to pursue research involving human subjects. 

The Standards also portrays research as an investigation, one that likely involves the use 
of library resources. The prescribed steps for the research process include the identification 
of a gap in knowledge, the identification and evaluation of relevant sources, and the ethical 
use of those sources.5 

In the Framework, research is alluded to as a “reflective discovery of information” in the 
expanded definition of information literacy.6 This journey of reflective discovery is intended 
to lead to the creation of new knowledge. 

Information-seeking is a concept related closely to research that takes into consideration 
contexts beyond the scientific and academic ones that are the primary concern of the above 
definitions. Wilson describes information-seeking as a behavior that “arises as a consequence 
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of a need perceived by an information user who…makes demands upon formal or informal 
information sources or services, which result in success or failure to find relevant informa-
tion.”7

It is necessary to define research broadly in a discussion of research as both an activity and 
a subject of study, because the study of research can take many forms and context is always 
a consideration. For this reason, the understanding of research in this paper will encompass 
the following: 

• Research is any formal or informal process that is undertaken to fill a gap in knowledge, 
build on existing knowledge, or create new knowledge. 

• Goals of research include but are not limited to answering a research question, testing 
a hypothesis, or satisfying curiosity. 

• Research involves investigation of some kind. This investigation may be formal, such as 
an exhaustive literature review or the careful implementation of the scientific method, 
or it may be informal, such as a brief Google search. More formal research investigations 
may be qualitative or quantitative in nature. 

• The research process is often iterative rather than linear. 
• The results of research may be captured in a research product or a set of research prod-

ucts. The products of research can take many forms, including but not limited to: for-
mally published research studies, dissertations, conference proceedings, creative works, 
presentations, speeches, news and magazine articles, and blog posts. 

• Research products often include evidence of research in some way, whether it is a list 
of citations, a detailed description of methodology, a quote from an interview subject, a 
list of acknowledgements, a verbal allusion to a source of information (as in a speech), 
or contextual links (as in an online blog post). 

TABLE 1
Outline of Types of Research

Type of 
Research

Description Example Research 
Products

Example Evidence of 
Research

Academic 
Research

Most often performed by professors and 
students in academic environments. Often 
involves the use of library resources but 
not always. May be disciplinary in nature. 

Scholarly articles, 
research papers, 
dissertations, 
theses

Detailed literature 
reviews and citations

Creative 
Research

Performed as part of the process of 
producing a creative work

Novels, popular 
nonfiction, a 
performance

Notes on sources; lists of 
acknowledgements and 
credits

Personal 
Research

Undertaken to satisfy a personal 
information need or to satisfy curiosity

Social media posts, 
blog entries

Contextual links, informal 
notes on sources used (if 
any)

Professional 
Research

Required as part of a job in a particular 
field

News articles, 
presentations, 
reports, memos

Quotes from interview 
subjects, brief citations 
(formal or informal) to 
sources

Scientific 
Research

Follows the scientific method Peer-reviewed 
articles, research 
studies and reports

Cited sources, detailed 
descriptions of 
methodology
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Research envisioned through an information literacy lens is often academic in nature. 
This type of research will be referred to as “academic research” throughout this paper. Table 
1 outlines additional terms that will be used to refer to different types of research where 
necessary. This is not intended as a definitive list of research genres but rather a guide that 
will serve to clarify certain points. Note that some types of research may overlap with others. 

Research Is a Subject of Study
A study of research is one in which the products or processes of research are analyzed to better 
understand some aspect of research itself. This is most directly seen in studies that observe 
actual research behaviors or evaluate specific research products. The study of research also 
has an influence on other areas of inquiry. Context is often key to studies of research. 

The study of research is most prevalent in literature found in the library and informa-
tion science (LIS) field. However, it also has relevant applications in other fields. This section 
will first summarize areas of inquiry directly and indirectly related to the study of research 
that can be found in LIS literature. A few relevant examples from the related field of writing 
studies will also be mentioned. Brief consideration will then be given to a relevant example 
from the field of psychology. 

The Study of Research in Library and Information Science
Researchers in library and information science study the processes and products of research 
to improve systems and services, to understand how those systems and services are used, to 
analyze collections, to measure the impact of research-related instruction, to trace the develop-
ment of a research topic over time, and more. These areas of inquiry are studied in a variety 
of contexts using a range of methods and populations. The study of research is relevant to 
virtually every specialization in library and information science. It is not an exaggeration to 
say that if you open any of the core journals in this field, such as those identified in a 2014 
study by Nixon,8 you are likely to find at least one article that is concerned directly or indi-
rectly with the study of research in some way, shape, or form. 

The study of research is a theme that has long been present in LIS literature but can be 
difficult to locate because until now it has not generally been named as such. The metaconcept 
introduced here gives us a novel lens through which to view our work and begin to articulate 
what we know about research as both an activity and a subject of study in a new way. When 
this lens is applied to content analyses and literature reviews, which are fairly common in LIS 
literature9 and are themselves an example of the study of research, these works can serve as a 
valuable proxy for identifying topics related to the study of research in our field. An analysis 
by Tuomaala, Jarvelin, & Vakkari from 2014 may be most useful in this respect for the present 
discussion.10 The breakdown of topics and subtopics the authors created for their study is spe-
cific enough to begin to see shades of the research-as-subject metaconcept. In their analysis, the 
authors found that information seeking, which includes subtopics such as information use and 
information management, accounted for 12.3 percent of the LIS literature in 2005, the most recent 
year considered for the study. The study of research also has applications related to studies of 
information storage and retrieval, a separate topic that includes subtopics such as cataloging 
and the testing of retrieval systems. More than 30 percent of the articles published that year re-
lated to this topic. Other potentially relevant areas from Tuomaala, Jarvelin, and Vakkari’s study 
include research on user education (1.7%), citation patterns (6.5%), and webometrics (2.9%). 



48  College & Research Libraries January 2019

What does the study of research in LIS look like? For one, it is often concerned with con-
text. Researchers seek to gain important insights into how different populations seek or use 
information in different contexts. Some of the populations studied in recent issues of core LIS 
journals include disadvantaged adolescents, Catholic clergy, linguists, and poultry farmers, 
to name just a few.11 Contexts of interest found in recent literature include not just academic 
or scholarly ones12 but also personal, as in studies of everyday life information seeking,13 and 
professional, as in studies of how information is accessed and used in various workplace en-
vironments.14 Those who study the products of research may be interested in understanding 
how researchers cite data, what common themes can be found in the research on a particular 
subject, or how the content of one type of research product might distinguish it from another 
type of research product.15 In all of these cases, context matters to the researcher. 

Context also matters to those whose work may be informed by the study of research 
though research itself is not the direct object of study. For example, the work of collection 
management researchers must be informed at least in part by how a particular population 
uses the collection in question.16 Usability studies may be primarily concerned with issues 
of design, but the researcher must also take into account the context in which the resource 
being tested will actually be used.17 A study of a library’s physical space must include some 
consideration for the research and information-seeking activities that users conduct in that 
space, which will be different depending on details such as the type and size of the library 
as well as the population it serves.18 Researchers who create algorithms or implement other 
methods to improve the effectiveness of information retrieval systems must have some under-
standing of the needs and behaviors of the system’s front-end users.19 Though the examples 
cited are all from recent literature, they represent areas of inquiry that have developed over 
a long period of time. 

In the past, the study of academic research as conducted by students has been of particu-
lar concern to those who teach information literacy. Leckie, for example, comments on how 
typical research assignments reflect an expert approach to research that may be inaccessible to 
novice student researchers.20 Information literacy instruction is also often informed by stud-
ies that establish an understanding of students’ research behavior, including their method of 
strategic satisficing,21 why they prefer certain resources and tools over others,22 and why their 
choices do not always match expert expectations of quality and reliability.23 Understanding 
gaps between the research skills librarians teach and the ones that are actually used in the 
workplace, as in Head, Van Hoeck, Eschler, and Fullerton, is another area of inquiry that has 
gained importance over time.24 

Among these studies of the products and processes of academic research are arguments 
for teaching students about the contextual nature of research. Fister advocates for creating a 
better awareness of the rhetorical aspects of research,25 an idea that was later put into action 
by Davidson and Crateau.26 Simmons proposes applying genre theory and critical information 
literacy to research instruction so that librarians can position themselves as discourse media-
tors, studying and teaching the conventions of research in different disciplines as anthropolo-
gists study and teach the practices of different cultures.27 Harris makes a similar argument: 
“Before we make assumptions about how to assist communities of learning, we may also need 
to define and navigate the social, political, and cultural characteristics of that community.”28

The study of research touches nearly every aspect of the library and information science 
field, in one form or another. But, as Faix points out, experts in other fields also take part in 
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scholarly conversations about research.29 This includes related fields such as writing stud-
ies, where authors like Brent and North approach the study of research from a composition 
perspective.30 However, the study of research is also relevant to researchers in more scientific 
fields, which are often considered outside the scope of information literacy instruction. Though 
this paper focuses primarily on information literacy instruction, the overall argument is that 
such instruction would be more effective if it involved the study of research to help students 
appreciate the contextual nature of the research process. This means expanding our thinking 
about research beyond the library-based academic notions we have favored so far. For this rea-
son, a relevant example of the study of research in psychology is provided in the next section. 

The Study of Replicability and Reproducibility in Psychology
The methods, goals, and motivations of scientific research are considered to be distinct from 
the ones described by documents such as the Standards and the Framework. That this is the 
case serves as further evidence in support of the importance of context to the research pro-
cess. However, scientific researchers have also been known to turn inward and examine the 
processes and products of research as it is represented in their fields. 

In the field of psychology, the work done as part of the Reproducibility Project is particularly 
relevant to the present discussion. As part of this project, a team of researchers attempted to repli-
cate the results of 100 psychological studies.31 Their findings led them to create a set of recommen-
dations for how to improve the research and publication process in their field to better promote 
replicability. One of these recommendations was to teach students to study research publications 
in their fields to evaluate the evidence used and learn to see potential methodological flaws.

The findings of this project inspired a number of responses. Some researchers studied the 
methods undertaken by those who worked on the project and used these analyses to ques-
tion or criticize the results.32 Others turned to conversations about whether replicability and 
reproducibility should be goals of psychological research in the first place.33 There are also 
studies,34 published since then, that seek to establish whether there are methods that can be 
used to improve the replicability of a study and others35 that recommend new approaches 
to evaluating replicability itself. A similar study to investigate the reproducibility of cancer 
biology research is also being undertaken.36 

From these discussions, it becomes clear that research is not just an activity but also a 
subject of study for researchers in LIS and other fields. This metaconcept has important con-
nections to the contextual nature of research. Both ideas are essential to learning about research 
in a meaningful way. Despite this, information literacy instruction tends to be generally skills-
based with little or no discussion of these ideas. The reason for this may be that, for many, 
models of information literacy instruction have been built around the Standards, a document 
that places priority on teaching research skills over research-related concepts. 

The Importance of Context: Limitations of the Standards and New Opportunities
As stated earlier, the Standards is a skills-based document. When considering the historical 
context of this document, its focus on the activity of research makes sense. Information literacy 
had developed over time from a job skill to one that was more closely related to research. 
Meanwhile, bibliographic instruction had also shifted from the original concept-based ap-
proaches to ones that focused more on teaching students basic access skills.37 The Standards 
simply reflected these ways of thinking. 
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The Standards was also developed at a time when academic librarians were seeking to stake 
a place for themselves in the missions of their institutions, which had become more closely 
tied to the employability of their graduates.38 For such institutions, learning outcomes became 
the favored way of gauging the success of a particular program. One of the Standards’ stated 
goals is to provide measurable learning outcomes for information literacy.39 To be measurable, 
learning outcomes must be based on what can be observed. It is much easier to measure the 
development of skills than it is to measure changes in a student’s worldview. 

The limitations of the Standards have been well documented over time.40 One of the main 
shortcomings of the Standards has always been in its failure to acknowledge the importance of 
context to the research process. More accurately, the Standards assume a single research con-
text: that of library-based academic research. The closest the document comes to referencing 
the contextual nature of research is the occasional gesture toward discipline-specific research, 
which is still a highly academic notion (see table 2). Despite the aspiration of the Standards 
toward transferability,41 research studies that have tested this idea tend to have mixed results.42 

TABLE 2
Explicit References to Research Context and Discipline in the ACRL Standards

Standard Performance Indicator and Outcome
Standard 1: The information-literate student 
determines the nature and extent of the 
information needed.

2b: Recognizes that knowledge can be organized into 
disciplines that influence the way information is accessed

2e: Differentiates between primary and secondary sources, 
recognizing how their use and importance vary with each 
discipline

3b: Considers the feasibility of acquiring a new language 
or skill (such as foreign or discipline-based) to gather 
needed information and to understand its context

Standard 2: The information-literate student 
accesses needed information effectively and 
efficiently. 

2c: Selects controlled vocabulary specific to the discipline 
or information retrieval source

2f: Implements the search using investigative protocols 
appropriate to the discipline

Standard 3: The information-literate 
student evaluates information and its 
sources critically and incorporates selected 
information into his or her knowledge base 
and value system.

2d: Recognizes the cultural, physical, or other context 
within which the information was created and understands 
the impact of context on interpreting the information

4d: Tests theories with discipline-appropriate techniques 
(examples: simulators, experiments)

Standard 4: The information-literate 
student, individually or as a member of 
a group, uses information effectively to 
accomplish a specific purpose.

1d: Manipulates digital text, images, and data, as needed, 
transferring them from their original locations and formats 
to a new context

Standard 5: The information-literate student 
understands many of the economic, 
legal, and social issues surrounding the 
use of information and accesses and uses 
information ethically and legally.

No explicit reference
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In other words, despite its stated intentions, what the document is really doing is, as Mark 
points out, reflecting a tendency in the academy to measure expertise by one’s ability to adopt 
the conventions of academia.43 

Because the Standards does not adequately take into account the contextual nature of 
research, neither does Standards-based information literacy instruction. Instead, such instruc-
tion focuses primarily if not exclusively on teaching students the basic skills associated with 
library-based academic research. We know this because influential tools created to standardize 
the assessment of information literacy learning, such as the Information Literacy VALUE ru-
brics and the learning goals suggested by the Middle States Commission of Higher Education, 
reflect it.44 We also know this because studies of syllabi for credit-bearing information literacy 
courses show that the most common topics taught as part of these courses are skills-based.45 

The influence of the Standards has had a noticeable effect on the way librarians think 
about teaching information literacy. When asked by Hofer, Townsend, and Brunetti about 
the most common “stuck places” students encountered when learning about research, the 
answers given by the librarians who participated in the study were concerned almost exclu-
sively with academic research skills.46 One place where a more contextual view of research 
shows through is in the respondents’ stated desire to help students better understand how 
the process of information creation might differ from one discipline to another. 

The Standards has also had an effect on how information literacy is perceived by those 
outside the library field. When Gullikson asked nonlibrary faculty at what academic level they 
would expect students to have achieved individual learning outcomes from the Standards, the 
majority of those who responded indicated that they would expect students to have mastered 
these skills in the early part of their careers in higher education, if not before.47 Standards-based 
information literacy, in the eyes of nonlibrarians, is at best seen as what Norgaard calls “a 
mere look up skill.”48

The Standards provides no path to introducing students to the contextual nature of 
research. Because of this, the idea that research is both an activity and a subject of study be-
came lost in our information literacy instruction and our thinking about information literacy 
instruction despite the fact that it remained a prevalent theme in our professional literature. 
In insisting on the importance of context to the research process,49 the Framework gives us a 
way to change our thinking and our instruction. 

Each of the Framework’s six frames is infused with implicit and explicit references to the 
contextual nature of research (see table 3). In fact, the only frame in which the word “con-
text” does not appear in one form or another is “Research as Inquiry,” which still manages 
to highlight the importance of distinguishing between processes of inquiry intended to meet 
different needs. 

Of course, the Framework, like the Standards, is also a product of ACRL and so, as Foasberg 
points out, its contexts of interest are still primarily academic in nature.50 No doubt research 
is currently underway to test the transferability of the Framework. In the meantime, it is not 
difficult to imagine how the six frames could apply to nonacademic forms of research. For 
example, negotiating a meaning from varying perspectives, as described in the “Scholarship 
as Conversation” frame, is as of much concern to those conducting personal, professional, 
or creative research as it is to those conducting academic research. Those who follow the 
investigative steps of the scientific method can likely find relevance in the idea of “Research 
as Inquiry.” 
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TABLE 3
Explicit References to the Importance of Context in the ACRL Framework

Frame Relevant reference

Authority Is 
Constructed and 
Contextual

Information resources reflect their creators’ expertise and credibility, and 
are evaluated based on the information need and the context in which the 
information will be used.

[Authority] is contextual in that the information need may help to determine the 
level of authority required. 

An understanding of this concept enables novice learners to critically examine all 
evidence—be it a short blog post or a peer-reviewed conference proceeding—
and to ask relevant questions about origins, context, and suitability for the 
current information need. 

Novice learners may need to rely on basic indicators of authority, such as type of 
publication or author credentials, where experts recognize schools of thought or 
discipline-specific paradigms.

[Learners who are developing their information-literate abilities] understand 
that many disciplines have acknowledged authorities in the sense of well-known 
scholars and publications that are widely considered “standard,” and yet, even in 
those situations, some scholars would challenge the authority of those sources. 

Information Creation 
as Process

Experts recognize that information creations are valued differently in different 
contexts, such as academia or the workplace.

[Learners who are developing their information-literate abilities] articulate the 
traditional and emerging processes of information creation and dissemination in 
a particular discipline.

[Learners who are developing their information-literate abilities] monitor the 
value that is placed upon different types of information products in varying 
contexts.

Information Has 
Value

The value of information is manifested in various contexts, including publishing 
practices, access to information, the commodification of personal information, 
and intellectual property laws. 

Research as Inquiry No explicit reference

Scholarship as 
Conversation

[Learners who are developing their information-literate abilities] suspend 
judgment on the value of a particular piece of scholarship until the larger 
context for the scholarly conversation is better understood.

Searching as 
Strategic Exploration

Experts realize that information searching is a contextualized, complex 
experience that affects, and is affected by, the cognitive, affective, and social 
dimensions of the searcher. 

[N]ovice learners tend to use few search strategies, while experts select from 
various search strategies, depending on the sources, scope, and context of the 
information need. 
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It may be true that not every threshold concept will apply to every research context. For 
some, that might be seen as a shortcoming of the present argument. However, it is worth 
remembering that the Framework is intended to be a flexible document, making it clear that 
there is room for more threshold concepts than those identified in the original version.51 
Further, in establishing a set of threshold concepts related to writing studies, Adler-Kassner 
and Wardle and their collaborators identified 37 threshold concepts, some of which may be 
more applicable to the study and activity of certain genres of writing than others. Granted, 
this work is not intended for broad implementation the way the Framework is, but both docu-
ments are of a similar spirit.52

As stated earlier, students often enter the information literacy classroom unable to 
recognize that, while the skills and knowledge they have developed are valuable in some 
research contexts, they may be less so in others. For information literacy instructors, this has 
been a significant barrier, one that the Standards provided no meaningful way to overcome. 
The metaconcept that has been established here gives us a lens through which to understand 
research as not just an activity but also a subject of study. The Framework provides a path to 
pass on this knowledge to students by introducing them to the importance of context to the 
research process. The next section describes how a common model for composition instruc-
tion could be adapted for this purpose. 

A Suggested Model for Practical Application
In Standards-based information literacy instruction, students are introduced to the conven-
tions of academic research at the same time that they are expected to apply those conventions. 
They are expected to do this correctly without ever having seen or studied an example of such 
research, except perhaps one provided by their instructor for informational purposes. Badke 
criticizes this approach, colorfully stating, “teaching application without teaching method 
and philosophy is akin to showing someone how to steer and use the brakes on a car without 
teaching overall driving technique and the rules of the road.”53 

In writing studies, there is a similar expectation that, as Sommers and Saltz put it, stu-
dents will “become master builders while they are still apprentices.”54 However, composition 
instruction does not generally begin and end with application the way information literacy 
instruction does. Instead, students first study a selected example of a genre of writing to learn 
about the conventions of that genre and then attempt to apply those conventions in their own 
work. Information literacy instruction could benefit from emulating this structure. 

Rather than organizing an information literacy course around units based on skills, 
sources, or tools, the course could be organized instead around different research contexts. 
More work may need to be done to determine what exactly those contexts can or should be 
or whether the conventions, goals, and motivations of those contexts can be said to represent 
“genres” as the term is understood by researchers of genre theory.55 However, a general in-
formation literacy course could conceivably be organized around units on academic research, 
personal research, professional research, creative research, scientific research, and more. 

In this approach, research skills like those described by the Standards would still be valu-
able but would only be taught after students first had the opportunity to study an example 
piece of research. Similar to the work of some professionals who study research, students could 
closely examine the types of sources used and think about the roles those sources play in the 
author’s research. They might also study the way the author gives credit to those sources, per-
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haps noticing that, in some research contexts, credit is given through formal citation while in 
others it is done through contextual links, quotes from interview subjects, or some other way. 
By doing this, students would learn how the conventions of research change from context to 
context. They may begin to develop a more realistic view of how much more there is to learn 
beyond the skills they already have and why it is worth learning. 

As an illustration of how a unit in a course designed like this would work, consider that 
in a composition course students might first be given Letter from a Birmingham Jail by Martin 
Luther King Jr. as an example of persuasive writing. They would study this piece before try-
ing to emulate King’s rhetorical moves in their own work. 

In a unit on academic research in an information literacy course, students might first be 
given an example research essay or scholarly article. Rather than studying the writing, they 
would look at the evidence of research in the source. They might be asked to notice how the 
author uses citations or footnotes and includes a list of sources at the end. Attention might 
be drawn to the nature of the sources the author used, and critical thought might be given to 
why he or she made those choices. A student could also be asked to comment on how each 
source was used in the example piece: to add new information, to present and answer a con-
tradicting view, to pull a quote, and so on. 

The same could be done with units on other types of research. In a different unit, a per-
sonal blog post could be used as an example of personal research in which the evidence of 
research might appear as contextual links rather than formal citations. Or a news article could 
be studied as an example of journalistic or professional research in which quotes from sources 
with firsthand knowledge of an event are privileged over other types of sources. Even King’s 
Letter could be used as an example of research. In this piece, King borrows ideas from and 
makes reference to Socrates and the Bible to support his ideas. He also relies on the authority 
granted to him by his own personal experience with the issues he is discussing.56 

After studying the conventions of a genre of research through an example piece, students 
could then be taught the skills needed to complete the type of research each product repre-
sents. As a culminating project, students could be required to create a research product of 
their own that follows the conventions they learned about and then reflect on the ways that 
they used or challenged those conventions in their own work. 

What is described above would be most appropriate for a general information literacy 
course taught at the undergraduate level. Instructors who teach more advanced or discipline-
based information literacy could adapt this approach to suit their students’ needs and inter-
ests. For example, such instruction could focus more closely on the evaluation of research as 
it is most often represented in a field of study or profession. Students could be taught to see 
flaws in an author’s methodology, reasoning, or use of sources. They might also benefit from 
reviewing studies of information behavior of relevant populations to gain an understanding 
of how these populations interact with and create information in various settings. Instructors 
could invite students to think critically about the research practices in their fields and reflect 
on areas of potential improvement. 

Caveats and Potential Concerns
It is necessary at this point to acknowledge that the common model for teaching composi-
tion described earlier is not without its critics in that field. Connors, for example, argues that 
using genres and modes to teach writing is more of a convenience to the instructor than a 
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reflection of how writing actually works.57 Hillocks makes the case that using genre and form 
to teach composition neglects the importance of inquiry and teaching students how to work 
with content.58 

In implementing a similar model for information literacy instruction, information literacy 
instructors may also have concerns. Foremost among these may be a reluctance to teach re-
search outside the discipline-agnostic academic context of past Standards-based instruction. 
To do so, it has been argued in the past, would be to tread on the toes of disciplinary faculty 
who are the rightfully recognized experts on research in their fields of study and also perhaps 
to stray outside our professional strengths.59 In response to this, it must be acknowledged 
that disciplinary faculty have been valuable partners in teaching information literacy in the 
past and could continue to be so in this new approach. As far as professional strengths, the 
Standards may have been limited to library-based academic research but the study of research 
in the LIS field is not, showing that contexts outside academia are, in fact, within our profes-
sional domain. Even if they were not, librarians tend to portray themselves as research experts 
as a way of communicating their value to their institutions. Taking advantage of the ways in 
which researchers in our own field have cultivated an understanding of how research works 
in a variety of contexts can only enhance our ability to label ourselves this way. 

Another possible area of concern might be one anticipated by Townsend, Brunetti, and 
Hofer who acknowledge that threshold concepts like the ones found in the Framework tend to 
privilege certain ways of thinking.60 Information literacy instructors may feel that the study of 
research is for professionals only and that teaching it to students would set up an expectation 
that, to be successful researchers, they need to become junior librarians or junior professors. 
However, it is worth noting that the goal of composition instruction, which involves both the 
study and practice of writing, is to teach students to be competent writers with an appreciation 
for rhetorical context. They are introduced to expert ways of thinking as a way of expanding 
their worldview but are not expected to become published (or even publishable) authors as 
a result of what they learn. 

Finally, there may be some question of whether teaching students the conventions asso-
ciated with different research contexts and then expecting them to follow those conventions 
stifles creativity by inviting conformity to existing systems. In answer to this, it could be argued 
that using the conventions of research as a teaching tool opens the door to conversations about 
why those conventions exist in the first place and in what ways they uphold what Beilin refers 
to as the “knowledge regime.”61 Teaching students to think critically about the research that 
goes into creating a particular research product would enable them to more clearly see how 
the recontextualization process that is part of all research is subject to the inherent biases and 
worldviews of the author.62 Even more important, as observed by Simmons, when students 
learn about generic conventions, they may learn to see themselves as having “the potential 
to effect changes in the conventions instead of simply learning to conform to the established 
patterns.”63 In other words, learning “the rules” is also the first step in learning how to break 
those rules and challenge the systems that created them in meaningful and interesting ways. 

Conclusion
Current models of information literacy instruction that treat research as nothing more than 
a basic skill do not serve students well. They also do not serve information literacy well. Re-
search is not a basic skill that can be mastered for a lifetime in the space of a single instruction 
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session. It is an activity that relies heavily on rhetorical context. It is also a subject of study 
with areas of inquiry in which context is often a large consideration. To paraphrase Wardle 
and Adler-Kassner,64 a successful researcher is someone who cultivates an understanding of 
the expectations associated with research in a given context and then meaningfully engages 
with those expectations. Such a researcher is both a consumer and a creator of information. 

The metaconcept introduced in this article, that research is both an activity and a subject 
of study, is an attempt to name something that has been present in LIS literature all along but 
for which there has been no room in information literacy instruction in the past. Future work 
to identify the ways in which this metaconcept has manifested itself in the literature in our 
field will be valuable in helping us to articulate the value of our work in a new way. In the 
meantime, it could serve as a useful frame for transforming information literacy instruction 
and enhancing the reputation of information literacy as something more than a basic skill. 
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