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Information Literacy through the
Lens of Rhetoric and Composition
Together we will…
Make connections between rhetoric and composition theories 
and information literacy in order to consider new instructional 
approaches to traditional information literacy learning 
outcomes.

– question formulation (Joel)
– information search (Donna)
– source evaluation (Mary)
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Rhetoricizing Information Literacy

“. . . information literacy is less a formal skill linked to 
textual features than an intellectual process driven by 
engaged inquiry. It is less an outcome or product than it is 
a recursive process, something to be drafted and revised--
by students and by ourselves” (Norgaard, 2003, p. 128).
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QUESTION FORMULATION
Joel M. Burkholder
@FromtheShelves
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Generic Questions

■ Focus on viability
– Is it interesting to YOU?
– Is the question too broad?
– Is the question too narrow?
– What background information is available?
– Is it researchable given available resources?
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Situated Questions

■ Focus on rhetorical justification
– Community-based: “We write not as isolated individuals but as members of 

communities whose beliefs, concerns, and practices both instigate and 
constrain, at least in part, the sorts of things we can say” (Harris, 1989). 

– Activity-based: “Invention…is related to observation and experience” (Reich, 
1986). 

– Rhetorically persuasive: “To ‘define’ a problem is to interact with the material 
world according to the conventions of a particular discourse community” 
(Bizzell, 1982). 
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Moving from Generic to Situated 
Questions
1. Name your topic: I am studying ________________,

2. Imply your question: because I want to find out who/how/why ________________,

3. State the rationale for the question: in order to understand how/why/what 
________________.

From The Craft of Research (Booth, Colomb, & Williams, 2008)
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Do you have a cell phone?
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Do you have a cell phone?
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Are you someone’s best friend?
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Are you someone’s best friend?
#LOEX2016
#infolitrhetoric



Do you love chocolate?
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Do you love chocolate?
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Are you feeling stressed at work?
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Are you feeling stressed at work?
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Do you get enough sleep?
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Do you get enough sleep?
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INFORMATION SEARCH
Donna Witek

@donnarosemary
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A 23+ Year-Old Conversation

“Rather than describe the search process as a matter 
of finding information—which sounds like panning for 
solid nuggets of truth—librarians should describe it as 
a way of tapping into a scholarly communication 
network . . . [student researchers] are not locating 
information, but voices with something important to 
say”(Fister, 1993, pp. 214-5).
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ACRL Framework for Information 
Literacy for Higher Education (2015)

■ Scholarship as Conversation
■ Research as Inquiry 
■ 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.” 
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Framework for Success in 
Postsecondary Writing (2011)

Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing 
Habits of Mind on left, Experiences with Writing, Reading and Critical Analysis on right

ACRL Framework for Information Literacy
Frames 

Persistence, 
Creativity, 
Flexibility, 
Metacognition

--Developing Critical Thinking Through Writing, 
Reading, and Research
--Developing Flexible Writing Processes 

Searching as Strategic Exploration

Curiosity, 
Openness, 
Creativity, 
Persistence

--Developing Critical Thinking Through Writing, 
Reading, and Research Research as Inquiry

Creativity, 
Curiosity, 
Openness, 
Flexibility

--Developing Rhetorical Knowledge
--Developing Critical Thinking Through Writing, 
Reading, and Research

Scholarship as Conversation
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Search as Mystery

“Above all, we want our students to view mystery as a 
source of inquiry, research, and writing . . . where the 
unknown is approached from many directions, using a 
variety of ways of thinking, writing, and making” (Davis 
& Shadle, 2000, p. 441).
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■ constructs relational 
juxtapositions but is 
helpless to interpret or 
explain them

■ relies on enumeration, 
requiring explicit 
articulation of attributes 
and data values  

■ allows large amounts of 
information to be sorted, 
cataloged, and queried

■ needed by database to 
make its results meaningful

■ gestures toward the 
inexplicable, the 
unspeakable, the ineffable

■ models how minds think 
and how the world works, 
projects in which 
temporality and inference 
play rich and complex roles
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Narrative…Database…

Reading the Database (Hayles, 2007, pp. 1603-6)



Search as Invention

“Information literacy goes well beyond helping 
students to access texts, for it can become an 
inventional resource for the writing student, not merely 
a resource for supporting what has already been 
invented” (Norgaard, 2003, p. 129).
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Teaching Search Rhetorically
Context
Eloquentia Perfecta Foundation

■ First-Year Oral Communication

■ First-Year Digital Technology

3-6 sections per semester

Librarian embedded in each section

■ “double-shot”

■ one-on-one meetings

Capstone Project: deliver a persuasive 
speech drawing on evidence to 
convince listeners of your position

Pedagogy
“The purpose of this activity is to 
demonstrate that you have strategically 
explored your topic through the search 
process.”

■ low stakes searching exercise early 
in research process

■ evaluated & assessed on level of 
detail in reflective responses

■ shift from emphasis on sources 
found to what students learned 
through the process of finding them

#LOEX2016
#infolitrhetoric



Teaching Search Rhetorically
#LOEX2016
#infolitrhetoric



Teaching Search Rhetorically
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Recall the most recent information literacy instruction session 
in which you taught students SEARCH.
■ Why did you demonstrate the search tool you did?
■ What scholarly and professional communities does the 

search tool provide access to?
■ How might you invite students to approach the search tool 

and process with mystery, curiosity, and invention?
■ How can you make these parts of their learning explicit to 

them?

Teaching Search Rhetorically:
Questions to Consider
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SOURCE EVALUATION
Mary J. Snyder Broussard

@MaryBroussard42
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Information Evaluation as 
Generally Taught
■ Based on external, superficial features

– Format (scholarly articles)
– Where it is indexed
– Author’s educational background

■ Doesn’t address how to use the information
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Information Evaluation in 
Rhetoric Studies
■ Reading comprehension cannot be separated from information evaluation

– Must actually read the source

■ Reasoning about documents vs. reasoning with documents

■ What a reader brings to a reading event
– Background knowledge (schema)
– Rhetorical goal
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Using Background Knowledge to 
Evaluate Sources
■ Introduction to schema theory

■ Using schema as filters in order to:
– Assimilate
– Accommodate
– Reject

■ Happens unconsciously, but learners need to bring it to consciousness
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The baby kicked the ball.
The punter kicked the ball.
The golfer kicked the ball.

From Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, & Goetz, 1977, p. 368

Schema Example 1
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Schema Example 2
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Image source: http://threedogsnorth.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/junior-baby.jpg

http://threedogsnorth.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/junior-baby.jpg


One’s Rhetorical Goal and 
Evaluating Sources
■ Reading to understand an author’s message and purpose

■ Reading to understand how a text can help one reach their own rhetorical goals
– Forwarding
– Countering
– BEAM

■ Becomes even more important when synthesizing information from multiple texts
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■ Educators need to increase support for reading comprehension

■ Why librarians are well-suited for the task
– We are “novice expert” readers
– Reading comprehension is critical for students to use the information the 

library provides
– We can be a good resource for helping students troubleshoot when we meet 

with them individually
– We can advocate with faculty

#LOEX2016
#infolitrhetoric

What this means for educators



Q&A / DISCUSSION
Thank you!
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Donna Witek, The University of Scranton, @donnarosemary
Mary J. Snyder Broussard, Lycoming College, @MaryBroussard42
Joel M. Burkholder, Penn State York, @FromtheShelves
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