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Encouraging  
Intellectual Growth

HAVE YOU EVER HAD A STUDENT come to the reference desk asking for help 
finding scholarly articles, only to realize the student has no clear understanding 
of what these articles are or why the instructor was asking for them? Have you 

ever observed students selecting the top two or three results in a search results list with no 
consideration for the quality or authority of those sources? Or have you ever had a student 
in a reference consultation ask you for advice about how to work with their advisors or 
major professors?

At the heart of each of those questions is an interpretation about how learners make 
meaning from different types of evidence and perceive authority in a variety of new con-
texts. Librarians constantly deal with issues related to authority and meaning-making in 
their work. Depending on what kind of library work you do, the idea of authority may 
be understood in a variety of ways. For example, catalogers are highly familiar with the 
concept of authority control. Much of their work involves standardizing the way infor-
mation is presented so that searchers can consistently and predictably find information. 

IN THIS CHAPTER

 P Understanding how learners develop the ability to make meaning from a wide 
variety of information sources

 P Interpreting how learners’ intellectual development influences the way they 
think about authority and evidence

 P Creating a safe environment for reference interactions that support intellectual 
development

 P Designing instruction sessions appropriate for learners’ intellectual develop-
ment phases

 P Planning outreach activities that shift learners’ view of authority and evidence
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Because of their expertise, catalogers can provide authority for information that was 
previously unordered. Instruction librarians may think about authority in a somewhat 
different way. For example, the ACRL Information Literacy Framework emphasizes the 
importance of recognizing how authority is viewed depending on different contexts in 
the frame “authority is constructed and contextual” (ACRL 2016). In practice, instruction 
librarians often use this concept to teach students to examine the differences between 
peer-reviewed and popular literature. One distinguishing factor often emphasized about 
these two source types is that the editing process used and the authors’ expertise signal 
how much authority the source has. Instruction librarians work to make those distinc-
tions clear so that students are able to classify similar sources in new contexts, while 
recognizing that the line between source types can be fuzzy and that there isn’t always an 
absolute right answer.

Depending on your past library experiences, you may have experienced authority 
in both of those contexts, as well as in many other aspects of your personal and profes-
sional life. However, once you learned how to make meaning in a new context, you likely 
stopped thinking explicitly about how those connections were made. For example, with 
repeated experience, evaluating the difference between a peer-reviewed and a popular 
article is a process your brain can handle in a few seconds. Your mind automatically sorts 
out how authority was determined for the different types of information. Moreover, if 
you encounter a slightly different format of the scholarly article, for example, an HTML 
version of the article rather than a printed article in a bound journal, you would be able 
to transfer your preexisting understanding about scholarly articles so that you could still 
determine the authority of the article despite the difference in format. Or if you were 
asked to choose the best source for presenting to a specific audience, you would likely 
be able to adjust and understand that a less scholarly source may be more appropriate. 
But for novices these activities can be hurdles that require significant thought before the 
learner can determine how to best use the information presented.

The ability to understand where authority comes from, when to rely on intuition, 
and when to adapt your sense of authority to a new situation are all intellectual processes 
that start to happen reflexively. However, an understanding of authority and how to 
make meaning when confronted with increasingly complex questions doesn’t just happen 
automatically at birth. For most people, this changes over time. This chapter will discuss 
a theory that describes how people’s understanding of meaning-making from different 
sources of evidence and authority change as their experiences impact how they think. 
This chapter will also discuss how librarians can use this theory to create a broad range 
of learning experiences.

 Cognitive-Structural Theories

The area of student development theory that examines how students think, reason, and 
make meaning from a diverse array of information, especially as the questions become 
more complicated, is called Cognitive-Structural Theory. There are several types of cog-
nitive-structural theories. Some focus on moral or faith development, and others focus on 
intellectual development. All of these theories have different stages that learners progress 
through at different rates (Long 2012). Most of these theories describe developmental 
characteristics of upper high school and traditional college-aged students; therefore, 
the examples in this chapter will primarily focus on that same learner group. However, 
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note that cognitive-structural development continues throughout the life-span and that 
different people develop at different rates. This chapter will focus on one of the first and 
most well known intellectual development theories. Chapters 3 and 4 will continue with 
a focus on several more recent intellectual development theories.

For librarians who teach information literacy concepts, work with students on refer-
ence questions, or plan outreach events, developing learners’ ability to think, reason, and 
make meaning in order to find and use information is a regular part of daily practice. 
Yet because few librarians have received training in student development theories, you 
may not have a name for the gaps you see in learners’ information skills, and as a result 
it can be easy to either blame your teaching ability or the students’ ability to learn when 
problems arise. Recognizing that the developmental stage at which learners are located 
impacts the way they make meaning from evidence and understand authority can help 
shift the approaches used in reference consultations, in the classroom, and in outreach 
activities to better align with students’ stages and promote intellectual growth.

The History of Perry’s Intellectual and Ethical Development Theory

One of the most prominent cognitive-structural theories is William Perry’s Intellectual 
and Ethical Development Theory. This theory has spurred other researchers to develop a 
variety of theories about how students develop their understanding of the world, partic-
ularly as they encounter information in conflict with ideas they previously held. Because 
of the importance of Perry’s theory in the field of student development theories, the rest 
of this chapter will focus on the key principles of this theory, particularly as they relate 
to the library environment.

As with many student development theories, Perry’s Intellectual and Ethical De-
velopment Theory grew out of his direct interactions with students. While working at 
Harvard University as a counselor in the 1950s and 1960s, Perry and several colleagues 
performed a longitudinal study with male students at Harvard and a few female students 
at Radcliffe. He and his colleagues interviewed these students at the end of each year for 
four years and asked them broad, open-ended questions about their experiences over the 
course of the past year (Perry 1970). Perry tried to interview a diverse range of students. 
At a predominantly male, almost entirely white institution as was Harvard at the time, 
diversity in this context meant his sample was made up of students who demonstrated 
different ways of reacting to intellectual challenges with a range of possible solutions. At 
first, Perry thought these differences were based on personality traits. But after analyzing 
the transcripts of the student interviews, Perry and his colleagues began to see patterns in 
students’ responses that indicated the differences were actually related to developmental 
stages rather than personality.

Perry’s theory posits that when faced with new information, a student will take in 
that information and make meaning from it in different ways depending on the student’s 
intellectual and ethical development stage. Perry and his colleagues came up with a 
nine-position theory to walk through all of these stages of intellectual and ethical devel-
opment. The initial positions primarily focused on intellectual development, and only the 
last few positions discussed ethical development.

One important feature of Perry’s theory that distinguishes it from other cogni-
tive-structural theories is the emphasis on how individuals interpret where authority 
comes from. Perry (1970) defined authority in two ways. Authority (with a capital A) 
indicates a sense of Authority as a source of absolute, right answers; the second definition 
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of authority (with a lowercase a) focuses on a more relative source of authority achieved 
through social interactions. Both types of authority play a role in the three phases of in-
tellectual development. Ways that librarians can help learners understand authority (with 
a lowercase a) will be emphasized throughout the rest of this chapter.

This discussion of Perry’s theory will simplify Perry’s model and collapse those nine 
positions down to three phases that focus solely on intellectual development. This modifi-
cation will make the theory easier to understand and then translate to the library context.

Three Phases of Intellectual Development

The three combined phases of the Intellectual and Ethical Development Theory are dual-
ism, multiplicity, and relativism (see the box below). Learners in the dualism phase believe 
that right answers exist for everything, and there are specific authorities who have those 
right answers (Evans et al. 2010; Perry 1970; Perry 1997). While in the dualism phase, 
learners focus on what they—the person in authority, such as the teacher—want; students 
then work to try to give the teacher exactly that type of content or performance (Perry 
1997, 60). The dualism phase usually starts in childhood and can extend through early 
college (see figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1.  Intellectual development phases by typical age range

INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT PHASES

• Dualism. Sees the world as black and white; right answers exist for every-
thing, and authorities possess those right answers.

• Multiplicity. There are many answers, and anyone can be an authority, one’s 
self included; everyone is entitled to their own opinion; all opinions, includ-
ing their own, count equally.

• Relativism. Not all opinions are equal; context must be considered to make 
decisions and determine where authority comes from.
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Learners in the multiplicity phase begin to think more independently. During the 
multiplicity phase, learners do a nearly 180 degree turn from the dualism phase and see 
authority as coming from almost everywhere. Not only do they begin to value themselves 
as a potential authority with important opinions and viewpoints to share, but also they 
think everyone else’s viewpoint is equally valid. As a result, peers become increasingly 
valuable sources of information (Evans et al. 2010). When thinking through school as-
signments, students in the multiplicity phase shift to recognizing there is a particular way 
the person in authority, that is, the teacher, wants students to do the assignment. Students 
realize there are specific ways of communicating content that are important to follow and 
that it’s not enough just to present the right content (Perry 1997). The multiplicity phase 
can start in high school and can last through the later years of college (Perry 1997).

Students who reach the relativism phase believe context needs to be considered when 
interpreting knowledge. They feel that not all opinions are created equal, and therefore, equal 
weight shouldn’t be given to all ideas, especially to those ideas that aren’t well supported. 
Evidence is required to convince students in the relativism phase that a particular idea or 
individual should be given authority (Evans et al. 2010). The relativism phase can begin in 
late college but often doesn’t begin until after students have finished college (Perry 1997). 
See the Information Ethics Workshop Scenario for a real-life example where a librarian 
grapples with how to work with students at one of these intellectual development phases.

INFORMATION ETHICS WORKSHOP SCENARIO

To better understand these intellectual development phases in a real-world con-
text, picture yourself as the librarian in the following scenario. Ask yourself what 
intellectual development stage the students are in and how that phase may impact 
their behaviors.

You are teaching a three-session workshop series on information ethics to 
first and second-year honors college students as part of their Introduction to Re-
search series. For the first session, you plan a variety of active learning techniques 
to engage students. However, you notice that while most students listen fairly 
attentively during the lecture component of your presentation, several of the stu-
dents don’t seem willing to participate in activities with their classmates. When 
they were asked to compare past experiences with their neighbors, some of these 
students are obviously checking their phones and are not listening to their peers. 
At the end of the session, the only questions asked are about the mechanics of the 
assignment due next week. After the first session, you talk to the course instructor 
and find out she has also observed that some of the students have trouble in other 
honors classes when asked to partner with students from different majors. These 
students have indicated they don’t see how working with a fellow student with no 
expertise in their major is worth their time.

While there may be multiple issues going on with the students in this scenario, 
the students are displaying several signs of dualistic thinking. First, they see au-
thority as coming from the person in charge of the workshop, and they don’t value 
input from their peers. They feel their classmates’ input isn’t as valuable as the input 
from the main authority figure. Second, their focus on the assignment mechanics 
indicates they are interested in getting the answers right and aren’t interested in 
learning what they feel is extraneous information.
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Transitioning between Phases

While the phases in the Intellectual Development theory can reveal interesting issues 
about students’ behavior, what Perry was really interested in were the transition points 
(Perry 1997). The transition points between phases are where growth can happen and 
where students may be open to new ways of thinking (see figure 2.2). Instructors and 
librarians can help foster growth at these transition phases. One of the primary ways 
educators can help students move to a new phase is by including time for reflection and 
building in guided metacognitive activities.

Figure 2.2.  Intellectual development transition points

Transition points can be times that are filled with anxiety. Thinking about the world 
in a different way can leave some people feeling unmoored and uncertain about where 
they belong. In addition to feeling anxious, students at transition points may also feel 
apathetic, cynical, or depressed (Perry 1997). While providing prompts to encourage 
students to think in new ways is important, providing safe spaces and an empathetic rec-
ognition that growth is challenging is an equally important responsibility for instructors 
and librarians.

Perry’s theory focuses on students while they are in college and observes how they 
transition between stages within an academic context. But transitions can happen in 
other contexts as well. Situations that present a conflict or a challenge can also encourage 
growth if support is present to make that transition. Transitional phases can be prompted 
by travel to another country, by significant interactions with a new partner’s family mem-
bers, or because of a new job. People don’t need to attend college to undergo intellectual 
development, but the conflicts and challenges that students encounter in college are 
common triggers for intellectual development (Long 2012).
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Putting Perry’s Intellectual and Ethical Development Theory in Context

Perry’s work on intellectual and ethical development has important implications for those 
of us who support and work with students, particularly in an academic setting. However, 
some caveats should be noted about Perry’s theory. As mentioned earlier, Perry’s inter-
views were done primarily at Harvard with white, male students. Some white, female 
students were interviewed at Radcliffe, but few of their interviews were used in validating 
the theory. Not only was Perry’s demographic pool extremely restrictive in terms of gen-
der and racial diversity, but also the students who attended Harvard in the mid-twentieth 
century also represented an extremely narrow geographic and socioeconomic spectrum. 
Later researchers try to address this lack of diversity in Perry’s work and have sought to 
expand this theory to more diverse contexts (Evans et al. 2010).

Another important factor to keep in mind is that Perry’s interviews took place at 
a particular time in history. When Perry later interviewed a different student cohort in 
1970, he found that those students were at different stages as compared to the students 
he initially interviewed in the 1950s and 1960s. Global events were shaping the way those 
students interpreted information and authority in very different ways. Perry did note the 
importance of considering these environmental impacts, but he asserted that while cer-
tain phases may happen at different times for different students, overall the Intellectual 
and Ethical Development Theory still provides relevant insights into the changing way 
students interpret what is happening in the world around them as they progress through 
college (Perry 1970).

 Applying Intellectual Development Phases to the Library Context

Now that you have an understanding of Perry’s intellectual development phases and the 
importance of the transition points between these phases, it is time to think about how 
these principles can be applied in library settings. Student affairs professionals use Perry’s 
Intellectual and Ethical Development Theory to design programs such as service learning 
experiences or writing center workshops focused on plagiarism. Through these programs, 
student affairs professionals seek to give students the opportunity to stretch their initial 
beliefs and values (Long 2012). Janice Sauer discusses ways that intellectual development 
principles can help librarians and asserts that Perry’s theory provides librarians with “just 
the kind of framework necessary for designing a program that will work with the devel-
opmental pattern of the undergraduate instead of, as we have so often done in the past, 
against it” (1995, 145). Before delving into ways to use Perry’s theory in the library, it is 
worth considering a cautionary note from Perry that echoes Sauer’s sentiments. When 
designing programs or instruction based on principles of intellectual development, Perry 
states, “It’s not that we need to ‘get’ students to develop.” Rather, he says we should design 
our curriculum and pedagogical approaches to “invite, encourage, challenge, and support 
students in such development” (1997, 79).

Learning more about students and respecting the diverse array of intellectual devel-
opment phases they represent matches up well with many librarians’ ethics of putting the 
learner first and supporting them in the various ways they learn and develop. This section 
will focus on how librarians can use lessons from Perry’s theory in reference, instruction, 
and outreach. See the box below to help spark your thinking about additional examples 
of where you have encountered examples of dualism, multiplicity, or relativism in your 
library context.
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Reference Consultations and Intellectual Development

Interactions with students at the reference desk and in-depth, one-on-one research consul-
tations provide many opportunities for observing students at different stages of intellectual 
development. Students who come to the reference desk are often hurried and stressed out. 
They may have tried many alternative routes for addressing their questions before coming 
to you. In these situations of stress and frustration, students can often reveal much about 
themselves in a short period of time. Also, because reference interactions are short, often 
onetime encounters, these interactions can leave librarians feeling as if they haven’t done 
enough to support students (see the Real-Life Reference Example in the box below). This 
section will look at how librarians who do reference work can interact with students in 
ways that are appropriate for their intellectual development stage; will offer suggestions for 
structuring research consultations to help students at transition points; and will discuss the 
value librarians can provide as safe sources of assistance for all students.

INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT PHASE 
EXAMPLES IN THE LIBRARY

Dualism
Students say . . .

• When is this due?
• What database should I use?
• I just can’t find the right keywords.
• My teacher said that we can’t use Wikipedia.
• My teacher won’t give us any clear directions on what sources to use.
• I use Ebsco because that’s what I used in high school.

Multiplicity
Students say . . .

• I never look at the source. It doesn’t really matter where it comes from. The 
source doesn’t matter; content is what I am looking for.

• The other grad students in my department all use Zotero, so I use it too.
• I just need a few sources to back up my opinions.
• I have a system for taking notes that works pretty well for me.

Relativism
Students say . . .

• Because I’m searching in the Web of Science database, I’m not too worried 
about who wrote this. It’s a database for scholarly journals, so I’m not con-
cerned that it’s like Wikipedia or something like that.

• Who is the audience for this?
• A highly cited paper may not be the most relevant one for my project.
• How do I look outside of my discipline for other perspectives?
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Dualism

Recognizing and respecting the intellectual development stage of your learners helps 
you present information in a way that encourages learners to be more receptive to that 
information. Learners at the dualism phase are usually looking for right answers and want 
you, as an authority figure, either to give them that information or to tell them which 
sources are authoritative. One way to help learners at this phase is by making sure the 
information you provide, either verbally or in print, is clear. Learners at the dualism phase 
are not looking for lengthy descriptions with extraneous information about the history of 
the source or alternative methods of arriving at the answer. Focus on giving explanations 
that are brief and to the point.

During the dualism phase, learners also want reassurances that the source they chose 
or the search tool they used is the best tool. Let students know how you chose the sources 
and tools you did during a reference interaction, and use language that signals how you 
determined the authority of the tool or source. For example, a signal phrase can be as 
simple as saying, “I chose to begin our search in Academic Search Premier because it has 
a lot of scholarly articles written by researchers on a range of current topics.” Noting that 
this search tool contains scholarly articles is an important cue to the learners. They can use 
that information to help determine authority when doing another search in the future.

While you may have little control at the reference desk over what sources an instruc-
tor requires for the final research project, you can suggest background sources that are 
more appropriate for the learners’ intellectual phase. Authoritative secondary or tertiary 
sources that compile information in a more digestible format for novice researchers may 
be more appropriate for students in the dualism phase ( Jackson 2008). Sources such as 
encyclopedias, government websites, or research updates provide the clear authority for 
learners at this stage without the more complex disciplinary language they may not yet 
be equipped to evaluate (see table 2.1). While students may not be able to cite sources 
such as an encyclopedia in their final project, reference librarians can explain the value of 
beginning their research with these types of sources.

Presenting information in a stage-appropriate way during reference interactions most 
importantly relies on modeling behaviors that learners can adopt themselves. In summary, 
some of the ways you can help learners at the dualism stage are by providing

• clear explanations,
• brief directions,

REAL-LIFE REFERENCE EXAMPLE

The student approached the reference desk with a couple of her friends. The stu-
dent said, “I’m doing my paper on how grunge represents the 90s and I need one 
more source that will give me a couple of quotes.” We looked through [several 
search tools]. I felt pressure because the student kept emphasizing finding quotes, 
and her friends looked bored. I sent her a couple of citations; but I felt totally 
inadequate.

—Erin Hvizdak, Washington State University Libraries,  
personal communication, October 22, 2015
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• authoritative background source suggestions,
• and signals revealing how authority is determined.

While reference desk interactions are usually brief and rely on quick modeling of 
search strategies, scheduled one-on-one reference consultations allow librarians to pair 
search strategy modeling with opportunities for learners to transition to a new intellectual 
phase. Reflection prompts and questions that encourage learners to consider new ways 
of thinking help initiate that transition process. Many college-age students are required 
to find and use peer-reviewed articles as evidence for research-based assignments. Stu-
dents who are in the dualism phase likely view the authority of peer-reviewed articles in 
black and white. Up to this point, they may have learned a simplistic version of how the 
peer-review process works and may believe that peer-reviewed articles are free from bias, 
and that the information in peer-reviewed articles always provides authoritative evidence. 
Students may now be ready to learn that peer-reviewed articles are part of a broader 
scholarly conversation made up of varying viewpoints and a shifting understanding of 
what constitutes authoritative evidence. Guiding questions in a reference interaction 
with someone on the edge of the dualism phase could examine the background of the 
authors from a variety of papers on a similar topic, how these different authors in the 
same discipline agree and disagree, and whether there are people outside of the scholarly 
community who are also interested in this topic (see table 2.2). Exploring these questions 
together in a one-on-one research consultation allows students to consider other sources 
of authority and that authority may sometimes be situational.

Multiplicity

Learners at the multiplicity phase increasingly rely on their own opinions and ideas as an 
important source of authority. However, they are becoming open to seeking out opinions 
and insight from a wider range of sources, including their peers. They are also less inclined 

Table 2.1.  Suggested source types based on intellectual development phase

PHASE SUGGESTED SOURCES

Dualism Encyclopedias or other reference sources
Research updates or news
Secondary source books (e.g., popular science)
Government websites

Multiplicity Review articles
Editorials
Blog posts
Research updates or news
Government and nonprofit websites
Primary sources (e.g., from historical disciplines)

Relativism Original research articles
Conference proceedings
Government websites
Scholarly monographs
Primary sources
Raw data
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to categorize one type of information as qualitatively more valuable or important than 
another. Students at this phase have had some experience both with college and with 
doing academic research, and they are beginning to understand that instructors don’t just 
want regurgitated facts but rather want students to interpret and present their informa-
tion using some of the conventions they have learned in their discipline.

Modeling search strategies at the reference desk is a valuable way to meet learners’ 
needs at the multiplicity phase. Because they are willing to explore other sources of au-
thority, capitalize on that interest and demonstrate a broader range of search tools and 
source types. Go beyond the basics of a discovery tool or broad scholarly database, and 
show students in the multiplicity phase subject-specific databases. Or show them schol-
arly information aggregators such as ScienceBlogs, Research Blogging, or ScienceSeeker 
to expand their view of where and how scholarly conversations take place. Editorials in 
scholarly journals can be a valuable source for demonstrating how scholars form their 
opinions (see table 2.1 for more source suggestions). Learners at the multiplicity phase 
should have a better understanding of how keywords work and that different audiences 
may use language differently. Point out subject headings, thesauri, and synonyms to illus-
trate how experts use language in various ways depending on their audience.

Table 2.2.  Research consultation prompts based on intellectual development phases for an example library re-
search scenario

PHASE
LIBRARY RESEARCH 
CONSULTATION EXAMPLE TRANSITION PROMPTS 

Dualism A student is looking for facts using 
peer-reviewed articles for the first 
part of their research assignment. The 
student assumes all peer-reviewed 
articles contain correct information 
that can be automatically trusted 
because researchers aren’t biased.

•  What shared perspectives do the authors have?
•  What do the authors disagree about?
•  Why might they disagree?
•  Besides people in the scholarly community, who else is 

interested in this topic?
•  Where could we find information about what other 

interested parties are saying?

Multiplicity The second part of the research 
assignment requires the student to 
do her own survey of other college 
students. The student chooses a topic 
she feels strongly about. The results 
are quite different than what the 
student has read in the peer-reviewed 
literature.

•  What do you know about the researchers’ academic training 
and experience?

•  How do the methods and sample sizes compare among the 
research studies you are examining?

•  Do researchers need to include all of their data or 
background ideas?

•  How do you think they choose what to include?

Relativism The third part of the research 
assignment asks the student to 
synthesize her own research and 
research done by others in the 
discipline and to include an analysis of 
limitations and future directions the 
research could take.

•  When would it be appropriate to include nonscholarly 
works in your paper?

•  When would it be inappropriate to include scholarly works 
in your paper?

•  How does peer review or input from others in the field 
impact a research paper?

•  How quickly do you think new ideas, theories, or ways of 
understanding emerge in your field?

•  How will you decide what data and information to use in 
your paper?

•  How has your thinking about this research area changed 
since you started this project?
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Learners at the multiplicity phase will still appreciate clear, brief explanations, as 
well as signals that distinguish how authority is conveyed. But there are new approaches 
you can use when providing reference assistance to learners at the multiplicity phase. In 
summary, these approaches include

• demonstrating a wider range of search tools, including more discipline-specific 
tools;

• showing sources that reveal broader scholarly opinions, including blogs and edi-
torials; and

• discussing how keywords change depending on the audience.

Because learners in the multiplicity phase are learning how to rely on themselves for 
evidence, instructors can build on this reliance by asking students to engage in their own 
original research activities. However, some confusion may arise when student researchers 
begin to compare their work to that of other, more experienced researchers. Here are 
some examples of more in-depth research consultation prompts to encourage learners at 
the multiplicity phase to transition to new ways of thinking:

• Ask learners to explore how more established researchers gained their expertise.
• Encourage a more nuanced examination of methods and sample sizes so students 

can compare and contrast their techniques to those of other researchers.
• Ask learners to reflect on what ideas are actually included in a researcher’s final re-

port so students can begin to learn how to synthesize ideas into a format acceptable 
in their disciplinary context (see table 2.2 for more ideas).

Relativism

Learners at the relativism phase should be more confident in their ability to understand 
when to use different search tools and source types in their own research processes. As 
these learners are confronted with a new range of sources and data types, they will need 
to determine how to prioritize and synthesize information from all these sources. Learn-
ers at this stage will use the information at their disposal differently depending on the 
context. For example, when asked to create a presentation for a nonscholarly audience, 
such as a local nonprofit, they should be able to present information that is engaging and 
appropriate for that audience. When asked to write a report for an audience of public 
officials, they should be able to include and cite data and statistics to make a compelling 
argument.

Reference desk support for learners at the relativism phase will most frequently arise 
as learners are trying out new tools outside of their typical disciplinary domain. While 
they may be able to transfer some of their underlying knowledge from their own field 
about how to choose search tools, how to navigate source types, and how to determine 
if evidence comes from an authoritative source, they made need some insights into how 
information is conveyed, organized, and accessed in an unfamiliar context. For example, 
a food scientist looking for patent information for the first time may need direction on 
how patent searching works. Or a marine biology student may need some help finding 
census data to present to policymakers. Helping learners cross disciplinary boundaries 
and expand their understanding of what constitutes a quality source in an unfamiliar dis-
cipline is an important role that librarians can play for learners at the relativism stage (see 
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table 2.1 for suggested source types). In addition, reference librarians can suggest tools 
that help researchers determine the value or ranking of journals or articles. These tools 
include altmetrics, the H-index, and Journal Citation Reports. While none of these tools 
are perfect, they provide researchers with a mechanism for establishing a benchmark for 
the authority of research or evidence in a field.

In summary, reference practices that support learners at the relativism phase include

• demonstrating search tools and sources from multidisciplinary contexts;
• signaling how different research communities establish authority; and
• suggesting tools for evaluating scholarly impact.

Learners who are at the relativism phase are becoming more comfortable evaluating 
which source is more authoritative and which sources make more sense depending on 
the context. Nonetheless, as learners initially enter this phase, practice and explicit reflec-
tion are needed to clarify how decisions about prioritizing sources and choosing what 
information to report are made. Examples of research consultation prompts for learners 
at this phase include questions about the appropriateness of using either scholarly or 
nonscholarly sources depending on the learner’s disciplinary context. Learners at the rel-
ativism phase can also benefit from a discussion about the effectiveness of the peer-review 
process, how the process of peer-review impacts the speed with which new information 
is shared in their field, and what some alternatives to the traditional peer-review process 
might be. Finally, learners at this stage can benefit from working with a librarian who 
can serve as a neutral sounding board for their reflections about how their thinking has 
evolved and grown since they started their research project (see table 2.2).

Library as a Safe Space

Libraries are traditionally known for their role as safe, community-gathering spaces. 
Learners can come to the library and ask a range of questions, including questions that 
are immediately relevant to library topics and those that range further afield. The range 
of questions asked reflects learners’ view of librarians as relatively safe and neutral in-
formation authorities. An analysis of reference desk interactions at an academic library 
found that 47 percent of the questions were non-research related. When reflecting on 
their findings, the study authors noted that part of the role of librarians may be to help 
students learn the new culture of being in college and how to ask for help from authority 
figures (Grallo, Chalmers, and Baker 2012).

While learners may need more assistance adapting to a new culture during the 
dualism phase, as learners transition through the intellectual development phases, their 
need for safe people and spaces to go to for information remains constant. As you ob-
serve trends and issues learners are facing, use this opportunity to connect with other 
stakeholders and communicate with them about these issues. For example, if students are 
consistently having problems with the campus learning management system (LMS), take 
the time to pass this information along to the relevant IT group on your campus. Or if 
you encounter many graduate students who have difficulties navigating the advisor-ad-
visee relationship, talk with your graduate school to see if you can collaborate to create a 
support system for advisors and advisees.

Librarians often bring a more service-driven, human approach to their work that 
learners may find lacking in other encounters with city government or campus offices. 
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One way to build on the idea of librarians as a safe connecting point is through the use 
of personal librarian programs. Several large academic libraries use personal librarian 
programs to make an initially intimidating system such as the library feel more approach-
able. Students can receive e-mails from their personal librarian letting them know about 
library updates; they can meet with their personal librarian for research help; and their 
personal librarian can connect them with other campus services. Examples of universities 
with personal librarian programs include Yale University, the University of Iowa, Drexel 
University, and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Librarians may have 
once sat behind large reference desks that conveyed a certain type of authority, but librar-
ians are now breaking down those walls. By paying attention to their learners’ intellectual 
development phases, librarians can provide even more relevant assistance at the learners’ 
point of need.

Library Instruction and Intellectual Development

Librarians who teach students either as guest lecturers in one-shot sessions or as in-
structors for term-long classes have more time to observe and determine the intellectual 
development phases of their students. Instruction librarians also have more opportunities 
for tailoring an instruction experience that appropriately matches students’ intellectual 
development phases. This section will build on the suggestions given above for reference 
librarians. Because many of the suggestions for sources to use and ideas for helping learn-
ers transition to new phases are the same for reference and instruction librarians, this sec-
tion will focus on examples of instructional strategies and activities that are appropriate 
for various learners’ intellectual development phases.

Dualism

Learners at the dualism phase are still learning how to navigate the information land-
scape, particularly in an academic context, and are unlikely to be aware that authorities 
in a field may hold somewhat different opinions or may approach problems in different 
ways. Because learners in the dualism phase still categorize information and sources of 
authority as black and white, these learners will be more inclined to see these academic 
differences of opinion as a rejection of a theory or idea. Instead, researchers may be try-
ing to make a theory stronger by providing as many diverse perspectives as possible. An 
example learning objective and assignment for learners in the dualism phase inspired by 
Rebecca Jackson’s (2008) mapping of the intellectual development phases to the ACRL 
Information Literacy Competency Standards is described next to help prompt your 
thinking about ways you could meet the needs of your learners.

The example one-shot session in table 2.3 introduces learners to the way scholarly 
conversations happen by asking them to find an academic debate that is currently under-
way on a topic the student is interested in and then to summarize the viewpoints repre-
sented in that debate. Students may rely on sources such as Wikipedia, which includes a 
“Talk” tab showing the discussion that goes into creating an article. Or they could explore 
research news sites such as ScienceDaily or EurekAlert! that cover current research topics.

Several key instructional strategies are important for learners in the dualism phase. 
Just as with reference interactions, clarity is important for these learners. Make sure either 
paper or web-based versions of the assignment directions are clear and to the point. An-
other important instructional strategy is to first model the behaviors you want students 
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to adopt. Before asking students to find a topic and explore sources, demonstrate how 
you would approach the assignment. Talk through the decisions you make, and choose 
realistic examples. Depending on how far along students are in the dualism phase, it may 
be best to skip the topic selection stage and instead provide them with preassigned topics. 
Allowing students to explore topics under debate that you have identified, without the 
pressure of choosing a topic in a field they are not yet familiar with, will help students 
more readily recognize appropriate topics in future assignments. Because learners in the 
dualism phase still rely on outside authorities for confirmation, build in enough time to 
provide individual feedback on their work.

Table 2.3.  Instructional strategies for library sessions based on intellectual development phase

PHASE

EXAMPLE 
LEARNING 
OUTCOME

INSTRUCTIONAL 
STRATEGIES ACTIVITIES

Dualism Identify an academic 
debate in the student’s 
major in order to write 
a short summary of 
an issue that is still 
developing and is 
important in their field.

•  Provide clarity.
•  Model behaviors first.
•  Use preselected examples 

and discussion prompts.
•  Include time for 

individual feedback.

•  Use clear directions—verbal and written.
•  Model how to find topics under debate, include 

explicit explanations of choices made.
•  Use the Cephalonian method to prompt 

students to read statements on different sides of 
an example topic.

•  Work individually with all students on their 
topics to make sure they understand the 
assignment.

•  Use the muddiest point paper exercise.

Multiplicity Find and read several 
academic and 
nonacademic sources 
on the same topic 
in order to present 
a comparison of the 
range of arguments on 
that topic.

•  Students try the activity 
first.

•  Model key behaviors 
second.

•  Students share in pairs.
•  Students practice with a 

preselected example.

•  Ask students to work in pairs. First one 
participant looks for academic sources, and the 
other looks for nonacademic sources. Debrief 
with each other on where they looked and then 
switch roles.

•  Model reading a source to find the key 
argument, include explicit explanations of 
signposts and signal words you noticed within 
the source. 

•  Have students practice reading assigned 
example sources to find the key arguments. 
Document the signal words the authors used.

•  Do a misconception/preconception check.

Relativism Find and read several 
academic and 
nonacademic sources 
that include data, and 
discuss the same topic 
in order to write a 
synthesis paper that 
includes original data 
on that topic.

•  Students try the activity 
first.

•  Provide minimal 
instructor modeling.

•  Students learn in pairs.
•  Students learn from each 

other.
•  Ask more complex 

questions about source 
validity and disciplinary 
differences.

•  Ask students to work in pairs. Assign students 
example charts with raw data from a scholarly 
and nonscholarly source. Ask them to report 
back to the group on a summary of the key data, 
and share one technique for reading charts.

•  Model any missing techniques for reading 
charts.

•  Students review the charts again in pairs, and 
report back about what other data could have 
been collected or may have been left out.

•  Look for original research articles that might fill 
in the gaps in the data.

•  Use a mind map.
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A classroom activity that may be particularly appropriate for learners in the dualism 
phase is the Cephalonian method (Morgan and Davies 2008). The Cephalonian method 
uses preprepared questions or scenarios so that students can focus on the content of the 
questions rather than on coming up with their own questions. In this activity the librarian 
distributes the prepared questions, which are usually color-coded, to students, and then 
when a particular color is called out, students read aloud the prepared question. For the 
academic debate example, the librarian could demonstrate how scholars make arguments 
in an academic debate by providing students with statements representing alternate sides 
of the same topic. When called upon, students could stage a mock debate by reading the 
statements they were given. This active learning technique gets students involved and 
models how scholars communicate without putting pressure on students to immediately 
find their own examples.

A useful wrap-up activity is a quick reflective writing exercise such as the muddiest 
point or a one-minute reflection paper (Angelo and Cross 1993). These reflection exer-
cises ask students to either write about something they are still confused about (the mud-
diest point) or what they learned in class (one-minute reflection). These quick assessment 
activities serve both the learners and the instructor. The learner benefits from pausing to 
reflect on what they do or don’t know. The instructor gains insights into what students 
have learned or are still confused about.

In summary, some instructional strategies that are appropriate for learners at the 
dualism phase include the following:

• Providing clear instructions
• Modeling behaviors before asking students to demonstrate the behavior
• Creating a safe space by providing preselected topics or example scenarios
• Giving individual feedback
• Providing opportunity for reflection

Finally, as learners transition to the next phase, a key strategy is to avoid library as-
signments or exercises that only expect single, right answers. As Sauer (1995) points out, 
oversimplified exercises that remove all elements of complexity won’t help true learning 
happen.

Multiplicity

Learners in the multiplicity phase not only see themselves as a source of authority but 
also see many other voices as potential sources of authority. Learners at this phase will be 
less likely to categorize a source as authoritative simply because it comes from a preap-
proved list of sources or from a database that typically contains scholarly sources (see the 
Real-Life Instruction Example in the box below). However, learners at this phase may 
need some prompting to look outside of the circle of sources they are already familiar 
with. The example learning objective and assignment described next provides learners 
with the opportunity to engage with a variety of source types and to compare and contrast 
the evidence from each of these source types (see table 2.3).
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This example one-shot library session builds on the previous assignment for learners 
at the dualism phase. Again, learners engage with a topic of academic debate. However, 
in this assignment learners must find and read several academic and nonacademic sources 
on the topic under debate. Ideally, the topic would relate to the learner’s major field of 
study. After finding and reading a range of sources, learners must compare and contrast 
the evidence used in those sources. Students may use some of the same sources sug-
gested for learners in the dualism phase such as research news websites and government 
websites. However, they may need specific suggestions of where to look for new sources 
of both academic and nonacademic conversations. For example, suggesting specific 
nonprofit websites or web aggregators they haven’t previously encountered can provide 
students with new avenues to explore. Students should also be encouraged to begin using 
source types scholars in their field might use such as review articles or primary sources. 
Students will likely need to be directed to these sources, especially because these source 
types often require the use of specialized search tools or search strategies.

The instructional strategies for learners at the multiplicity phase give students an 
opportunity to build on their existing expertise and to do more independent explora-
tion. Instead of beginning by modeling the exercise for the students, provide brief, clear 
instructions, and ask students to try some searching on their own first. While they are 
exploring, walk around the room and observe what tools they try and what problems 
they may be running into. After students have had a chance to explore some search tools 
and sources, model some specific behaviors you would like them to try out. For example, 
if you see that students already know how to access databases in their discipline to find 
scholarly articles but that no one has located any review articles, you could demonstrate 
how to find that specific article type. Scaffolding the class time based on a recognition of 
the experience students already have can make students more receptive to new techniques 
you present.

Another instructional strategy is to ask students to share responses and observations 
in pairs first before sharing their responses with the entire class. The think-pair-share ac-
tivity allows students to develop confidence in their ideas, gather insights from their peers, 
and finally demonstrate their understanding to the class. Another pair-based activity is 
to ask one member of the pair to find a scholarly source and the other member to find 
a nonscholarly source on the same topic. Students can then discuss with each other how 
they found their sources and what evidence their source used, and then they can compare 
the two sources. Next, the pairs can switch roles and take turns looking for the source type 
they have not yet explored. As with the exercise used for learners in the dualism phase, 
depending on how much time you have, and how much experience students have in their 

REAL-LIFE INSTRUCTION EXAMPLE

Students were assigned to fill out discussion modules in Canvas [the learning 
management system] after a library session. One student questioned the utility of 
searching for background sources and books, and said the same types of sources 
could be found online.

—Chelsea Nesvig, University of Washington, Bothell Campus,  
personal communication, October 22, 2015
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field of study, it might be helpful to provide preselected topics so that students can put 
most of their energy into finding, reading, and comparing a variety of sources.

For students in the multiplicity phase, a useful wrap-up assessment activity is the 
misconception/preconception check (Angelo and Cross 1993). This exercise encourages 
students to reflect on how their thinking on a particular topic has changed during the 
class period. Students write briefly about what they thought about a certain topic at the 
beginning of the class and what they think now. For example, you could ask students how 
they viewed evidence from nonacademic sources at the beginning of class and what they 
think now.

In summary, some instructional strategies that are appropriate for learners at the 
multiplicity phase include the following:

• Suggesting new source types
• Allowing independent exploration
• Modeling specific, scaffolded behaviors
• Working first in pairs
• Valuing their input and expertise
• Providing opportunities for reflection

Some other interesting instructional activities and strategies appropriate for learners 
at the multiplicity phase have been written about elsewhere. Jackson (2008) describes 
learners at the multiplicity phase as able to understand the variety of factors that go into 
retrieving search results from a search tool like Google. An exercise exploring how Google 
search results are different based on location, past search histories, purchasing habits, and 
the search engine optimization savvy of the web developer can lead to a discussion about 
the economics and social factors that go into determining relevancy rankings. Maio and 
Shaughnessy (2012) use a framework of collaboration with learners at the multiplicity 
phase because of the framework’s emphasis on learning from other people’s experiences. 
In their plagiarism workshop geared toward student leaders, instead of only sharing the 
experiences of the workshop leaders, participants also share their experiences. Because of 
the use of this technique, the workshop leaders found student engagement in their own 
development greatly increased. These examples illustrate ways to engage students in more 
complex understandings of authority, and the importance of valuing learner input.

Relativism

Learners at the relativism phase are increasingly able to prioritize opinions based on 
the evidence presented. Additionally, they take into account the context for opinions as 
they try to establish how to use information. Because they have had practice interpret-
ing information from an increasingly wide variety of source types, they know when to 
use information for different audiences. As noted in the section on reference librarians, 
learners at this phase may need to work in multidisciplinary areas and may still need 
help navigating sources they haven’t encountered in their previous work such as raw 
data or primary sources. The example learning objective and assignment described next 
encourages students to build on the skills they have and to collaborate with others to use 
information in a more hands-on way (see table 2.3).

This example one-shot exercise continues with the idea of looking at an academically 
debated topic from multiple angles. Learners at the relativism phase should have had 
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practice reading and interpreting both academic and nonacademic sources. This exercise 
asks learners to explore the data presented in original research so students can draw their 
own conclusions about the evidence presented. Again, for this exercise students are en-
couraged to use both academic and nonacademic sources. However, both sources need 
to include graphs, tables, or some type of data the students can analyze. Students may 
use a broad range of sources including government websites or reports but should now 
expand their repertoire to include original research articles, conference proceedings (if 
appropriate for their field), data sets, or scholarly monographs. Unless students are new 
to this particular field of study, guidance on how to find these source types should be 
fairly minimal.

As with learners at the multiplicity phase, learners at the relativism phase should 
be given brief, clear instructions, and then they can search on their own. If the librarian 
notices problems or issues while observing students trying to find sources, brief explana-
tions can be given, but the need for instructor modeling should be much more minimal. 
Instead, the work of the instructor is to provide assignments and questions for reflection 
that are complex enough to engage these learners. Work in pairs is still appropriate for 
these learners, as interactions with a peer will encourage a broader range of perspectives. 
An example task for the pairs could be to explore how they determine the validity of the 
sources they are using and how data is used differently depending on the disciplinary 
context.

An example activity for this class is to examine data from both scholarly and non-
scholarly sources in pairs. Depending on how much time you have, either preselect the 
figures and tables or have students choose their own data sets. Students should explain 
the main point of the charts to each other, provide alternative explanations for the in-
formation presented in the charts, and determine whether or not more data needs to be 
collected or presented to convince them of the validity of the data. Students can then 
search for other sources that can fill in any remaining information gaps.

Because of the complexity of synthesizing information from a wide range of sources, 
students could illustrate the connections and gaps they have found in their data with a 
concept or mind map. Asking students to draw a quick mind-map sketch of the main 
concepts they have encountered can help learners see new connections between ideas and 
allows you to see what they have learned.

In summary, some instruction strategies for learners at the relativism phase include 
the following:

• Showing how to access unfamiliar source types
• Providing challenging assignments and exercises
• Minimal modeling, only as needed
• Encouraging work in pairs to showcase diverse viewpoints
• Valuing their input and expertise
• Giving opportunities for reflection and synthesis

Learners at the relativism phase are active participants in their own learning. Marga-
ret Weaver (2013) recommends shifting our thinking from viewing students as people to 
be taught at to viewing students as people to collaborate with, who can create and deliver 
content. Learners at the relativism phase will appreciate this enhanced responsibility and 
the ability to demonstrate their expertise. Specific domain expertise is still needed for 
learners to successfully navigate more complex information landscapes. However, Perry 
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(1997) argues that the intellectual habits of mind learners develop can be transferred to 
new domains learners encounter.

Library Outreach and Intellectual Development

Library outreach is still a relatively new area, but outreach activities can be used to show-
case different views of authority that are meaningful for learners at a range of intellectual 
development phases. Because learners interact with outreach activities in a less formal 
way, often without a librarian present, the activities described next are not divided up by 
intellectual development phase. Instead, learners can choose to be stimulated or engaged 
at a level of their own choosing.

Library outreach activities often contain interactive elements that invite the partic-
ipant to become a creator. As a result, these activities can shift the idea of an authority 
from only belonging to experts to including anyone who wants to try and make some-
thing. This idea can be particularly meaningful for learners transitioning between the du-
alism and multiplicity phases. An example of an outreach activity that includes hands-on 
making activities open to all learners is a Maker Faire. Maker Faires are frequently hosted 
at public libraries. Participants at Maker Faires use both new technologies such as 3-D 
printing and older technologies such as soldering metals. The popularity of these events 
is growing as participants seek to try out new tools and embrace the idea that they too 
can be a creator. Crafternoons are another example of an outreach program that focuses 
on making things. Both public and academic libraries host Crafternoons to showcase 
craft-based activities such as paper piecing, snowflake making, and embroidery. At the 
New York Public Library, their Crafternoon event wraps up with a presentation of the 
work each participant has created.

Outreach activities can also showcase voices whose authority is not often recognized 
in our society. Book displays featuring authors from traditionally underrepresented groups, 
or books by authors from different countries, can help learners contemplate how our soci-
ety chooses whose voices are heard. Posters or banners that accompany the book displays 
highlighting alternative voices to consider and questioning how authority is determined 
can help prompt learners at the multiplicity and relativism phases to look for new sources 
of authority and ways to use evidence to make meaning from a broad variety of sources.

 Key Points

Development is a continuous process, and learners need safe spaces in which to explore 
and grow. Understanding the range of intellectual development phases of your learners 
can inform the way you provide reference assistance, design instruction sessions, and 
promote outreach activities. Here are some key points to take away:

• As learners progress through the intellectual development phases, their under-
standing of authority shifts from seeing authority as belonging to a few individuals 
to seeing authority as belonging to anyone with an opinion and to seeing authority 
as being determined by the quality of the evidence and the specific context.

• Reference interactions can provide opportunities for suggesting sources appropri-
ate for the learner’s intellectual development phase. Questions that prompt explo-
ration of new ideas can help learners transition to new phases.
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• Instruction sessions that are appropriate for learners’ intellectual phases use in-
structional strategies such as modeling how to think as a researcher and reflective 
activities that encourage learners to participate in their own intellectual develop-
ment.

• Outreach activities provide learners with the opportunity to see themselves as 
individuals with the authority to create, as well as to become aware of voices that 
typically aren’t given authority in our society.

Now that you understand the value of using Perry’s Intellectual and Ethical De-
velopment Theory in your work as a librarian, you are ready to explore some alternative 
theories of intellectual development. Chapter 3 will guide you through an intellectual 
development theory based on a more diverse range of learners and will discuss ways to 
encourage development when dealing with more difficult, real-world problems.
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