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Abstract

At Oregon State University (OSU), writing instructors and librarians collaboratively teach research writing and information literacy in first year composition courses (FYC).  A four-week unit focuses on the connections between critical thinking, writing and learning, and information literacy.  This paper describes the process of developing, implementing, and refining this collaborative curriculum.  By using assignments and texts that model a recursive, critical research and writing process for students, librarians and writing instructors help students think more deeply and critically about their topics. 
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Introduction

“I’ve already written this paper.  Can you help me find some articles for my bibliography?” 

Any librarian who has spent time on a reference desk has heard some variation on this question, probably more than once.  In fact, anyone who spends time working with student writers has had to wrestle with students who feel so strongly about a topic that they cannot open their minds to new ideas.  Students who seem unlikely, or worse, unwilling to engage in critical reflection about their beliefs and opinions are a source of frustration to librarians and writing instructors alike. 

Since 2001, librarians and writing faculty at Oregon State University (OSU) have collaboratively developed an information literacy curriculum for OSU’s First Year Composition (FYC) course, the sole composition course all OSU students are required to complete.  This four-week unit draws connections between critical thinking, writing and learning, and information literacy.  In this paper, OSU’s Composition Coordinator and Undergraduate Services Librarian describe the process of developing, implementing, and refining this collaborative curriculum.  By using assignments and texts that concretely model a recursive and critical research and writing process, we help students think more deeply and critically about issues and arguments and develop new mental habits that transfer to other courses taken throughout their college careers. 

Definition

“Critical thinking” is a phrase everyone in academia uses, but few analyze it on a deeper level. Before digging more deeply into the particulars of our project, it is important to clarify our use of this term.  To start, we do not consider “critical thinking” to be a checklist of skills to be acquired.  Instead, it is a way of thinking our students can draw upon to deal with new information sources or new ideas.

In How College Affects Students, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) synthesize several decades of research examining the social, cognitive, and other changes students go through during the college years.  For most OSU students, FYC marks their first experience with academic writing.  Pascarella and Terenzini remind us that these students are also new to the critical thinking processes that underlie scholarship.  These processes include the abilities to:  “identify central issues and assumptions in an argument, recognize important relationships, make correct references from the data, deduce conclusions from information or data provided, interpret whether conclusions are warranted based on given data, evaluate evidence or authority, make self-corrections, and solve problems” (156).

Pascarella and Terenzini highlight two additional factors of particular importance.  First, they point out that not only is there a cognitive dimension to critical thinking, but there is also a motivational one.  In other words, there are mental skills or processes necessary for critical thinking, but to truly understand a student’s ability to think critically we must also consider their willingness to use their brains in this way. This dimension, the “disposition to think critically,” includes “the inclination to ask challenging questions and follow the reasons and evidence wherever they lead, tolerance for new ideas, willingness to use reason and evidence to solve problems, and willingness to see complexity in problems.” (!57)  Clearly, the disposition to think critically is a necessity for students to make the shift from thinking about research as a way to find supporting quotes, to thinking about research as a way to expose themselves to new ideas so they can build new knowledge.  A student with this “disposition to think critically” is willing to ask hard questions, to look beyond simple answers, to follow the evidence anywhere, and to stay open to new ideas and new information. (157)  

Secondly, there is an epistemological dimension to critical thinking.  Students must be able to understand knowledge itself as something that is constructed, not something that is revealed to them.  To think critically, students must be able and willing to evaluate evidence and draw conclusions.  They must also be willing to consider the possibility that sometimes they will not find clear-cut answers.  This tolerance for ambiguity, called “postformal reasoning,” is very difficult for many first-year students, but it is absolutely essential for students writing rhetorical argument essays.  As Pascarella and Terenzini point out, the types of topics that most FYC students choose for their argument essays – gay marriage, euthanasia, global warming – are exactly the kinds of ill-structured or “wicked problems” where information is likely to be incomplete, the parameters of the problem are likely to be unclear, and the number of plausible solutions is likely to be large (160).

This ambiguity is particularly difficult for most first-year students to tolerate when the new information they find contradicts their existing belief structure.  According to Swanson (2006), students arrive at college with beliefs “fairly well established” (98).  Changing existing belief structures is not easy for students, as it typically results from deep learning.  Perry (1970) points to dualistic or binary thinking, or the belief that there are two (and only two) sides to every story or two (and only two) answers to any question, as a construct that hampers students’ ability to think critically.  

A student who can think critically about these wicked problems recognizes that research is not a process of finding definitive answers in sources, but a process of finding the building blocks they can use to construct persuasive answers.  They further understand that sometimes those building blocks may force them to reevaluate their prior constructs. This idea of research and writing as constructive learning processes is essential for our students in their first introduction to academic argument.  The idea that research and writing are constructive, knowledge-building processes will be examined in more depth in our discussion of the conversation models used in both the research and writing activities in FYC. 

The information literacy (IL) activities in OSU’s FYC were also informed by van Gelder’s (2005) work on pedagogy, critical thinking and cognition.  Van Gelder shows that critical thinking is difficult, that the mental processes that support critical thinking are not natural for most people, and that to become proficient at it people need to practice:

Our students will improve their critical-thinking skills most effectively just to the extent that they engage in lots of deliberate practice in critical thinking. Crucially, this is not just thinking critically about some topic (for example, being ‘critical’ in writing a philosophy essay). It also involves doing special exercises whose main point is to improve critical-thinking skills themselves (43).

This illustrates the need for activities that specifically ask students to think critically, and to reflect upon their research and writing processes.

In summary, there are several dimensions to the term “critical thinking” that inform the way we present information literacy concepts to FYC students at OSU.  On one level, the term reflects the habits of mind our students need to find, evaluate, and learn from new information sources.  On another, it refers to their willingness to consider new ideas and perspectives in the first place, and to the understanding that knowledge itself is the result of a constructive process.  Finally, it is something we must teach deliberately, not something we can assume students will “get” for themselves.  

Our work in the FYC curriculum has been shaped by one additional assumption: our students will not become critical thinkers in one assignment, one portfolio, one library session, or even one course. Our goal is to introduce our students to a new way of thinking about research and writing.  If our activities are effective, students can take the habits of mind they are introduced to in FYC and develop them in later projects and courses, but it is likely that these habits will have to be deliberately reintroduced and reinforced in later learning experiences.

Context

The partnership between the OSU Libraries and the First Year Composition program was initiated in 2001.  McMillen, Miyagishima and Maughan (2002) describe how the Library’s Instruction Workgroup (IWG) and OSU’s Composition Coordinator collaboratively developed information literacy activities for WR 121, OSU’s First Year Composition course and the only composition course required for all OSU undergraduates.  

In 2001, instruction librarians started teaching two class sessions in every section of FYC.  Between these sessions students completed a series of IL assignments on paper, using sample topics to explore library research tools.   This, obviously, represented a significant investment of time and resources by the library.  Given that OSU operates on a quarter system with ten-week terms, this also represented a significant commitment to information literacy on the part of the FYC.  While the particulars of the information literacy component in OSU’s FYC have changed in the last five years, this level of collaboration and commitment has continued, and even grown.

There are approximately 25 sections of FYC offered every term, with 25 students enrolled in each section.  These sections are taught by Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) pursuing two-year Masters’ Degrees in English or MFA degrees in Creative Writing; thus, there is significant turnover each year.  Paired with GTAs are ten to fifteen faculty instruction librarians who teach between one and three  sections of FYC.  The remaining sections are covered by librarians working in the Library’s on-call reference pool. As a result, there is also a regular amount of turnover among instruction librarians in FYC courses. 

Unlike GTAs in other departments, the GTAs in English are the sole instructors for their sections, under the training and supervision of the Composition Coordinator.  GTAs follow a fairly standard syllabus and schedule, but day-to-day classroom activities are individually determined.  Until 2004, the content of the library instruction sections was determined by the individual librarians and GTAs assigned to each section.  As a result, the topics addressed in different sections could vary a great deal. 

After three years, the IL component of the FYC was assessed and revised.  In end-of-term debriefing sessions, librarians consistently reported frustration with the students’ approach to research.  They seemed unwilling or unable to consider multiple perspectives, or to revise their thinking based on the information they found.  In the summer of 2004, the IWG and the Composition Coordinator identified three strategies for revising the IL curriculum.  First, revise the assignments so that students could research their own paper topics, making the IL activities more relevant to class work.  Secondly, introduce a model academic research process along with the paper assignment, instead of waiting until the library session.  Finally, make the curriculum more consistent, so that students would master the same outcomes regardless of the section in which they were enrolled.

In the fall of 2004, we launched the new curriculum.  One of the in-class library instruction sessions was replaced with a set of six linked information literacy assignments.  These assignments are called the Information Literacy Portfolio (ILP). Students complete the ILP in the week after the research paper portfolio is assigned.  They choose their own topics, and then the ILP guides them through a model research process that emphasizes broad exploration, exposure to new ideas, and critical thinking.  The ILP is graded by the librarian and counts for 10% of the students’ overall course grade.  After the ILP is graded, students come to the library for an instruction session.  

Theoretical Model:  Conversation

Exploring a topic broadly with an open mind is an essential part of successful academic research.  Exploring a topic just to learn about it is time well spent. However, convincing students can be very difficult.  Students tend to feel as if they are not “really” working if they are not gathering the specific sources they will quote in their papers.   To help our students understand the need to research before taking a position or narrowing a focus, both the FYC faculty and the instruction librarians use the metaphor of conversation to demonstrate research and writing as recursive learning processes. Everyone has had a conversation before, and everyone can understand the importance of listening to other speakers.  By comparing scholarly exploration to “listening in” on a conversation, we can shift our students’ thinking by placing a new concept into a familiar context.

Information Literacy: Research as Conversation

Davidson and Crateau (2000) introduced the idea of conversation as a metaphor for the scholarly research process after developing the idea for four years in the Honors Writing Course at OSU.  They describe three levels to the scholarly conversation: eavesdropping, entering, and engaging.  First, students eavesdrop on the conversation by using different research tools to tap into the scholarly conversations going on in the literature.  Ideally, they will recognize that there are multiple perspectives on their topics, beyond just a “pro” and a “con,” and that different speakers use different vocabularies to describe the issues.

After they have listened to the conversation for a while, students should begin to form their own ideas and opinions about their topics.  At this stage, they are ready to enter the conversation.  This involves defining the issues related to their topics, articulating key points of view, and, most importantly, identifying the part of the conversation where they feel they can contribute.  In other words, they figure out the people they are most interested in talking to, and they begin to get a sense of what they might say.

Finally, they are ready to engage in the conversation.  While most student writers do not produce original scholarship, they should still make the same moves that experienced scholars make.  As Davidson and Crateau show, when students engage with their sources, write, and think, they begin to carve out their own ideas and points of view and to understand how their own argument has been influenced by the rest of the conversation.  In other words, their final written product not only develops their thesis, but it also brings the reader into the broader conversation. 

It is undoubtedly clear that Davidson and Crateau’s conversation model was heavily influenced by  Kuhlthau’s (2004) Information Seeking Process.  As such, it is worth looking a bit more closely at Kuhlthau’s research on the importance of exploration before focus formation.  “Prefocus exploration” is the third of seven stages in Kuhlthau’s highly influential model.  In this stage, learners know they have an information-seeking task, and they have selected a general topic to investigate.  In prefocus exploration their task is to “investigate information on the general topic to extend personal understanding and form a focus” ( 47).  As difficult as it is to allow a student to explore a topic that is obviously too broad for the assignment, such as  a five-page paper on terrorism, it is crucial that librarians and writing instructors allow students to explore freely, without encouraging them to narrow their focus too soon.

Kuhlthau’s research is particularly important for two reasons.  First, her studies repeatedly illustrate the importance of exploration to the overall success of the research process.  Focus formulation is described as a “critical, pivotal point in a search” (84).  If students do not reach a focus, every subsequent stage in the research process becomes harder.  They cannot distinguish relevant sources from the less relevant, and they cannot effectively communicate what they learn.  

Secondly, Kulhthau’s research shows that most students have a great deal of difficulty during this stage.  In the exploration stage, students reported feelings of anxiety as they found sources that contradicted each other, or that contradicted the student’s previously held beliefs.  Novice scholars are rarely experienced in handling this kind of uncertainty.  Kuhlthau’s estimate that more than half of her students never achieved any focus is not surprising.  Without specific guidance through the exploratory phase of research, students will attempt to skip this phase altogether and create their argument before gathering any information at all.

Kuhlthau’s model was strongly informed by constructivist pedagogy, which also informs OSU’s conversation model.  As Kuhlthau argues, a researcher’s focus cannot be defined for them by anyone else.  It is an articulation of the meaning they have constructed out of the new ideas and information they encountered in their exploratory phase, and it is influenced by the constructs and beliefs they bring with them to the research process.  Kuhlthau explains how, “[t]he process of construction incorporates a cycle of acting and reflecting, feeling and formulating, predicting and choosing, and interpreting and creating” (26).  Students must be taught to reflect, make adjustments, and notice how new information integrates with their prior constructs.

The conversation model of research, therefore, is very tightly linked to the description of critical thinking presented above.  Students who can create meaning for themselves out of new information must be able to engage in the cognitive processes of critical thinking: evaluating sources, drawing conclusions, and finding patterns.  Part of the disposition to think critically is the willingness to be reflective about their own constructs.  Postformal reasoning assumes that answers are constructed more than they are revealed, and is wholly consistent with constructivist pedagogy.

They Say, I Say: Extending the Conversation Model   

In the years since Davidson and Crateau introduced the metaphor of research as eavesdropping on a conversation, the writing faculty at OSU have extended it, deeply embedding the academic model of writing as conversation into the FYC. Despite the progress made in composition instruction in Grades K-12, many students arrive in FYC with the idea that a scholarly argument is like a monologue.  Sources, if they are there at all, stand silently behind student writers as they defeat the opposition.  Too often, students do not allow their speakers to get a word in edgewise, but relegate them to supporting roles.  The resulting papers give no sense of the ongoing conversation.  Therefore, our first effort in introducing students to a new model of interaction about ideas or issues is to change the students’ mental image from monologue to conversation and to show how ineffective it is to crash a party, shout one’s opinion, and leave without hearing anyone else speak.  Instead, students learn that they should find out who is already arguing on an issue before “putting in [their] oar” (Graff and Birkenstein, 12).  This “entering the conversation” is a concept in rhetoric called the Burkean Parlor after the work of philosopher Kenneth Burke to describe the way intellectuals participate in an unending conversation (Graff and Birkenstein, 12).  


Because of the clear way that Graff and Birkenstein use conversation to illustrate the connections between reading, writing, thinking, and researching in their  text They Say, I Say: The Moves that Matter in Academic Writing (2006) and because of the way this text helped us extend our students’ understanding of academic writing as a conversation, OSU adopted their book in the summer of 2006.  Graff and Birkenstein point out that intellectual conversations, like all conversations, are not free-form affairs.  We converse in particular, recognizable ways.  While we can “pick up” the forms of other kinds of conversations – social small talk, professional chatter, facebook comments, or instant messaging – just by doing it, for most people scholarly discourse is not so transparent.  For FYC students, many of whom have never read scholarly writing, these forms are wholly new.
Just as the ILP structures the research process for students, They Say, I Say provides tools to structure thinking and writing.  These tools take the form of templates that students can adapt to their own writing, on any topic.  The most important and basic of these, according to Graff and Birkenstein, is the following:

   
They say _______________, I say ___________________.

This template illustrates the book’s central point, that all good academic writers recognize others’ voices in their work.  

While the “they say ____, I say ____” template reflects the most important concept for FYC students to grasp, it is far too simple to be the end of the story.  In ten chapters, Graff and Birkenstein provide templates to help students make a variety of complex rhetorical moves, from quoting and summarizing to describing an ongoing debate.  The templates are important because they provide the form the students need to emulate, but the blanks within the templates are even more important.  The templates mean that students do not need to focus on the form of what they say, but the blanks mean that they must think about what they know and what they have learned.  Thinking about how to fill those blanks, students must not only think deeply and critically about the sources they have found, but they must also think reflectively about what they still need to learn.

Graff and Birkenstein’s model templates guide students toward invention and research in important ways, both showing the position of author to sources and also in pointing toward necessary sources.  For example, consider such sentences:

My feelings on the issue of __ are mixed.  I do support X’s position that ____, but I find Y’s argument about ____ and Z’s research on ___ to be equally persuasive because _____. (Graff and Birkenstein, 169)  

A model like this shows three speakers in juxtaposition and dialog, guiding students in their writing and their research.  Consider another template that helps students make concessions while still holding a position: 

 Proponents of X are right to argue that ____. But they exaggerate when they claim that ____.  (172) 

This model gets students past simplistic, binary, “pro and con” thinking.  While the templates themselves are deceptively simple, to synthesize their ideas into these forms requires students to really analyze their sources and their own ideas.  This is another important step for our students as they become critical thinkers.  

As stated above, the idea that all questions have right answers, and that research is a process by which the right choice between black-and-white options will be revealed, seriously limits students’ ability to learn about complex topics.  This model usually results in papers that have “three sources who support my position, plus one opponent who is obviously wrong, so I win.”  This way of thinking limits the kind of research a student is willing to consider.  When used effectively, templates like those above push students beyond the binary way of thinking, help them construct nuanced meaning out of their sources, and open their minds to new sources and new ideas.

Implementing the Conversation Model

OSU’s FYC students currently have two models that show them how to make “the moves that matter” in academic research and writing.  On the research side, the Information Literacy Portfolio (ILP) models a recursive research process that can be used in any context where the student needs to construct an answer to a complex question from a variety of information sources.  On the writing side, Graff and Birkenstein’s templates show students the form of a scholarly discourse that respects the voices of others.

Implementing the conversation model: The Online ILP

In the fall of 2004, the first version of the ILP was introduced in all of the sections of FYC.  At that time, there were six linked assignments.  These assignments were posted on a webpage, and the GTAs were responsible for introducing the assignments to the students.  The students downloaded a workbook to fill out with their answers to all six assignments.  While this paper-and-pencil format afforded the GTAs a great deal of flexibility to use some of the assignments in-class or as homework, many did not take advantage of this flexibility.  Further, the logistical problems caused by students going to one website for the instructional pieces of the ILP, another for the information resources they needed, and still another to download the workbook were so great that we almost immediately began looking for a way for students to submit the ILP online.  In 2006, the OSU’s Ecampus offered the first online-only versions of FYC.  Converting the curriculum so it could be delivered in the course management system (Blackboard) for the Ecampus sections gave us the opportunity to implement the same online version of the ILP in all of the face-to-face sections. 

The research process the ILP models for the students has not changed dramatically in the last three years.  Each of the individual assignments, however, has been revised in that time.  Most significantly, we found that for our students to successfully answer the questions that required reflection and thinking, we needed to provide directions for each task that were much more specific and directive than we originally anticipated.  For example, in ILP Assignment 1, we initially asked students to “write a short paragraph” about their topics, and we provided them with a few hints that we thought would spark thoughtful reflection.  For the most part, that reflection did not happen.  We learned to ask the questions we wanted the students to reflect upon much more explicitly.  In the current version, we ask the students to “write two to three sentences each” on three specific questions which is more effective.

While every assignment has become more directive, ILP Assignment 2, which focuses on the eavesdropping stage of the research process, has been entirely reconstructed in the last year.  In our initial attempt to get students to explore, we instructed them to browse through abstracts, titles, authors, and subject headings in databases and then to answer some very specific questions about the key words, speakers, and concepts they found.  Despite these instructions, it was clear from the answers we were getting that most students saw no difference between the process of exploration and the process of gathering sources to quote.  We realized that they did not know enough about the topics they were researching or about the research process to explore effectively using the same tools they would use for information gathering.

We agreed that our students needed to explore in reference sources, like encyclopedias, that would give them a broad overview of their topic areas.  At that same time, an increasing number of our students were using Wikipedia as a source in their papers.  Because many of those students chose Wikipedia articles as sources to evaluate in the ILP, we had data that proved they had no idea what kind of source Wikipedia was or how the information in that source was created.  At the same time, Wikipedia’s extensive hyperlinking and external resource lists made it very intriguing to us as a resource for exploration.  We decided to solve two problems at once and send all of our students to Wikipedia in this assignment.  We hoped that the ease with which they could explore would encourage them to do so broadly and would also help them understand Wikipedia’s limitations and strengths.  

The rewritten assignment is fairly lengthy, worth about one-fifth of the total points given in the ILP.  Students are told to find a Wikipedia article related to their topic, to identify new keywords and potential speakers, and to identify claims in the article that they want to research further.  They must also visit the Discussion pages for that article and analyze the History pages.  This assignment is discussed further below.

ILP Assignment 3 simply asks the students to brainstorm three potential research questions about their topic.  ILP Assignment 4 asks them to take the new knowledge they have about their topic with the potential foci suggested by their research questions, and use those things to find some potentially useful sources about their topic in online databases, the library catalog, and a search engine.  After finding three types of sources, we ask them to analyze and evaluate each one and to reflect on their process.  ILP Assignment 5, the final assignment, asks them to draft a working thesis that reflects their understanding of their topic and their ideas about how they might enter the conversation. 

The online ILP is completed the week before students come for a face-to-face library instruction session.  The librarian grades it according to a scoring rubric we created that is posted online with the assignment.  For example, a student can see that to get full points for an “exemplary score” on Assignment 1, question 3 they must:

Write 2-3 sentences analyzing where [they] might look for information about the topic area, with specific examples of types of sources [they] might use – or disciplines and/or professional groups that might be writing about [the] topic. 

Blackboard also allows the librarian to write feedback on each answer in a text box to explain the grade and offer suggestions.  The rubric is available to the students throughout the process.  It is uploaded to their Blackboard course page, and it is also available online (http://osulibrary.oregonstate.edu/w121/ILPrubric.pdf).
In the library session, the librarian reinforces ideas presented in the ILP and helps the students develop more advanced skills.  For example, if the librarian noticed several people in the same class choosing inappropriate keywords, that might be a topic for the in-class session.  In addition, there are some common learning outcomes defined for the in-class session that all of the librarians address.  These include using a quality source to find additional sources, troubleshooting problematic searches, and finding and using limiting features in online research tools.  The librarian and writing instructor meet early in the term, so they can schedule this in-class session and talk about the content.  They can agree to add additional topics of discussion to the in-class session, but they cannot eliminate topics.

 

Implementing the conversation model: They Say/I Say

Although the librarian grades the ILP and teaches a class session, the students’ experience with the overall IL curriculum depends a great deal on their GTA.  Course texts and the major student projects are the same across all of the FYC sections, but the day-to-day implementation of the curriculum is in the hands of the GTAs.  In the standard FYC syllabus, students complete three writing portfolios, each one including multiple drafts of an essay with other supporting activities. Each of the three writing portfolios integrates the conversation model and critical thinking into the students’ writing process. 

In the first portfolio, “Writing about ideas,” students are provided with a scholarly “conversation” to analyze: four to six essays on a broad theme, such as education or identity.  Using this conversation, students choose two essays to juxtapose (they say) then integrate themselves into this conversation (I say).  A brief overview of the research process modeled by the ILP helps them see how their tasks on the first writing portfolio relate to those steps.

In the second writing portfolio, students choose a topic for a researched argument and then find and eavesdrop on ongoing conversations so that they can assemble a panel of experts.   The essay itself requires four speakers (They Say) along with the student’s own position (I Say).  Students must also use neutral background information.  This distinction between “speaker” and “background” sources helps students distinguish between those who should be quoted – people with opinions – and material that substantiates the argument that should just be summarized or paraphrased – the background data.  The ILP is assigned after the students receive the instructions for this portfolio.  The GTAs explain the connection between this paper and the different ILP assignments.  GTAs also show a five-minute video from Downs (2006) CD-ROM i*cite, a multimedia production that reinforces the idea of the conversation model.  

The third writing portfolio is the rhetorical analysis, where students make a close reading of a written or visual text. Part of that analysis is to describe and analyze the extent to which the author of the text uses the “they say, I say” technique.  As with the first portfolio, information literacy activities are informally structured through class and homework activities.  This final work in the term can help reinforce and solidify the IL work that students just completed online and during the library visit with the librarian’s assistance.

While all students complete these three major writing portfolios, the GTAs in their sections come up with various ways to integrate the templates into their instruction to expand and reinforce the concepts.  For example, the “They Say, I Say” conversation model of thinking is reinforced by GTAs as the classes analyze required readings.  When students read Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963) for their rhetorical analysis essay, they can see that it is an excellent example of “You say, I say.”  King says:

In your statement you assert that our actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned because they precipitate violence. But is this a logical assertion? Isn’t this like condemning a robbed man because his possession of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? (92)

Students quickly catch on to the pattern of King’s organization as he interacts with various speakers in his conversation:  

You say that I am ____, but you are wrong because____.   

This emphasis on speakers is much more common in the humanities than in the sciences, where sentences are often written with passive voice and researchers and authors are frequently relegated to parentheses.  Because the FYC reflects “generic” academic writing suitable for any major, GTAs also remind students that what counts as evidence and how speakers should be presented varies greatly among academic disciplines.

Implementing the conversation model: Staff development

Each fall, the incoming cohort of GTAs is given a five-day pre-service orientation to the IL curriculum as part of their overall orientation to teaching FYC.  They come to the library for a 90 minute session, in which the undergraduate services librarians provide a brief overview of the curriculum and assignments.  They are taken through the ILP in detail and provided with materials to help them integrate IL into their teaching.  GTAs are also introduced to general teaching techniques and the Blackboard system. With all of this intense and compact training before they start teaching two days later, it is no surprise that many of the specifics are not fully assimilated.  That is why the Undergraduate Services Librarian visits the GTAs’ weekly practicum later in the term to remind GTAs about the IL program and answer questions. 

On the library side, new librarians are trained to teach the FYC in two, two-hour sessions.  In the first session, undergraduate services librarians introduce them to the conversation model and to Kuhlthau’s model, and provide an overview of the specific ILP assignments and their desired outcomes.  In this session, librarians also learn the basics of teaching FYC, from using Blackboard to accessing shared lesson plans and handouts.  The second session focuses more closely on teaching techniques, focusing on lesson planning, activities, assessments, and classroom technologies.  New librarians observe several sessions of FYC before teaching on their own.  All librarians who teach FYC participate in a debriefing meeting at the end of each term to evaluate the curriculum and share new ideas for teaching.

Results and Discussion

When we first implemented the ILP in 2004, we had concrete goals.  We wanted to ensure that all of the students in FYC would do some common activities, regardless of who their class librarian or GTA was.  We also expected that putting students through these common activities before the face-to-face instruction session would make that session more effective.  Knowing that all of the students would arrive with a topic and some exploration of that topic done, the librarian could prepare better.  These goals have been accomplished.  

We also hoped to integrate the research and writing activities more closely together.  While improvement is still needed in this area, particularly in terms of staff development, we have made strides here as well.  On a practical level, information literacy is now reflected in the course grade.  Beyond that, the ILP format means that students now learn about information literacy as they engage in their own research process, instead of doing separate activities on canned or sample topics.  In addition, the adoption of the They Say, I Say text means that many information literacy concepts are reinforced during the students’ writing process.

These concrete benefits are themselves a good argument for the value of our collaboratively developed curriculum.  In the last three years, we have observed an additional benefit to the activities and curriculum.  We did not anticipate the extent to which the ILP would give us glimpses into our students’ thinking – about their topics and about their research processes.  As the activities have been refined and improved, and the more concrete tasks within them have been standardized, more and more of our attention has turned to our students’ thinking and what the ILP tells us about their skills in that area. 

Modeling Critical Thinking

The ILP and Graff and Birkenstein’s templates take our students step by step through a recursive research and writing process.  Those steps represent ways of thinking that can be used to analyze any “wicked problem.”    We also want them to see the value of open-minded exploration and critical thinking, and to begin to understand that knowledge itself is the product of a constructive process.  We know that students feel anxious during the exploratory phase of research because they are asked to make sense of a variety of perspectives on a topic, some of which are contradictory (and contradictory to their preconceived ideas) and many of which seem equally plausible.  By requiring them to find and listen to multiple speakers, and guiding them through a model research process with built-in spaces for them to reflect on their thinking, we learn more about what they need to develop a tolerance for uncertainty.  

One way our FYC helps students grasp and adapt to uncertainty is by emphasizing that most issues have more than two sides, even those issues so typically polarized as “evolution vs. creationism” or “pro-choice vs. pro-life.”  To show these multiple perspectives and to help students evaluate the relative validity of different perspectives, ILP Assignment 2 sends students to Wikipedia to explore their topics and visit Wikipedia’s Discussion and History pages, which show a large number of the behind-the-scenes debates about whether or not a particular entry reflects Wikipedia’s “Neutral Point of View” (NPOV).  Students used to the neutral style of authorities such as encyclopedias and textbooks are often unaware of the serious differences of opinion that exist under the surface of that neutrality. The transparency of Wikipedia’s discussion pages makes those competing opinions visible.  By requiring a visit to those pages in our model research process, we build in a spot where students must reflect on that complexity.

At the same time, Graff and Birkenstein’s templates provide students with a formula for managing the complexity they find and showing how they can agree and disagree simultaneously.   By giving students templates that require them to find more than two sides to the story, and to locate their own voice within those perspectives, They Say, I Say takes some of the anxiety out of navigating complex discourses.  A fairly simple template like the one below gives students a concrete structure that shows them how to set up multiple perspectives, giving them a way to focus on what they want to say about the issues:

In discussions of ____ one controversial issue has been _____. On the one hand, X argues ___.  On the other hand, Y 
contends ___.  Others even maintain _____ . My own view is ___. (Graff and Birkenstein, 164)

Students can follow this template with another:


I’m of two minds about X’s claim that ___.  On the one hand, I agree that ___. On the other hand, I’m not sure if ___.  (169)

Showing students, step by step, how they can begin to juxtapose and integrate multiple perspectives helps them move beyond the comfort zone of dualistic thinking into a more critical “postformal” reasoning stage.

Exploration and Knowledge Construction

The ultimate goal of exposing students to a variety of information sources, speakers, and perspectives is that those students will be able to construct their own meaning out of the new ideas and new information sources they encounter.  To do this, they must be able to reflect upon their own beliefs.  They must also have the disposition or willingness to allow new ideas and information sources to change those previously held constructs.  One tiny but useful change we made to our students’ ILP has helped us push our students in this direction.  As mentioned above, we found that by asking our students much more directive questions in ILP Assignment 1, where they free-write about their topics, we got more thoughtful answers.  One of the questions we added was a question specifically asking the students to articulate their own opinions and preconceptions about the topic and to reflect on how those preconceptions might affect their research process.  This small change has had very positive results.  Those students who follow the directions closely not only reflect on their preconceptions at this point but are more likely to reflect that awareness in subsequent assignments.

To help students interrogate their own beliefs and preconceptions, Graff and Birkenstein present several templates.  For example, they show students how to make concessions:

I’m of two minds about X’s claim.  On the one hand, I agree that __________.  On the other hand, I’m not sure if_____________. ( 61)
This example, like those discussed above, reflects the central point of Graff and Birkenstein’s approach, that good writing requires engaging with the ideas of others.  This particular template also shows how the academic moves modeled in the They Say, I Say approach can push students to think reflectively about their own beliefs.   In this case, where another’s ideas have influenced them and where they have not.  As Graff and Birkenstein themselves say:

The mere act of crafting a sentence that begins “Of course, someone might object that ________” may not seem like a way to change the world; but it does have the potential to jog us out of our comfort zones, to get us thinking critically about our own beliefs, and perhaps even to change our minds. (13)  
In other words, the successful student researcher has the critical thinking skills to interrogate new ideas and new information, and to integrate them into their own belief system, making new meaning out of the old and the new.

To do this well, they must also become comfortable with the idea that there is no “right answer” to the questions raised by their complex paper topics.  This is another area where the transparency of Wikipedia’s knowledge creation process has been invaluable.  Sending students to the history pages, and requiring them to look at multiple versions of the same page has two benefits.  First, it illustrates the volatility of this kind of digital information source, showing them that information that is there today might not be there tomorrow.  More importantly, however, it shows them that the neutral (sometimes), polished (also sometimes) final article is actually the product of revision after revision, done by many people, representing many points of view.  While many students do not dig deeply into the content of the different versions, those who do are rewarded with a deeper understanding of how knowledge is constructed.

 

Our initial decision to use Wikipedia in the ILP was largely practical.  After using Wikipedia for a year, however, its value as a resource during the exploratory phase of student research is clear.  Even more fascinating has been the opportunity to see our students’ thoughts and reflections about the source as they engage with parts of it they have not seen before.  

It is important to understand that these glimpses into our students’ critical thinking are not tied to the specific activities and templates used in OSU’s ILP and writing classrooms; any activities that model parts of a reflective, critical research and writing process for students could spark this benefit.  We have consistently found that the clearer we can be about the moves our students should make, the more they can and will focus on thinking about their process and their sources.  This concept can be adopted at any level of instruction: the lesson, the class session, the course, or even the curriculum.  It does not require teachers to change everything they do.  It does, however, require us to think about models and templates a little differently.  Instead of thinking of them as a way to stifle student creativity, or to control student expression, they can in fact allow students to be more creative.  As Graff and Birkenstein state, “creativity and originality lie not in the avoidance of established forms, but in the imaginative use of them .” (11)
Challenges and Concerns

One of our main goals when the ILP was created in 2004 was to create a more coherent curriculum, where GTAs and librarians both took ownership of the content.  This has had mixed results on both fronts.  We are asking a lot of our GTAs, particularly in the fall term of each year, when they are brand-new to teaching and to graduate school.  Unfortunately, waiting for our GTAs to acclimate to OSU and to their workload as graduate students before bringing them into FYC is not an option because, unlike at some universities, our GTAs start teaching right away.  This means that while they start taking classes, they must also become effective teachers of writing and critical thinking in a very short time.  To do that, the GTAs must learn the conversation model of academic writing and information literacy, and learn it well enough to teach it to others. This can be challenging for several reasons.  

First, like many graduate students in English, most of our GTAs tested out of FYC when they were undergraduates.  Many of them learned to write intuitively, and some resist the notion of templates entirely.  At the same time, the GTAs’ research skills vary greatly.  Having had no experience with graduate level research yet, their skills and their understanding of the research process rely wholly on their undergraduate experiences.   These barriers make it difficult for some GTAs to really take ownership of the IL curriculum in the FYC.  If the GTA cannot explain the ILP assignments or their connection to the students’ performance on the research essay, then the students are much more likely to see the entire exercise as busywork.

For librarians, there have been some challenges as well.  For many librarians, the FYC represents their only experience with non-subject related instruction and with first-year students. This can be a very difficult transition for them.  Even though Davidson and Crateau recommend teaching students to do very broad, one- or two-word keyword searches, to quickly scan results, and to browse widely, most library instructors have more experience teaching tool and skill-based search strategies for specific queries and spend less time on the concept of broad browsing for eavesdropping.  This shift can be especially challenging for the new librarians who teach in the on-call pool.  

Grading is an unfamiliar task for librarians who do not teach credit classes, and the responsibility of grading ILP’s is stressful as well as time consuming.  The grading rubric provides some guidance, but despite this tool, grading remains subjective and not perfectly consistent. More work needs to be done for norming, by both GTAs and librarians.

Next Steps

As we continue to collaborate in FYC, the activities and tools that reinforce the conversation model of research and writing are constantly being evaluated and refined.  The ILP itself was the result of one such revision, and the questions in the ILP have been refined after every school year based on feedback from students, librarians, and writing instructors.  In addition, the writing curriculum has evolved in the last five years as the writing program faculty find new methods and tools to embed the conversation model more deeply into the curriculum.  The adoption of the They Say, I Say text in 2006 is one example of this evolution.  Another is the use of the i*cite video in the FYC classroom.

In the summer of 2007, the undergraduate services librarians revised and reformatted the ILP.  While the content of the five modules remained the same, the goal was to improve the delivery and format of the assignments so that students can more easily understand the instructional pieces and focus their attention on the most important questions.  The effects of these revisions are not yet known. One common complaint about the ILP, particularly about Assignment 4 which focuses on information-gathering, is that the instructions are so text-heavy and so detailed that it is difficult for students to navigate them in the Blackboard environment.  In addition, as the questions are currently formatted, it is very difficult for students to distinguish between the questions that focus on critical thinking and those that simply check that the student completed a more mechanical task.  New options from Blackboard, new e-learning tools online, and resources like the i*Cite video already in use in the FYC classes offer the opportunity to streamline the process for students, highlighting the questions and tasks that push students to think critically and reflect.  

In the last year, OSU’s instruction librarians and writing faculty have also been active state-wide working to establish information literacy standards across Oregon’s higher education system and sharing the activities we have developed for the FYC.  Sharing our strategies is particularly important because up to 40% of OSU students fulfill their FYC requirement elsewhere (Robinson 2006).  To ensure that all of these students get the introduction to the conversation model of research and writing that OSU undergraduates get in FYC, continuing this level of outreach statewide is essential.  

On the other side of the equation, we are working to build on the introduction to the conversation model students receive in FYC by incorporating it into subsequent writing classes.  As Pascarella and Terenzini, van Gelder, and Swanson all note, critical thinking takes time and therefore needs reinforcement.  At OSU we are now working to integrate activities that use the conversation model into two of the 200-level writing classes.  

We are also continually working to address the issue of training and support for the librarians and GTAs who teach in OSU’s FYC.  In the summer of 2007, we developed a notebook of resources for all new GTAs teaching in FYC to reinforce the often overwhelming amount of information new GTAs receive in their orientation sessions.  We also assessed the library instruction session to more clearly define the learning outcomes that should be addressed in that session, and identified resources to support the librarians as they help students master those outcomes.

Finally, assessment is an area where we must constantly improve our practices.  To date, we have not done enough regular, formal assessment that examines the integration of IL and writing instruction in FYC.  Students are assessed on the IL competency and their writing competency separately.  In the 2007-2008 school year, the librarians will receive samples of student work from the Argument Essay portfolio to analyze.  This will help them see how students actually use the materials they find and evaluate.  At the same time, the GTAs will receive a rubric to help them specifically evaluate how well their students use outside resources in their argument essay.  Further research is planned to evaluate the impact of these learning experiences on critical thinking, retention and academic success.

Conclusion

Because the majority of traditional age undergraduates arrive at college with limited critical thinking skills, we suggest that instruction librarians and writing faculty should collaboratively introduce students to academic writing as a complex, recursive learning process based on broad and open-minded information seeking.  The conversation model adopted by the library and the writing program at OSU provides an excellent way to understand such a process.

Asking students to figure out both the forms and the content of a scholarly research and writing process can impede their ability to focus on the critical thinking skills they need to effectively gather and learn from information, construct new meaning out of their sources, and communicate that meaning to others effectively.  Students should be encouraged to focus on the content and on their own thinking.  By providing models that show them what a scholarly research process or rhetorical move should look like, we enable them to do just that.
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