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Librarians as educators 



Information literacy 

Mastery of the set of skills necessary to find, 
evaluate, use, and contribute information 
effectively and ethically 
 
 Conceptual mastery is more widely applicable to an 

information-rich future than mastery of individual tasks 

 As such, the Information Literacy Standards are undergoing 
revision to address “threshold concepts” 

 



Daunting, aren’t they? 



Threshold concepts 

 Concepts that challenge a student’s previous understanding 
and perceptions of a topic 

 A threshold concept is difficult to learn, but mastery 
fundamentally shifts a student’s understanding of their 
discipline, their scholarship, and their worldview 

 “Akin to passing through a portal” that opens up “previously 
inaccessible way[s] of thinking about something” (Meyer and 
Land) 



Educational goals 

1. Present conceptual knowledge 

2. Provide context for these concepts that is relevant for students 

3. Model successful behavior based on these concepts 

4. Provide time for guided practice of these concepts 

 

Due to the constraints of typically meeting with students once for 
50 minutes, librarians often end up skipping steps 1 & 2 



Addressing core concepts 



Undergraduate students need more basic 
instruction on citation and plagiarism.  

Lee, 2013, p. 55  

Citation management systems . . . are 
becoming increasingly robust, and libraries are 
integrating these software applications into their 

service offerings.  

Childress, 2011, p. 143 



Teaching “how to cite” 

 Too often, plagiarism instruction focuses solely on the elements 
of adhering to citation styles 

 Teaches students that the mechanisms of scholarship are more 
important than the intentions 

 Students struggle with avoiding punishment, while never 
learning the “why” 

 With the rise of citation managers, this knowledge is becoming 
largely irrelevant 



We have better things to do 

Instead of spending valuable class time on task-based instruction, 
let’s focus on the underlying concepts of scholarly 
communication and attribution 
 
1. Scholarship is a conversation 

2. Intellectual content has value 

3. Attribution is the recognition of that content’s value 



Students, particularly undergraduates, are 
unfamiliar with the conventions of academic 

writing. 

Thonny, 2011, p. 347 

One of the primary conventions of scholarly 
communication is that “academic writers 

respond to what others have written about their 
topic.”  

Thonny, 2011, p. 349 



Students’ role in discourse 

 Due to the nature of their assignments, students don’t think of 
their work as participation in scholarly discourse 

 For many of them, citing the work of others is how they ensure 
they have the “right answer” 

 Research as a conversation is a completely foreign concept 



Research is slow 

 Students encounter citations, bibliographies, and indexes in 
isolation, without seeing the idea stream they’re a part of 

 By the time someone publishes a counterargument, will your 
students be out of your class? Or out of college? 

 How can we demonstrate a discourse and attribution process 
on a timescale more appropriate to a one-semester course? 



Twitter and other social media tools are 
“platform[s] for social discourse.” 

Brook, 2012, p. 120 

Framing social media as platforms for discourse 
could enable libraries to leverage these tools in 

a variety of ways. 

Brook, 2012, p. 120 



Twitter as a model for discourse 



What makes Twitter a good fit? 

 Twitter is an established Internet sharing mechanism 

 Twitter has community-established attribution conventions that 
parallel academic discourse 

 Twitter has a shorter timescale than traditional academic 
publishing, so students can see discourse unfolding in real time 



Twitter attribution mechanisms 

 @reply/mention – tweets that either respond to a previous 
tweet or are directed at another user 

 favorite – used to tell an original poster that a user liked a 
tweet or to save tweets for later 

 retweet (RT) – reposting of another user’s tweet 

 via – used to share content of another user while adding one’s 
own thoughts 

 modified tweet (MT) – used to share the content of another 
user’s tweet while altering the wording 

 hat tip (HT, h/t) – convention for crediting an original poster 



Author 

Publication Info 

Cited References 

Times Cited 

Citation 



Username 

Timestamp 

Mention 

No. of Retweets 

Retweet 



Attribution in action:  
the parable of @prodigalsam 



In spring 2013, popular Twitter user @prodigalsam 
was revealed as a tweet plagiarist 



As a result of the 
controversy 

surrounding his 
content, 

@prodigalsam 
deleted his Twitter 

account 



Models complex 
integrity issues students 

actually face 

o Paraphrase plagiarism – “Just 
change a couple words so it 
isn’t stealing” 

o Self-plagiarism – “It’s cool. I did 
a paper on this last semester.” 

o In a world where everything is 
sharable, why is prodigalsam 
controversial? 



So, Does This Work? 



So, Does This Work? 

 Anecdotally, student responses to this method 
have been stronger than responses to typical 
instruction on citation. 
 Students have asked us questions about self-

plagiarism, and how that relates to self-citation, and 
repurposing previous research 
Brings to light some gray areas in scholarly discourse.  

Gray areas are opportunities to get students to think 
critically! 



So, Does This Work? 

 The initial response from other librarians has 
been overwhelmingly positive 
We were invited to present a poster at the ALISE 

(Association for Library and Information Science 
Education) 2014 Annual Meeting 

While there, other instruction librarians expressed 
excitement about this metaphor. 



So, Does This Work? 

Why the positive reactions? 
 Teaching concepts using interesting metaphors doesn’t just 

engage the students – it engages the instructor. 

 This technique makes this potentially dreadful topic more 
fun for the instructor.  

 Twitter is more interesting than demonstrating how to look 
up information in a citation style guide, or admonishing 
students about the consequences that can accompany 
plagiarism. 

 



So, Does This Work? 

 Anything besides anecdotes? We’re working 
on that. 
 We introduced this content into library instruction sessions during a 

select number of Professional Writing Program courses during the 
Spring 2014 semester. 

 At the end of the class, students were asked to complete an 
assessment 

 81 students completed our assessment 

 



So, Does This Work? 

Q: “When writing an academic paper, 
you are responding to the work done by 
previous researchers.” 
 Approximately 86% of respondents correctly answered “True” 

 



So, Does This Work? 

Q:“When writing a research paper, why 
should you cite the work of others?” 

 Approximately 15% stated to avoid plagiarism and the bad 
consequences that follow it 

 Remaining ~85% stated something along the lines of:  
 “Giving credit” to the original author 

 Strengthening your argument by letting your audience know who 
you’re “talking to”  

 



So, Does This Work? 

Going forward, to validate our initial results, 
more research is needed.  

 Particularly, a larger sample size of students, 
and a control group for comparison. 

 Something for consideration in Fall 2014. 
 



Next Steps 



Next Steps 

 We’re convinced of the effectiveness of this method, and we 
have created some followers within the University Libraries. 

 However, our actual impact on student instruction is limited. 
 University Libraries “Liaison Librarian” Model 

 Responsible for library instruction to a select number of 
departments 

 Librarians for ENGR and AGNR 

 One Shot Library Instruction Model 
 50-75 minute meeting with a class, once a semester 
 Only meeting with a portion of the students within our college, 

much less the entire campus community 



Next Steps 

How can we disperse this instruction to 
the thousands of undergraduate and 
graduate students at UMD, College 
Park? 



Next Steps 

 University Libraries is partnering with the 
Professional Writing Program to develop online 
tutorials through Canvas that can be 
embedded in courses through ELMS. 

We are involved in the creation of these 
tutorials, and have included our Twitter 
metaphor for scholarly attribution with them. 
 

https://www.elms.umd.edu/ 

https://www.elms.umd.edu/


Next Steps 









Questions? 

Alex Carroll, ajcarrol@umd.edu 
Robin Dasler, rdasler@umd.edu 

mailto:ajcarrol@umd.edu
mailto:rdasler@umd.edu
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