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Information Literacy From Prehistory to K-20:

A New Definition
Debhie Abilock, Editor

As | was editing this issue about information
literacy from Kindergarten through graduate
school, | was also rereading a favorite children’s
book, A Bone From a Dry Sea.* The author,
Peter Dickinson, asks us to look “through the
lenses of time™ into the distant past, as he con-
jures up our ancestors—a tribe on an African
plain “only about halfway toward words.™

In the opening chapter a young girl named
Li applies a strategy from a children’s game to
trap a dangerous shark by stranding it on a
sloped ridge of rock extending from the shore.
She is distinguishable immediately from the
other members of her tribe, whose behavior is
governed by custom. Her insight in applying a
known set of behaviors to new circumstances is,
as yet, beyond their capacities. She knows that
her actions are not accidental and, while she
has no words yet for her reflective behavior, this
knowledge makes her “different.” As | peered
through Dickinson’s story-lens, “right at the
edge of imagination’s eyesight,” it struck me
that | was seeing the birth of a risk-taking,
curious, creative, problem-solving being in the
process of becoming self-aware—in short, what
we would call an information-literate student.?

As you might surmise, the book continues
to develop Li as a problem-solver who uses
questions, close observation, and thoughtful
testing of hypotheses to find solutions to practi-
cal problems. For hours she watches a spider in
order to understand how it spins a web. She
wonders how she might use that knowledge to
catch the minnows that slip through her fingers.
Undiscouraged by her own clumsy and broken
nets, she continues weaving until it is too dark
to see: “The failures were knowledge, feeding
her need.” Her weaving attempts continue to be
unsuccessful until she modifies the task, using
mesh-like rotted gourd fiber to catch shrimp,
not minnows. Not only does she apply learning
from one experience to another, but she is able
to see beyond her failures to redefine the prob-
lem. As | was reading Mary Ann Fitzgerald's
article in this issue summarizing three new
studies about the information literacy skills of
first-year college students, it hit me that Li is just
what colleges wish for.® She is able to access
information, weigh its credibility against criteria
she has devised, and synthesize knowledge from
multiple sources.

Yet Li’s yearning to know extends far
beyond these practical problems—to wondering
about existence, not unlike our own thinking:

She felt she was close to something
enormous, some knowledge—not a
piece of knowledge, like how to bash a
mussel open on a rock or the way the
stars moved—nbut a whole knowledge.
The knowledge had the shape of a ques-
tion. It seemed to fill her world like the
light of the rising sun, to send tremors of
its presence through her like the warm-
ing sun rays. Other questions, the ones
about using and seeing, she was outside
of. She could study and think and find
their answers. This one she was inside
of, part of. In fact she was herself the
question.®

Our students, like Li, are becoming self-
aware and questioning human beings. However,
if they are to understand that information liter-
acy has value, it must reach them not as assign-
ments, lists of rules, and checklists, but as
enthralling work. If it is to stick for a lifetime,
information literacy must be a transformational
process. What an important task we have—to
create learning that compels our students past
twilight, imbued with a feeling of investigating
something enormous!

The second task of teaching information
literacy came to me as | was reading an article
in the New Yorker by Malcolm Gladwell about
the popularity of SUVs despite the overwhelming
evidence that they are unsafe.” In extensive
interviews with car buyers, a cultural anthropol-
ogist hired by the automakers concluded that
“when SUV buyers thought about safety they
were thinking about something that reached
into their deepest unconscious.” At an analyti-
cal level they know that taller cars are more
likely to roll over and that larger cars do not
hug the road well. At an unconscious level, they
feel powerful when looking down, impervious
to crashing—safer.

Deeply rooted in unexamined feelings
and beliefs, our misconceptions may result in
dangerous decisions like buying an SUV,
because “feeling safe has become more impor-
tant than actually being safe.” Our students—
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really all of us—are filled with confidence in
our common sense, which can be dead wrong.
Our task is to teach our students the rigorous,
analytical, sweaty work of closely examining an
argument, questioning our thinking patterns,
ferreting out inconsistencies—fundamentals of
critical thinking. Rather than teach the skill, if
we teach to transfer that skill—in using a
library, recognizing bias, or analyzing an
argument—from one setting or task to
another, students recognize that information
literacy is not a school task but a lifetime habit

us that the kind of teaching we do affects stu-
dent motivation: “Teaching is not a science, it is
an art fusing ideas, obligations, the personal
and interpersonal. The chemistry of that fusion
determines whether or how subject matter
matters to the student.™

About now, you're probably thinking, “Oh,
get a grip Debbie—their Google-eyes glaze over
when | teach Boolean searches.” Or, “How the
heck am | going to apply a research rubric to a
poem?” As a first step | am suggesting a revised
definition of information literacy, which alters

“Information literacy is a transformational process

in which the learner needs to find, understand, evaluate,
and use information in various forms to create for
personal, social, or global purposes.”

of mind—of evaluating and using information
for personal, social, or global purposes.
Hand-in-hand with teaching an analytical
approach, we have yet a further task to create a
classroom of respect where students can draw
on their intuitive understandings, for they, like
Li, are “only about halfway toward words.”
They know more than they can say, or they say it
in ways that are hard for us to analyze. Yet this
tacit knowledge can be tapped in service of
innovation and insight. An example: Last week |
got a phone call from a parent whose young
child writes and draws with astounding bril-
liance—poems of joy and mystery, with softly
shaded drawings. The parent related her daugh-
ter’s experience involving a rejected research
essay that didn't follow the assigned model, in
which the teacher said, “Your problem, Sara, is
that you're just too creative.” While we are often
teaching an information literacy process that is
analytical and explicit, we must create a
respectful place for tacit knowledge that can
appear first in imaginative, symbolic language
rather than logical, reasoned, organized writing.
In Seymour Sarason’s latest book, And
What Do YOU Mean by Learning?, he reminds

our goal—a level of competence that some call
“information fluency”—and our methods of
achieving it.

“Information literacy is a transforma-
tional process in which the learner needs to
find, understand, evaluate, and use information
in various forms to create for personal, social,
or global purposes.”™ Still, you're right—I've
given no easy answers.” But when | have been
successful at designing and creating an environ-
ment in which the questions asked are genuine,
my students have given me permission—indeed
invited me—to teach rigorous thinking. And,
when | am presented with the gift of a student’s
intuition, | am the learner, too, asking rather
than answering. ®
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about the meaning of learning. He defines
productive learning as a social process in
which motivation and attitudes, cognitive
and emotional responses are inextricably
connected. Examining the learning of
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