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Thank you very much for coming to my talk today.  Thanks also to the LOEX team for all they have done to host us.  This is the first conference that I have traveled for since the pandemic, and I am really enjoying it.  It is great to meet new people and see some old friends.My talk today is about teaching information literacy authentically when trust in experts is on the decline.  I have found a way that works pretty well for library instruction with first-year English classes – the students tend to engage, and it’s satisfying to me as an instructor.  I look forward to hearing about your strategies for addressing the trust problem in your work, either in the discussion period for this session or as we bump into one another later in the conference.
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Here is a roadmap for our time together today.  I will talk a little about some of the indicators that trust in experts and in the media is on the decline.  I think that our problem with trust poses special challenges for the academic library, and that can make it harder for a teaching librarian to establish a productive rapport with students.  After living with that challenge for a while, I came up with a lesson plan to address the trust problem in my teaching.  I will walk you through what I do, and we will take a few minutes for you to respond in Mentimeter and to share your ideas, just the same way that my students do.  Please join me on Mentimeter if you have a connected device handy.Once we get through our activities, I will share an idea from philosophical epistemology that informs the lesson plan.  Some philosophers that I have enjoyed reading raise a distinction between the learning goals of knowledge and understanding.  To explain the distinction in library terms, a knowledge-seeker would love to have a single article to answer their research question authoritatively.  An understanding-seeker would not be satisfied with that.  They would prefer a really good review of the literature, because that will help them learn about a range of perspectives on their research question.  The hallmark of knowledge is accuracy, finding truth and avoiding error, while the hallmark of understanding is a thorough grasp of different aspects of their research question, different perspectives on their research question, and how those differing viewpoints fit together.  My lesson plan tries to de-emphasize knowledge and really emphasize understanding as a goal for research, especially in the first-year classes that I teach.  For reasons that we will get into later, in trust-withering times like ours, building a thorough understanding is a more sustainable research goal.The distinction between knowledge and understanding also has implications for how we talk about academic arguments, which is often a big theme in my work with first-year classes.
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So, what do I take as indicators that we are living in a time when it is becoming harder to establish trust?  In 2022, the Pew Research Center did a telephone survey in which they asked a broad cross-section of respondents in the United States about how much they trusted experts and other public figures to “act in the best interests of the public.”  I actually use questions from this survey in my activity with students, and we will get to look at them more closely later.  But I’m including this statistic now because it shows how things are changing for one of the more esteemed classes of experts – medical experts.  Only 29% say that they have a great deal of trust in medical experts, down 11% from 2020.   About half of respondents said, “Meh, they’re ok sometimes.”  And a little more than a fifth of respondents said, “Nope, I don’t trust them.”
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Just a couple of weeks ago, researchers from AP-NORC released the results of a survey on public attitudes toward the news media.  Perhaps their most striking finding is that only 16% of respondents trust the news media to do a good job, and most (45%) actually don’t trust the media to report the news accurately and fairly, with a pretty good chunk in the middle saying, “Meh, they’re ok, sometimes.”
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APNews.com did a story to accompany the release of the poll.  It included quotes from interviews to help give the data a human face.  This quote from Janis Fort of Navarre, Florida touches on some important themes:  the media presents inconsistent accounts of what really happened, the media stirs up fear, the media leaves me in the dark.  Are you familiar with these themes?  Have you ever felt this way sometimes?
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A recent piece by conservative columnist Victor Davis Hanson gives a thought-provoking if polemical perspective on the public’s declining trust of experts (Hanson, 2022).  Hanson references several misguided or disingenuous attempts by experts to influence environmental policy, military strategy, and economic planning.  For example, Hanson notes that several influential economists claimed in 2021 that the Biden administration’s economic policies would actually reduce inflation (inflation in the United States reached a year-to-year peak increase of 9.1% in July of 2022 and has been called the defining economic characteristic of 2022 [Wiseman and D’Innocenzio, 2022]). Likewise, high-profile military experts predicted that the Afghan government would keep the Taliban in check after American forces withdrew (now in its 17th month in power, the Taliban have recently decreed that girls can no longer go to school [Rothwell, 2022]). Hanson suspects that in these cases experts have failed to give an objective assessment of how events would likely unfold.The important thing here isn’t whether you agree with Victor Davis Hanson.  The important thing is that there are high-profile cases in which experts have appeared incompetent and disingenuous, and that will have an impact on the attitudes toward experts that students will bring with them to library instruction.  Especially some of our more thoughtful, politically-engaged students.
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What does this mean for the academic library?  When I am working with students, I am trying to establish the relevance of the academic library for their research.  When students ask, what’s the point of the library when I can just use Google, I will usually say something like:  You can use Google, but the academic library helps you avoid paywalls, and it makes it convenient for you to find the types of expert perspectives that will be suitable for your annotated bibliography assignments.But what if that’s not much of a selling point?  What if students are suspicious of expert perspectives because their experiences have led them to the types of attitudes we are discussing earlier?  What does the academic library have to do with their learning, especially if they think experts are going to lead them astray?And how do I speak authentically about the academic library as a place to find expert perspectives?  I have taken part in our rough-and-tumble information ecosystem myself, and I have seen so many cases in which the experts come up short.  How can that not make a difference in my attitude toward experts?



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When I look to leading voices in Information Literacy to help me clear this up, I find that there are mixed signals in our field too.  When I look at the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education, I find support for the idea that it is good to push back on expert perspectives and to consider information coming from points of view outside the mainstream.In a 2018 blog post called “Media Literacy is about Where You Spend Your Trust?” Michael Caulfield, developer of the SIFT method for evaluating information like a fact-checker, says something different.  He says that mainstream, expert sources can help you identify and avoid misinformation.  It’s the F in SIFT – find more reliable coverage.But then, in Barbara Fister’s 2021 piece “Lizard People in the Library” (which is possibly the best title in all of the information literacy literature), she points out that the very credentials that make sources like the Washington Post a reliable source for Caulfield make it a very suspicious source for a significant, vocal portion of our population.  They don’t trust the elite experts whose voice is featured in our mainstream media.As a researcher, I find all of these points of contention really fascinating.  But as a teacher, how do I talk about this stuff with my first-year students?  Let’s get into that now.
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I am going to walk you through an activity that I use at the beginning of a lot of my one-shot sessions for my first-year English classes.  It asks students to reflect on their own level of trust in experts.  It also asks them to consider what they can do as researchers to establish themselves as trustworthy in the eyes of their audience.I start things off by asking students to respond to questions from the Pew Research Center’s telephone survey on trust in experts.  I will do the same thing with you now.  Please use Mentimeter to indicate your level of trust in each of the following types of experts.
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How would you explain these results?  Why the low level of trust? [Engage with audience]
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In a climate of declining trust, what can researchers do to show their audience that they are trustworthy? [Engage with audience]



Two magazine articles conclude that UNLV is an excellent university for undergraduate 
students to attend. Consider each article’s sources. Which article do you trust more?

Sources for Article A Sources for Article B

UNLV President UNLV Vice President for Student Affairs

UNLV Vice President for Student Affairs President of  the UNLV Student Government

UNLV History Professor Recent graduate who has not yet found work 
in their field of  study

UNLV Librarian CEO of  a major employer in Las Vegas

UNLV Athletic Director A UNLV undergraduate who just completed 
their first year
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The question about what researchers can do to become more trustworthy can lead in lots of different directions.  To bring discussion back to the students’ research, especially their annotated bibliographies that are due, I pose this question to them.Imagine two magazine articles that conclude that my university, UNLV, is an excellent university for undergraduates to attend.  They reach the same conclusion, but their sources are different.  Based on the sources, which article are you inclined to trust more?I like using questions like this with my first-years.  Choosing a college is a major decision that they made not long ago, and they probably did some research to inform their choice.After giving students a chance to discuss their reasons for trusting one article over another, I share how my perspective on this question has evolved over the course of my career.  When I was first starting out as a librarian, I might have been tempted to select Article A, because it features interviews with so many insiders with decision-making power within the university.  The interviewees are also likely to have impressive academic and professional credentials.  Who would know more about the university and its strengths relative to other colleges than the university president?But, after eighteen years of teaching information literacy, and at least four decades of weighing the quality of things that I read, I find myself inclined to place more trust in Article B.  Even though both articles draw on the same number of sources for interviews, Article B appears significantly more thorough to me.  While Article A interviews leaders in a range of positions within the university faculty and administration, Article B casts the net more broadly by interviewing stakeholders with markedly different perspectives.  The university dignitaries interviewed in Article A all have a vested interest in promoting the university to potential new students for a range of reasons, not the least of which is the fact that the university is the source of their livelihood.  But the group of stakeholders in Article B has a more wide-ranging set of connections with the university.  They include current and former students, potential employers, and the upper-level administrator who is arguably best positioned to speak on the student experience at the university.  There is more potential for disagreement among the stakeholders in Article B, and that makes me feel that Article B will provide a more complete picture of the university experience for undergraduates.  The variety of perspectives helps me build a more thorough understanding of a complex question.



I don’t know 
anything 
about this.

I read 
something 
on this 
question and 
have some 
ideas.

I have been 
studying this 
issue for 
years – I’m 
an expert.

First-year 
research 
project.
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I wrap up this part of the lesson with this slide.  The arrow represents increasing levels of understanding about a research area.  I indicate what first-year students can expect to achieve at the end of their semester-long research project.  They are pursuing serious learning, so they can probably expect to know more than the average person.  But it isn’t realistic for them to expect to know as much as a researcher who has devoted years or even decades of their working life to an area of research.I bring this up to make a point about about arguments.  Teachers and librarians talk a lot about students having an argument in their papers, but it is possible for students to get the wrong idea when we use that word.What we are asking for is a research argument.  A research argument is distinct from a sales argument or from the types of ultra-persuasive arguments featured in courtroom dramas.  A research argument involves:-Learning as much as you practically can about an area that raises questions for you.-Clearly stating an informed opinion or thesis concerning the research area.-Sharing your reasons for your opinion, and acknowledging areas in which you are uncertain or need to learn more.There is no reason for first-year students to try to construct air-tight arguments for their conclusions based on their reading of eight to ten sources, as if they had no gaps or gray areas in their understanding.  Even the expert researchers, the ones who occupy an advanced position on the number line, regularly point out areas for further research in their published writing.  So students should feel free to write about what they have learned rather than try to railroad the reader into agreeing with their thesis.  My goal with this diagram is to open up space for students to embrace intellectual humility.  Real research is about works in progress, and researchers build trust with their audience by acknowledging that there is more to learn.And that is where my activity on trust ends.  Then it’s on to exercises to help students build familiarity with our discovery tool.
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Why do all of these activities look the way that they do?  At least part of the reason lies in a distinction between knowledge and understanding that I read about in the works of the philosophers Linda Zagzebski and Wayne Riggs.Knowledge is about forming accurate beliefs.  We see a knowledge-centered attitude when students and instructors ask us to help them avoid misinformation.  They want accurate sources that tell them what really happened at an event or how something really works.  The goal is settling a question.  They are looking for “the facts.”By contrast, understanding is about building a more comprehensive, thorough grasp of a field of research.  We see an understanding-centered attitude when a researcher asks us to help them find a review of the literature that introduces them to the range of perspectives in a field of research.  The goal is to build a more thorough grasp of how different ideas fit together.  Understanding can accommodate parts of a research question that are ambiguous or unsettled.  Acknowledging areas where we need to learn more is part of a growing understanding.
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A couple of more quotes here illustrate how understanding works.  If knowledge seeks to build lists of accurate statements, understanding seeks to build a diagram that shows how those statements relate to one another.  Those diagrams could include questions or gray areas too.  It’s all about how the various possibilities fit together.
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Here’s a quote from Linda Zagzebski that shows the importance of emphasizing research in understanding:Skepticism “is a threat to our motivation because motivation to reach X requires both the belief that reaching X is possible and some way of telling how well we have done after we have made the attempt.”  (Zagzebski, 2001)In a nutshell, the idea is that if you have certain knowledge as your learning goal, you will be more subject to “how do you know?” questions that can shake your motivation as a researcher.  In the 2020s, we have become quite comfortable with dismissing the knowledge claims of others, either because they are influenced by an agenda or because they are prone to confirmation bias, misleading statistics, or other errors.  I worry that this penchant for debunking is so prominent in our discourse that it can shake the motivation of a beginning researcher.  To frame things in Zagzebski’s terms, the knowledge seeker’s motivation suffers if they don’t believe that it is possible to settle questions through research.  It also suffers because, in the welter of competing opinions that we have in 21st century discourse, it’s hard to tell if you succeed in settling a question, because expert voices are often in disagreement and because they have been proven wrong in alarming ways.On the other hand, if your goal is to build a more thorough understanding of the complexities of your research question, your learning will be more resilient against the demotivating aspects of skeptical doubt.  Learning that your research question is more complicated than you first thought is a form of real progress.  And learning that there are several different, plausible ways to look at a research question is also real learning.  If you are considering a possibility that you had not thought about before, that’s success.  This sort of learning is less prone to demotivating skeptical doubt because it already includes disagreement within it. 



Encourages Learning as 
Understanding

Discourages Learning as 
Understanding

Deep learning Superficial/strategic learning

“Research as Conversation” metaphor Argument as using sources to “back 
up” your thesis

Exploratory annotated bibliographies “Be sure to include a counterclaim”

Reviews of  the Literature

Discussing journalism ethics
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In this table, I consider several of our teaching practices, some of which are friendly to my sense of research for understanding, and some of which work against it.  The idea of research as a conversation that is such a big part of the ACRL Framework – that fits right in.On the other hand, I do still hear about composition instructors who encourage students to find sources to “back up their thesis.”  It’s also common to hear that students need to include a counterclaim in their argument – not because they view it as a real contending point of view, but just because they have to.  I take that as a sign that students are not yet looking to develop their understanding.  With research for understanding, competing claims are part of the fabric of research.  No need to throw them in at the end just because you have to.Speaking of the end, we’ve reached the end of my talk.  I encourage you to talk with your students about this period of decreased trust that we find ourselves in.  I’ve found it to be a relatable topic that the students can really engage with.  I think that’s because it feels like something real, both for my students and for me.Thanks for your attention.  I hope you will share your questions or comments.
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