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You can improve

Perspectives on the Framework

Using the Framework in How to Read workshops

Information literacy is inseparable from
reading literacy, but neither are a basic or
innate skill. Both take time, practice, repeti-
tion, and a host of willing instructors ready
to engage in critical discussions about reading
strategies. This is particularly true for first-
generation, non-traditional, and marginal-
ized students." >3 Instruction librarians are
uniquely positioned to promote and teach
reading comprehension in a broader context
of literacy, including information literacy.

In fall 2019, I hosted seven library work-
shops titled “How to Read Your Textbook” at
the University of Tennessee-Martin, in which
I provided students with broad techniques
and specific tips to improve their reading
comprehension. In addition to information
literacy skills, several of the frames in the
ACRL Framework for Information Literacy
for Higher Education apply to reading skills
as well.*

In each workshop, students learned about
four suggested reading strategies: break it
down, write it out, say it out loud, and con-
nect it to your life. We discussed various ways
to implement each of these reading strategies,
and I encouraged students to share their own
reading strategies with each other. These four
strategies are neither new nor groundbreak-
ing for those of us familiar with scholarly
work, but many students have never heard
these strategies explicitly stated. Librarians
provide a roadmap for students unfamiliar
with the complexities of research, informa-
tion creation, academia, library jargon, and

literacy.
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Before creating this workshop, I talked
with other librarians and professors on my
campus, many of them frustrated and con-
fused that students couldn’t seem to com-
prehend their textbooks. I also attended a
session at the ACRL 2019 Conference titled
“Reading critically, thinking critically: Chal-
lenging assumptions about the role of reading
in academic research.”® After this session, I
began to think more about the ways that
reading literacy is integral to our information
literacy instruction.

Research has little value without action. It
is not enough for students to find materials,
they must also be able to use those materi-
als, including critical reading. By viewing
reading as an extension of the Framework,
librarians and students can uncover new ways

to examine the college-level reading process.

Reading as Strategic Exploration
There are several reasons why students don’t
read their assigned readings, but one of the
biggest reasons is that they do not understand
the material.® While many professors take this
as an opportunity to air their grievances about
student deficiencies, students are more likely
to improve their reading comprehension when
they view literacy as a skill they can develop,’
particularly a skill that they are equipped to
deal with as college students.
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Our time as educators is best spent sharing
our reading techniques with students to give them
confidence to practice literacy, rather than embar-
rassing students for what they do not know.

Reading, research, writing, critical thinking,
and other forms of literacy are all malleable
skills. As librarians, information profession-
als, and educators, we have a responsibility to
demonstrate that malleability and improvement
in our teaching philosophy. Readers can explore
a document in strategic and careful ways. Dif-
ferent types of reading require different context
and skills, and each one provides an avenue
for student improvement. This frame allows
librarians to examine different types of reading,
including lateral reading for news articles and
social media, multiple read-throughs focused
on different sections for scholarly articles, and
how to break down a long textbook chapter.

In the workshop, students discussed how
to explore an article and read with heightened
strategic awareness. By breaking down an article
into manageable chunks, skimming, and read-
ing out of order, students saw several options
to strategically explore a document outside of
the traditional, linear, “top-to-bottom” path.
Students were most surprised to consider read-
ing out of order, particularly reading the intro-
duction and conclusion first. With these solid
bookends in place, readers could then further
explore the middle of the text.

Students were also shocked to learn that
scholars and professors skim and read the sec-
tions of an article out of order. We discussed the
many hours of reading professors had put in to
get to a point where they understood when and
how to effectively skim. For many students, the
idea that they could skip to the end of an article
and read the conclusion first was almost radical.
Reading out of order is natural to scholars who
work with these articles often, but students may
not have ever seen it presented as an option.
The students and I also discussed other ways to
read out of order, including reading the easiest
sections first, reading headings, looking for
images or graphs first, or starting at the end of
an article and working backwards.

With every technique, I emphasized that this
one workshop is not a magic fix. True college-
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By viewing reading as an exten-
sion of the Framework, librarians
and students can uncover new
ways to examine the college-level
reading process.

level literacy takes incredible amounts of time,
effort, and critical engagement, but I hoped to
give students multiple options to explore. I also
wanted to show them that there is more than
one correct way to read, understand, and engage
with a text. Instead of erroneously assuming
what students already know, librarians can break
down the elements and order of reading to help
students find the reading strategies that work
best for them. By purposefully giving class space
to explore reading techniques, we validate that
there is more than one correct approach and we

create a more inclusive classroom.

Reading as Inquiry

Research as Inquiry naturally connects to pro-
moting and instructing student reading strat-
egies. Readers interact with a document to
answer questions and learn new information.
With this frame, I encouraged students to al-
ways find a question to consider as they read.
For many students, this involved finding the
thesis statement or key argument for a section
of text, but they could also consider questions
from their own lives. Why does this topic mat-
ter? Will this demonstrate what I think I already
know? Where have I heard this idea before?
Reading discipline-specific texts is an iterative
process, where students uncover new questions
to ask each time they read a document.

I encouraged students to spend a few min-
utes thinking about a text before they started
reading. Look for a question that the reader
should want to answer, even if it was something
as simple as “Why does this work matter?” or
“What is the author’s point?” I asked students to
keep that question in mind for every paragraph,
image, heading, and discussion question.

I also encouraged students to consider their
own best practices, particularly around note-
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taking. Reading and writing are inextricably
linked, and notetaking remains one of the best
tools to promote reading comprehension. How-
ever, student notetaking abilities vary, and the
quality of the notes effects how well students
comprehend and retain their readings.® In
particular, students often overuse highlighters
and rely on highlighted sections to improve
their reading comprehensions, rather than
understanding which sections to highlight in
the first place.’

In the workshop, we discussed how notetak-
ing and highlighting can be useful tools, but
they are most effective when used critically
and carefully. Students were encouraged to see
notetaking as a way to answer the questions
that the author or reader should want to know.
Instead of highlighting or underlining as you
read, spend some time describing the text after
you finish a section. What is the thesis state-
ment or key point? What was the text about,
and why does it matter? What are the most
important takeaways? How does this connect
to other material covered in class, How does it
connect to what you already know about this
topic? Students might also take notes on any-
thing they were confused about or needed to
do more research on, further connecting with
Research as Inquiry.

Reading as Conversation

While reading is generally considered a soli-
tary activity, it is beneficial for students to see
reading as a conversation. Writers do not cre-
ate in a vacuum. They draw on scholarship and
ideas from other readings and their own lived
experience. Likewise, readers do not read in a
vacuum. Students converse with both the doc-
ument itself and the people around them to
deepen their understanding. As libraries con-
tinue to shift to more collaborative spaces,'
perhaps a shift is necessary towards a more col-
laborative approach to literacy.

Students were encouraged to discuss reading
strategies and their textbook readings during
this workshop, deepening their understanding
of reading through a literal scholarly conversa-
tion. Students also participated in a conversa-

tion with the document itself by finding ways
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to connect it to their life. I asked students to ask
questions, share what they did not understand,
what they did or did not agree with, where
they had heard these concepts before, and why
readers should care. Although students were
most easily able to converse with material in the
humanities, particularly historical events that
they had heard about from family members,
they were able to start a reading conversation
in most disciplines.

One of the workshop strategies was for stu-
dents to “say it aloud.” This strategy included
reading aloud in a study group, discussing read-
ings with classmates, verbalizing questions, and
summarizing the key points to another person.
I intentionally shared with students my own
conversations about creating the workshop
itself. I used scholarly material and discussion
with other professors on my campus to create
the How to Read Workshops, embodying the
value in Scholarship as Conversation.

Conclusion

For professors, educators, librarians, and stu-
dents, it is imperative that we see reading as
a skill we all should practice and improve.
Because of its flexible and interlocking nature
that connects every stage of the research pro-
cess, the ACRL Framework allows us to dem-
onstrate tangible strategies to improve literacy
and reading comprehension. As scholars and
educators, the intricacies of scholarship be-
come second nature to us. However, for many
first-generation and marginalized students,
college-level research is like a foreign language,
complete with unspoken rules and cultural ex-
pectations.

Part of our work as librarians is to demystify
what academics “do.” We cut through the jargon
to provide clear, accessible, useful examples and
explanations about literacy and information. It is
not that students cannot read critically or research
effectively, it’s that they have never been explicitly
taught how to do so in a college context.

Reading instruction is already an implicit
part of our curriculum because of a shared as-
sumption that in order to evaluate, find, use,
and create new information, scholars must first
read information. However, reading is rarely
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stated as a specific goal in information literacy
instruction. Librarians have a valuable role to
play in building student confidence and dem-
onstrating strategies to improve college-level
reading. What may be an obvious purpose or
benefit to us is rarely so obvious for students.

While librarians will not vastly improve
student reading comprehension in one library
literacy instruction session, there is indescrib-
able value in giving students the confidence
to practice literacy. Instead of a chore, I want
students to see reading as a valuable skill that
they can improve, and I want to prove that it
is valuable by giving it dedicated instruction
time. The Framework helps us provide stu-
dents with skills to value and practice reading
comprehension.

Reading is strategic exploration, so what
are the ways that we can make it more strate-
gic? How can we explore these documents in
new ways? Reading is inquiry, so let’s enquire
about every question and section. Reading is
a conversation, and we can shift it to a more
collaborative discussion between students and
in the classroom. Above all, reading is an infor-
mation literacy skill.
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