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Intro duction for instructors:  

 

We all stand on the shoulders of those who came before us.  This Open 

Educational Resource (OER) is nothing if it is not an example of that.  I have 

pulled from years of experience, my many colleagues who may not have realized 

they were my valued teachers and the work of fellow professionals I have known 

only through their writings and presentations.  The intent of this OER is twofold: 

to offer a free or low cost quality text to our students in a one-unit information 

literacy course and to offer a starting place to anyone who wishes to develop their 

own class or OER.  It is intentional that this text is not San Diego City College 

specific because the skills we teach in our LIBS 101, and are reflected in this 

OER, are transferable skills.  This allows students to take what they learn here and 

apply it to any information need in any environment: academia, careers, life-long 

learning, bar bets, or what have you.  It is not an attempt to be a comprehensive 

book on information literacy, but rather a brief overview in support of this one-

unit class.  Assignments and class activities are used to delve deeper into the basic 

skills presented here.   

 

We would be interested to know if others find this OER, in-part or in-whole, 

useful. If you do choose to use this or any part of this, please let us know.  You 

just know we will be collecting the stats on it.  

Best of luck to us all. 

 

 
Multangular Tower, York, Great Britain 
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rd

 Century  
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th

 Century  
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Intro duction for students: 
 

Do you ever use Google?  How about library databases?  If so, you know that you 

can sit down, type something in and get results.  That shows you are computer 

literate.  Because information literacy is often confused with computer literacy, 

most people think they should already know or do already know how to do 

research effectively and efficiently.  Just knowing how to perform a search on a 

computer does not make person information literate.  Although it isnôt brain 

surgery, as one of my first mentors assured me, it is a set of skills that need to be 

learned.  It is not built into our DNA.   
 

Some students use the first few articles or books they find on a topic and write a 

paper from that.  That is not really doing research nor does it shout, ñI am 

information literate.ò  A true research project is having a question or a theory and 

looking for an answer, proof and/or supporting evidence.  Information literacy is 

not only doing research, but also understanding information, how it is created and 

organized, how to use it and the realization that research takes time.  More often 

than not, multiple searches will be required to find what you need.   

 

This small book is intended to get you started on the way to becoming 

information literate and knowing how to do library research.  These skills will: 

transfer from institution to institution no matter if it be a college, university, or 

public library; allow you to learn what you want when you want by putting you in 

control of database searching; show you how to find answers to questions you 

may not know you have; support not only your academic endeavors, but help you 

keep abreast of the information in whatever field you choose; and may aid you in 

all lifeôs questions.  Use the index at the end to clarify new terminology.    
 

Education takes us out of our comfort zone.  Information literacy empowers us to 

continue our education far beyond our schooling.  Inherent in learning is the need 

to challenge our assumptions.  Sometimes we do not even know we have 

assumptions until we learn something new that shakes our mind into a new 

understanding.  This is why learning is so amazing and so fun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: 

Keck (n.d.) 

Engraving by 

Unknown artist in 

The 1888 edition of 

LôAtmosphere  

By Camille Flammarion 
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Section 1: Research and the Scholarly Conversation 

A. Two Kinds of Research: original and library    

B. Scholarly Conversation 

 

A.  Two Kinds of Research: original and library    
 

Original research  
Does the image of a white coat bedecked person in a lab with test tubes and 

beakers bubbling over come to mind?  You are correct.  That scene is an example 

of this kind of research.  Surveys, tests, archeological digs, soil sampling, tracing 

monarch butterfly migration, surveying the public to discover how to get us to use 

public transportation and such are also original research.  So researchers start with 

a question or two, devise an experiment, survey or other method that they believe 

will answer their question.  These experts in their fields collect the data, analyze it 

and write up their results (and rewrite) which are then published as articles or as 

books.  You and I come along with our library research question and we:  

1. search for information 

2. find it in that article or other place the researcher wrote it 

3. evaluate the information 

4. read it and think about it in relation to all our other research  

5. use it to write a paper, make an argument, decide how to vote on 

something and so on.  

6. repeat 1-5 above as needed  

 

One thing to notice when reading original research is that the authors of the study 

will almost certainly begin with a review of the library research (e.g. published 

articles and books by academic experts) they read before and while they do their 

original research.  This is often called a literature 

review or review of the literature.  The word literature 

here is not supposed to evoke Shakespeare or 

Angelou.  Rather here the term literature refers to the 

collection of works written on a topic.  So basically, 

the authors did the same kind of library research to 

write their literature review as you do when you have a 

research paper or project.  It is that same library 

research that we will be talking about in this book.  

You will use it for your papers in undergraduate 

classes all the way through your masterôs or doctorate degrees: Yes, Masterôs 

and/or Doctorate.  You might as well go for it.  

 

Library research    

Library research is finding published academic books and articles and other 

information written by experts on your topic to support a thesis or answer 

questions.  It is the kind of research most students are expected and often required 
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to do when assigned to write a paper.  As you have seen above, library research is 

included as background for original research.  

Just as original research does, library research starts with thinking through a topic 

or question.  To find information and answers, most library research will involve 

the use of databases.   

A database is a way of organizing information or lists of information on a topic.  

A libraryôs catalog, for example, organizes what a library owns.  We can search it, 

discover an interesting book and find it via a call number or, if an e-book, read it 

online.  Library catalogs provide access to books, media and periodicals owned by 

or accessible through the library. (Notice, library catalogs do not have articles in 

them, but more about that later.)  Different databases have different kinds of 

information.  Some include only lists of books, or only e-books, or only 

periodicals, or only media or only articles.  Some databases have access to 

combinations of these and other types of information.    

Some databases have and/or list information on just about any topic you can 

imagine: everything from azaleas to Zanzibar.  Some have and/or list government 

documents.  Others have and/or list just health information or just chemistry 

information, or just psychology information and so on.  Some databases have 

scholarly academic information and some have popular information like you 

might find in Time or Newsweek magazines.  Some have both. 

 

 

    

Authors do the research and publish their work.  Database providers, such as 

EBSCO and ProQuest, acquire the work or the right to list the work.  Libraries 

buy the database.  You and I search the database to find information.  When we 

write our papers, we join the scholarly conversation.   

This book provides the fundamental strategies of research that you will be able to 

use in any database in any library (public, college, or university).  These strategies 

 

experts 

research 

publish in 

books, 

articleé 

accessible via 

databases 

in  

librar ies 

for us 

to find 

Sources:  

http://www.fnal.gov/pub/today/archive/archive_2014/images/Nutshell140502_Figure01.jpg https://www.esc.gov/isMain.asp 

https://blog.epa.gov/blog/tag/women-in-stem/ https://www.loc.gov/ 

 

http://www.fnal.gov/pub/today/archive/archive_2014/images/Nutshell140502_Figure01.jpg
https://blog.epa.gov/blog/tag/women-in-stem/


3 

 

will enable you to keep current in your professions and support self-directed life-

long learning.  

B. Scholarly Conversation 
 

Have you ever walked into the middle of a conversation and, though you 

understand the words your friends are using, you donôt know what they are 

talking about?  You then figure it out and join in adding to the conversation.  

Doing library research is catching up in a conversation and when you write your 

paper, give your presentation or defend your thesis, you are contributing to that 

conversation.   

 

Depending on your topic, that scholarly conversation may have been going on for 

a thousand years or more: all the way back to the great thinkers of ancient eras.  

Conversations in philosophy, science, education, agriculture, engineering and 

drama did not start yesterday.  No matter what you are studying, part or all of 

your topic has been explored before.  Your paper or project will integrate otherôs 

writings, contributions and thoughts on your topic. Your paper/project now 

becomes a part of the conversation.  Maintaining the integrity of the conversation 

requires citing sources in your work so we know who you invited into your 

conversation (i.e. whose work you read and used in your project). 

 

Scholarly conversations are dependent upon robust discussion and critical 

thinking that challenge the researchersô methods, analyses and conclusions.  

Debate is not only healthy but necessary to move the conversation forward and 

advance our species.  In section 2 you will see how this works via the peer review 

process. 
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Section 2: Understanding Informatio n 

A. Flow of information 

B. Evaluation of information: standard approaches, at the sentence level,      

confirmation bias 

C. Primary, secondary and tertiary sources 

D. Information in scholarly and popular sources 

E. Current and contemporary sources 

 

Information can be seen through a few different prisms.  Here are a few we will 

explore. We can look at the format (print book, e-book, article, e-article, webpage, 

etc.).  We can look at information and their sources to determine if they are good 

enough to use for the purpose we intend to use it. We can look to see if the 

authors have first-hand knowledge of what they are writing about or if they are 

using information they learned from others.  We can look to see the qualifications 

of the authors.  We can look at sources through the eyes of the creators and 

acknowledge their work by properly quoting and citing (See 3D). We can look to 

control if the work is current enough for our needs.    

 

A. Flow of Information  
 

Information resources can include books, articles, websites, encyclopedia entries, 

interviews, blogs, correspondence, institutions or associations among others.   

 

All formats can be:  

¶ electronic or in paper: for example, you can find articles and 

encyclopedias in print and online. 

¶ general or specific: for example the Encyclopedia Britannica is a general 

encyclopedia and the Encyclopedia of Bioethics is specific.  Historical 

Dictionary of the U.S. Presidency is a general book and Barack Obama, 

the Story is specific. 

¶ searched:  OK, almost all formats, but think about it.  Most books have an 

index in the back which can be used to search the contents of the book.   

 

You will find there are exceptions to everything in this book.  OK, almost 

everything.  The idea is to find the information to answer your question no matter 

if it is in a print or electronic resource.  Do not just stick with only print or only 

electronic resources.  Get out of your comfort zone because the point is to find the 

information you need.  None of us should depend solely on paper or electronic 

resources and neglect the wealth of information found in the other.  

 

You want to know what kind and how much information you need so that you can 

look for appropriate information sources.  To know what kind of source you need, 

it is important to know what kind of information to expect when you open a book, 

a magazine or a reference source such as an almanac.  They each offer different 

kinds of information.   For example, you want to know about Lincolnôs 
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Gettysburg address.  The text of the address might be found in an almanac or a 

government website.  If that is all you want, there is no need to find books on the 

Battle of Gettysburg.  At the other end of the information-needs spectrum is if you 

want to know how the public at the time felt about the Battle of Gettysburg and 

Lincolnôs subsequent address.  You will not only want the text of his speech, but 

information written at the time the speech was given as well as recent analysis of 

the event.  That kind of information could be found in newspapers of the time and 

current books and periodical articles.  The kinds of information you need (deep 

analysis, original research, a quick statistic) will drive the kinds of sources you 

use and, therefore, the kind of source for which you will look.   

 

Sounds obvious, but how many of us have a question and simply go to the 

computer before thinking through what kind of information we need to get the 

answer to a question?  Before looking for an answer, ask yourself, ñIn what kind 

of resource would the answer most likely be?ò  

 

How information moves from simply being an idea to information we can 

consume is explained nicely in the following chart from the University of 

California.  Notice particularly the time frame for the production of these formats.  

What does that tell us about the content?  Also note the ñwritten byò and 

ñaudienceò columns.  They will come in very handy later when we talk about how 

to determine if something is good enough to use for whatever it is we are trying to 

do.  The chart below is adapted from University of California, Los Angeles (n.d.). 
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Flow of Information 

The flow of information is a conceptual timeline of how information is created, disseminated, and found.  Information is 

dispersed through a variety of channels. Depending on the type of information, the time it takes to reach its audience could 

range from seconds to minutes, days to weeks, or months to years. Knowing how information flows helps you understand 

what types of information you need and how to search and obtain the targeted information. 

Report of 

Experiment or 

Phenomena Time Frame 

Review 

Process Where to Look Written by Audience 

News (Internet / 

TV / Radio 

Services / 

Newspapers) 

Seconds/Minutes No formal 

peer-review 

process 

Websites 

TV news 

newspapers 

Journalists General public 

Magazines 

(print and 

online) 

Days / Weeks No formal 

peer-review 

process 

Article Databases 

Library catalog 

Professional journalists General public 

to 

knowledgeable 

layperson 

Conference 

Proceedings 

Presented 

immediately, 

sometimes 

published 1-2 years 

later 

Possible peer-

review 

Article Databases 

Conference 

websites 

Specialists in the field, 

usually with PhDs, 

graduate students, post-

docs 

Scholars, 

specialists, and 

grad students 

Journal articles 

(print and 

electronic) 

 

Average 3-9 

months 

Formal peer-

review 

process 

Library catalog 

Article databases 

Journal website 

Google Scholar 

Specialists in the field, 

usually PhDs, graduate 

students, post-docs 

Scholars, 

specialists, and 

students 

Review articles Average 1-2 years Formal peer-

review 

process 

Article databases 

Review journals 

Google Scholar 

Specialists in the field, 

usually with PhDs, 

graduate students, post-

docs 

Scholars, 

specialists, and 

students 
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Report of 

Experiment or 

Phenomena Time Frame 

Review 

Process Where to Look Written by Audience 

Technical 

Reports and 

Government 

Documents 

Months to years No formal 

peer-review 

process 

Library Catalog 

.gov websites 

Specialists in the field, 

with PhDs, graduate 

students, post-docs 

Audience varies 

depending on 

document or 

report 

Books, E-books Average 1-3 years Editorial 

process, not 

peer-review 

Library catalog 

E-book 

Collections 

General authors, 

journalists & specialists 

in the field (usually 

with PhDs) 

General public 

to specialists 

Reference 

Sources, 

Encyclopedias 

Average 10 years Editorial 

process, not 

peer-review 

Library catalog 

E-

book Collections 

Specialists in the field, 

usually with PhDs 

General public 

to specialists 

Websites and 

Blogs 

Seconds/minutes to 

years 

none Web search tools Anyone General public 

to Specialists 

 

 

Using the lead in the water in Flint, Michigan as an example, most of us heard about it first in news media.  Reading 

the chart from left to right, we can see how long it takes +/- to get the news report.  Now take a minute and read the two 

far left columns from top to bottom.  Information also flows this way, though its path may vary and skip around a bit.  

Before news reports, government information was created.  There were the initial news reports.  The phenomenon was 

studied and technical reports were made.  Scholars researched and wrote peer reviewed scholarly articles on many 

aspects of the phenomena: social, economic, health, politicalé  More news media reports, technical reports and 

scholarly articles were (and will be) written.  Books, as you see above, take time to reach us, but are already appearing 

about Flint.  It is useful to read this chart left to right to understand each kind of format.  It is equally important, 

however, to read this chart from top to bottom to grasp how information develops from an instantaneous news feed or 

blog to well researched articles, technical reports and books.  What do the differences in time between the appearance 

of a news media report and a scholarly article on the same topic tell us about the information those sources contain?  

This is only one criterion to have in mind when reviewing sources.  See below for additional useful criteria.   
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B.  Evaluation of Information: standard approaches, at the 

sentence level and confirmation bias 
 

My Uncle John was a good source of information on how to make chili and I 

could ask Aunt Margaret about what it was like 

to be a Rosie the Riveter (women who left their 

traditional roles in World War II to work in 

factories building aircraft and other war 

machines).  But, if we 

wanted to find the 

nutritional value of chili, or 

maybe how food and 

culture in the southwest 

influenced each other, we might need a book or an article.  

If we wanted to delve into cross cultural patterns of 

contributions by women to the war effort in World War II, 

we would need more than Aunt Margaretôs memories.   

Standard approaches 

We saw in Section 2A that we need to understand the kind of information we 

need to determine if we need an article, book or blog.  But the why of doing 

research will also determine the resources you use.  Ask yourself, ñWhy am I 

doing research?  What am I going to do with this information?ò Answers could 

include: write an academic paper, see who wins a bet or get family history straight 

so it can be passed on.  In this section we are asking, ñIs the information good 

enough for how you will be using it?ò  If you are writing an academic paper on 

womenôs contributions in WWII, you will need more than an interview with Aunt 

Margaret.  You will need scholarly and/or peer reviewed sources. 

 

Before you get into looking at the list below, what criteria would you use to 

determine if something would be acceptable to use in an academic paper?  What 

would your professors expect to see?  You probably can create a list very similar 

to what you will read below.  Read it anyway, because the whole purpose of this 

book is to bring together in one place all the bits and pieces that go into good 

research.  You donôt want to miss any of the best bits! 

 

What you are going to do with the information will determine how credible the 

information needs to be.  If Grandma tells you to eat your greens because they are 

good for you, that should be good enough and you ought to eat them!  If you want 

to write a college paper on why greens should be part of a healthy diet, you are 

going to need credible, peer reviewed, scholarly sources of information. 

      

 

 

 

 

Rosie the Riveter 

Source:nps.gov 

 
Source: pixabay.com 
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When writing a college paper, you will need credible information.  You will look 

for scholarly books and peer-reviewed journal articles written by experts on your 

topic (See 2D for deeper look at scholarly and peer-reviewed resources).  Perhaps 

there is a university professor who is highly regarded in the field of Balkan folk 

dancing.  Imagine that professor writing an article on the importance of eating 

green vegetables.  Is that professor an expert in the field?  Would that article be 

peer reviewed?  Would that be a good one to use for a paper about the nutritional 

value of greens?  No, no and nope.  But articles about Balkan folk dancing written 

by said professor would be perfect for a college paper on Balkan daily life and 

culture. 

 

Here is what University of California, Los Angeles (n.d.) asks of their students: 

 

When evaluating a resource for credibility and appropriateness 

consider these questions: 

¶ Who is the author(s)? 

¶ When was the source published? How current is the 

information? 

¶ Is the information directly applicable to the situation at hand? 

¶ If not, how close is it to the current situation? 

¶ What underlying assumptions have been made in the data? 

¶ Is there any reason to suspect bias of any sort in this data 

source? 

¶ How good is the evidence given by (or cited) in the source? 

¶ Is there any potential conflict of interest? 

¶ Is any significant data omitted? 

¶ Are there any other data sources which should be consulted? 

¶ Are there conflicting potential causes for the event? 

¶ Are there any fallacies in the reasoning? 

¶ What reasonable conclusions are possible? 
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Another standard way to evaluate information is the C.R.A.A.P. test (Blakeslee, 

n.d.).  Its easy to remember acronym, along with its usefulness, makes this test 

popular.  

 

C. Currency  Ask how current the information needs to be?  If doing a 

study on DNA testing, you want to be sure you have current 

information. If, however, you are studying the impact of 

Lincolnôs speeches through time, you still want current 

research, but you may also need research done over the last 

150 years. 

R. Relevance Not only is the information on your topic, but does it answer 

some of your questions?  Is it meaty enough? 

A.  Authority Who is the publisher? A recognized professional organization 

or publisher in the field?  Who is the author? An expert in the 

field?  Is this expert writing about what s/he is an expert in or 

has s/he strayed into unfamiliar waters? For example, is a 

surgeon writing about school reform? 

A.  Accuracy Does the information have an internal logic or do the authors 

make cognitive leaps?  For example, the authors might write 

that they found 80 % of college students eat vegetables every 

day and conclude that at least half of college students must be 

vegetarian.  What?  No, that does not follow logically. 

Another needed accuracy check is how does the information 

complement or contradict other information from other 

credible sources?  Before we believe that the moon is made of 

cheese because a credible looking source says so, we would 

want to ask, what do other credible sources say? 

P. Purpose  Purpose is about bias and intent.  Some things are written 

specifically to get us to believe one thing over another (think 

politics) or to buy a specific product (think infomercial, or 

any ad campaign).  Journalists and academics do everything 

in their power to minimize bias through professional ethics 

and by using the peer review process. (See 2D for more on 

peer review.) 

 

 

At the sentence level 

So far we have discussed evaluating a resource by considering the publisher, the 

authors and so forth.  We want to ask questions such as does this information fit 

with other information on the topic or is it very different?  Is the information 

logical and does it make sense?  Are statements made as fact actually opinion?  

We should also evaluate the resource at the sentence level. This means we need to 

use critical thinking as we read, not just when choosing what we read.   
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Consider this statement: 

 

4 out of 5 dentists recommend Staybright toothpaste. 

 

What information is missing from this statement that is needed to make it truly 

valuable and usable? You might ask, ñWere all the dentists in the world surveyed?  

How many need to be surveyed to provide statistically significant results?  When 

was this survey taken?  Where was this survey taken?ò  What would you insist the 

speaker tell you to make the statements clear, complete and useful?  A clearer 

more complete statement would be:  

 

Four out of five dentists from Iceland randomly surveyed in a 2017 study 

recommend Staybright toothpaste.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Confirmation bias 

What about statements or concepts we think we ñknowò are true?  What is your 

birthdate?  How do you know that?  There is a measure of trust in what we 

declare as our birthdate.  We believe our parents and our birth record.  Most likely 

we can trust our birth record as accurate just as we can trust the highly capable 

experts at The National Park Service (NPS): a very reliable source for all things 

flora, fauna and geologic in our nationôs parks.  The professional at the NPS are 

trustworthy experts.  According to the NPS, ñThe color of adult alligators can be 

Think through the following unrelated 

sentences.  What other information would 

you need from the writer to make the 

information clear? 

1. The importation of bananas has risen 

18%. 

Possible answers: Imported to/from 

where? In what year? 18% of what? 

All kinds of bananas? 
 

2. They support tax reform. 

Possible answers: Who is ñtheyò? 

What kind of tax reform (corporate, 

income, gasoline)? 
 

3. Water is best.   

Evaluate. Even if written in stone! 

Possible answers:  What kind of 

water (tap, springé)? From where 

(Italy, Colorado)? Best for what 

(bathing, agriculture, making 

smoothies, fighting colds)? 

 

 

Outside Bath Abbey, England 
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olive, brown, gray or nearly black.ò  This sounds reasonable.  But, what about 

Claude?  He resides in the California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Claude does not confirm my bias (which was reinforced by the National Park 

Service) about the color of all alligators.  He not only challenged my assumptions, 

but also made me aware of an assumption I did not know I had.  Claude is rather 

cool about things like that though.  Do we (and the National Park Service) need to 

qualify all our statements with, ñTo our knowledge the color of alligators is éò or 

ñThe common color of alligators areéò?   

 

So Claude teaches us at least three things:  1) It is a good idea to listen critically 

when statements are made 2) use language carefully so that we communicate what 

we want and 3) most importantly  constantly be on the lookout for assumptions 

we hold.  What other assumptions do I hold?  What about you? 

 

According to Hull in his 2017 interview with Leonard, ñConfirmation bias is 

harmful when change is needed, when our traditional ways of knowing and acting 

do more harm than good.  It supports group think, preaching to the choir, and 

xenophobia.  It narrows the window of opportunities and makes one brittle and 

resistant to change.ò  On the website of the Center for Leadership and Global 

Sustainability, Hull (2017) continues his discussion: 

People search for and remember facts that confirm their initial 

beliefs and ignore or forget unsupportive evidence. The 

explosion of information made accessible by the web makes it 

easy for people to find the support they crave. The slow, 

difficult, testable, and transparent scientific method is an 

 

Claude: 
the albino alligator 

at the California Academy of Sciences, San Francisco 

  


