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INSPIRED BY FAILURE:  ENGAGING STUDENTS WITH AN ACTIVE 
LEARNING EXERCISE ON AUTHORITY 

REBECCA TROENDLE HEWITT

INTRODUCTION 

 If you are anything like me, you have yet to teach the perfect one-shot instruction session. To the extent that our field 
characterizes research as an iterative process, certainly we can agree that teaching college students to conduct research is a try and 
try again affair.  You are constantly tweaking by trying new iterations of your usual script with metaphors and relatable examples, 
trying new active learning exercises, mixing things up by assigning pre-class readings, trying new class assessments and new ways 
to “close the loop” by using assessment feedback to improve.   
 

In his classic work of educational psychology, Edward Slavin characterized this relentless drive to improve teaching and 
learning as intentional teaching.  “Intentional teachers are those who are constantly thinking about outcomes they want for their 
students and about how each decision they make moves [students] toward those outcomes” (1985, p. 7). 
 

Despite this zeal for improvement, I sometimes face a sea of blank-faced and bored students in my classroom.  This is often 
the case when, in my lower-level instruction sessions, I cover the topic of source authority:  popular versus scholarly 
sources.  Inspired by two presentations at last year’s LOEX conference (Brecher & Klipfel, 2014; Doyle, 2014), my own 
longstanding constructivist teaching philosophy, and by the new Framework for Information Literacy, which encourages librarians 
to present information literacy concepts as constructed and contextual (Association of College and Research Libraries, 2015), I 
conceived a way to present material on source authority more effectively. 

 
The result of my struggles, the Pyramid of Evidence exercise, meets my curricular goal to help students develop a 

framework with which to evaluate source quality in an academic setting.  It reflects my teaching style in that it is interactive, rooted 
in constructivist pedagogy, and evokes a positive response from students. 

 
CLASS INSTRUCTIONS 

 The steps of the exercise are as follows.  To begin, the students are encouraged to recall their previous research experiences 
in one of two ways: either a Think-Pair-Share exercise, in which I ask them to take two minutes to describe to a partner the last 
school research project they did, and how they found sources to use in that project, or by taking the HEDS Research Practices Survey, 
which my colleagues and I administer to new first year students in introductory composition classes every fall.  The survey asks 
students about their past research experiences and library use, and tests them on information literacy concepts. 
 

After the students are warmed up with one of these exercises, I ask them to think about the sources they used in a previous 
research project.  I might say, “for example what was in your bibliography or works cited page.  Can you name two sources that you 
cited?  You don’t need to remember the exact titles, just the type of resource, for example a book, news article, or encyclopedia.”  I 
then distribute two Post-it notes to each student, and tell them to write one source that they used for research on each Post-it. 
 

The next step is for the students to use their Post-its to create a “Pyramid of Evidence”:  I ask the students to think about 
how much authority the sources on their Post-its have, asking, “have you been taught that the information found there is reliable?  Is 
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true?”  Next I wheel over a white board which has a pyramid drawn on it and invite the students to come to the board and place their 
notes wherever they think they belong on the pyramid, with the most reliable, or authoritative, at the top, and the least authoritative 
at the bottom.  I also invite them to move their classmates’ notes if they feel they’ve been misplaced. 

 
The students’ pyramid often looks like an inverted pyramid, as first year students tend to have very optimistic views of the 

authority their sources!  A couple of things are clear at this point.  First, students are comfortable with the concept of authority.  They 
speak fluently of “bias” and “good sources.”  It’s also clear, however, that the high school understanding of authority is very different 
from a college-level understanding.  In many cases, the students’ pyramid has Encyclopedia Britannica at the top, or the website of 
the NYS Department of Environmental Protection, or sometimes the word “Proquest” or “book.”  The challenge then becomes how 
to flip that understanding and move scholarly sources to the top in a way that resonates with students.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 To help students shift their understanding of authority to one that is appropriate in the context of a college or university 
setting, I begin by acknowledging the validity of their current understanding.  I might ask about any sources that I don’t recognize, 
or talk about the ambiguity of a book, describing how it is difficult to know what level of authority a book has without knowing 
more about it. 
 

Second, I explain more explicitly that a college-level understanding of authority is going to replace the top of their pyramid 
with a new layer.  There will be few sources that meet the stringent criteria to make it to the top – that’s why the pyramid’s top is 
relatively tiny compared to its base.  I describe the college-level pyramid as having roughly three levels, and use analogies to improve 
understanding and recall of these areas. 
 

The top of the pyramid, by far the smallest set of resources, has information sources that have been created by subject 
experts, based on their research, and vetted rigorously by other experts in the same field, a process that is called peer review.  In the 
middle of the pyramid are sources of evidence that are written and edited by professionals who may be professional writers, 
journalists or editors, but who are not subject experts.  At the vast bottom of the pyramid are sources of information that have not 
been professionally or expertly written and edited (see Figure 1: The Pyramid of Evidence). 

 
Figure 1: The Pyramid of Evidence 

 
To increase understanding and recall of the pyramid concept, I use analogies to beer or fast food, depending on the 

audience.  What is at the bottom of the pyramid is plentiful, inexpensive, of uneven quality (we don’t buy/eat it for the quality): 
Keystone Light or Ramen.  Occupying the middle of the pyramid are goods that are a bit more expensive and of somewhat better 
quality: Budweiser, Corona or college dining hall food.  At the top are the most exclusive items, those that are available in limited 
quantities, limited areas, and are expensive and high quality: local craft brews or a farm-to-table restaurant meal (see Figure 2: The 
Pyramid of Evidence Analogies). 

 
Figure 2: The Pyramid of Evidence Analogies 

 
One of the first analytical questions I ask students, in applying the pyramid concept, is “Where does Wikipedia belong on 

the pyramid?”  Every class so far has been able to answer that question applying these concepts correctly. 
 

Before moving on to other topics, I again emphasize that this pyramid is contextual; it’s relevant to college and university 
projects, which is why it may differ from what students were taught in high school, and it will certainly differ from real world 
research like buying a car or a house. 
 

I conclude the immediate lesson by assuring students that we will continue on this theme throughout the class as we find 
sources of evidence and try to place them on the pyramid.  In this way the students’ pyramid is slowly transformed throughout the 
class into one that reflects a college-level understanding of evidence authority. 
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Figure 1.  The Pyramid of Evidence 
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Figure 2.  The Pyramid of Evidence Analogies 
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Figure 3.  Hartwick College First Year Students’ Pyramid 
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