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CHAPTER 18

Surfacing Assumptions 
in Source Selection:
Situating Critical Reading in 
First-Year Information Literacy 
Instruction
Anne Jumonville Graf

Introduction
First-year students sometimes ask me, “What is the difference between high school and 
college research?” I am glad they ask. Asking indicates a recognition that new learning 
environments may call for new approaches to learning and research. But as readers of a 
book on critical reading will likely agree, there isn’t a single, fixed answer to that ques-
tion. Perhaps more than anything, what “college research” requires is experience and 
reflection. Fortunately, a great benefit of librarian-led instruction for first-year students 
is the chance to provide opportunities to experience and reflect on new ways of learning, 
including reading.

Teaching librarians may have more chances to provide opportunities for reflection and 
metacognition (or thinking about the patterns and processes of how our thinking works) 
than we believe. For example, before we tell students how to select sources for academic 
projects, we can ask students to identify and articulate the decisions and assumptions they 
already make when they encounter a possible “source.” To go further, we can name this 
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process as a type of “reading,” allowing students to understand the many ways reading 
happens and the many forms reading takes. This offers students the chance to view a data-
base record or a page of search results as a text, one that can and should be approached 
with a contextual and critical stance. It also allows for more honesty with respect to the 
types of quick judgments we all make in initially evaluating information sources. Creating 
such opportunities for added reflection and discussion can help make knowledge and 
skills gained through experience more explicit to students. By asking students to bring 
their thinking into the foreground, we support an important first step toward critical 
reading: acknowledging assumptions.

Critical Reading Connection
Reading is an essential component of the research process and the development of infor-
mation literacy. If we agree that “successful critical reading requires the identification 
and evaluation of assumptions within the text and those of the reader,”1 we can begin to 
explore a connection between critical reading and source evaluation. Though the ACRL 
Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education2 does not name learners as read-
ers, there are hints everywhere in the frames of the academic and social traditions of 
critical reading, especially in relation to evaluating sources. The Authority is Constructed 
and Contextual frame enumerates several components of evaluating credibility, a core 
component of the academic tradition of critical reading.3 Evaluating credibility also speaks 
to the social tradition of critical reading as “recognizing power relations” and “question-
ing assumptions”4 for the sake of social and political transformation.5 Manarin, Carey, 
Rathburn, and Ryland write that “reading for social engagement… requires connections 
between knowledge and civic engagement and participation or, on an even more basic 
level, knowledge and personal experience.”6 With its nod to self-awareness and self-eval-
uation,7 reading the Authority is Constructed and Contextual frame through the lens of 
critical reading reminds us that evaluating sources is impossible without also evaluating 
ourselves.

The practice of critical reading as “surfacing assumptions about text and reader”8 not 
only connects to the purpose of teaching source evaluation, it also guides the approach. 
If critically aware source selection and evaluation depend on both contextual awareness 
and an awareness of one’s own assumptions, then a simple checklist-driven model for eval-
uating sources misses an educational opportunity. Library literature is full of thoughtful 
critiques and alternative approaches to the checklist-driven model of source evaluation,9 
including specific references to first-year student instruction.10 Situating source evaluation 
as a form of critical reading corrects some of the problems in checklist-driven evaluation 
techniques.

A further connection to critical reading for first-year students specifically comes from 
calls for a more integrated approach between library-led information literacy instruction 
and the goals of first-year composition. Carter and Aldridge note that the language for 
source evaluation, in particular, differs between information literacy-centric librarians and 
composition instructors focused on critical reading and writing.11 While both languages 
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have value, without conscious and explicit integration, students may not recognize read-
ing and writing contexts as ones in which source evaluation skills are useful, and vice 
versa. This problem is compounded for first-year students, who are already maneuvering 
between high school and college language and contexts.

The question of where and how to do more nuanced source evaluation and, by exten-
sion, critical reading may have less to do with a lack of theoretical integration, models, 
or personal interest and more to do with time—ours and our students’. Librarians who 
teach do so in a variety of ways, but we typically share at least one thing: the desire to do 
more than time allows. We might say the same for students, most of whom are juggling 
busy academic, social, and personal lives. As a first-year experience librarian, I most often 
teach first-year students in a “one-shot” session tailored to specific assignments and based 
on conversations with the class instructor. Accordingly, the teaching strategies I present 
here are designed to fit within and around a single class session. These activities provide 
students with the opportunity to get at the “why” behind their evaluations—or assump-
tions—about sources. In surfacing such assumptions and discussing them, students gain 
the space and support to practice the initial steps of critical reading. For information 
literacy educators, the activities described below may be familiar in many respects; they 
include such core tasks as locating, identifying, and evaluating sources. What may be 
new is framing these tasks as supports for critical reading instruction. Certainly, it will 
feel different for first-year students, who often are not used to reflecting critically on 
their own approach to making decisions about sources. But my experience is that given 
opportunities to practice, they are able to do so.

Teaching Strategies
Strategy #1: Read, Rank, vote, Discuss!
This twenty-minute, in-class activity creates opportunities for students to articulate how 
they approach and evaluate possible sources for a given assignment or purpose. The “read, 
rank, vote, and discuss” format allows students to think for themselves first, identify and 
commit to a preliminary decision, listen and learn from peers, and re-evaluate their initial 
thinking. The discussion provides an opportunity for librarians to hear how different 
students approach the source selection process, offer support and encouragement, clarify 
misconceptions, and situate the act of considering sources as a type of reading activity 
that benefits from an iterative, reflective approach.

Student learning outcomes
• Identify and explain how students read for source suitability.
• Learn how others (peers and librarians) read sources to evaluate credibility or suit-

ability for a particular purpose.

Instructions
1. Select one to three sources for students to evaluate. Give students the following 

instructions:
For each of the following sources, please
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 { determine the source “type” (i.e., news article? blog entry? book chapter?);
 { examine, identify, and read features of the source that will help you eval-
uate it;

 { evaluate the suitability of this source on a scale of 1-4; 1 = low quality/
not appropriate for this assignment, 4 = top quality/great choice for this 
assignment; and

 { be prepared to explain your thinking.
2. Provide access to the source (link, discovery path, etc.).
3. Give students five to ten minutes to examine the source, determine what 

type of source it is, and make a preliminary judgment about its suitability.
4. When most students are ready, ask students to reveal their ranking on the 

count of three. They can hold up fingers or the number on a piece of paper, 
use chat in a virtual session, etc.

5. Engage students in discussion, depending on what you want to emphasize:
 { What type of source do they think it is?
 { Why did they rank it the way they did? What qualities or features did they 
pay attention to?

 { What assumptions did they have to make in order to form a quick judg-
ment about this source’s value?

 { What else would they want to look at or read if they had more time?
6. Move on to the next source and repeat the activity as time allows.

Facilitation tips
• Do not be afraid to tailor this activity to your and your students’ needs. You can 

provide citations and ask students to find the articles or sources in full-text for 
additional practice with known-item searching, or you can provide direct links to 
focus more attention on the evaluative component.

• While you could use this exercise to really delve into identifying source “types,” 
I usually do not. Either by show of hands or asking an individual student, I ask 
students to tell me what type they thought it was and why, making sure we correctly 
identify it for everyone before moving on.

• When students reveal their rankings, ask them to keep their rankings visible while 
you make notes for calling on students (e.g., if you notice a cluster of 2s in the 
corner, or that most of the class is 4s, etc.). I find that students are understandably 
more willing to share a ranking than explain the rationale behind it, so having a 
sense of where to prompt the discussion can help. I sometimes start with one end 
of the scale, e.g., “Let’s hear from a few that ranked this a 3 or 4,” then work your 
way toward the opposite end.

• Ask specific questions to give students multiple entry points for discussion. “What 
made you rank this a 3 vs. a 4? What would have made the source more of a 4 in 
your mind? What was the most promising aspect of this source? What first caught 
your attention in reviewing this source?” These types of questions can lead to the 
more challenging questions listed earlier.

• Reiterate that there is no “gotcha” here—that you are interested in why they approach 
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sources the way they do and in having them be able to articulate this process. To this 
end, try not to set up the activity with “trick” sources or an obvious right answer. 
Encourage students to speak up if they had a different process and decision than 
someone else who has already spoken.

• If it makes sense, collaborate with the class instructor on the source examples. 
For instance, if there are specific types of sources that the instructor wants to see 
students use, include those sources. Encourage the instructor to vote as well if they 
would like to participate, though you may want to wait for them to explain their 
thinking until after students have had their chance.

Assessment options
• Have students jot down notes or record them on a form/worksheet and turn those 

in to assess their rationales, or, based on the size of the class, evaluate based on the 
discussion.

• Assess the impact of the discussion by having students vote again after the discus-
sion and see how rankings change.

• Follow up your discussion by asking students to jot down what they found most 
helpful from other students’ descriptions of their reading and evaluation process.

Strategy #2: Pre-class Source Selection, 
in-Class Critical Reading Discussion
This pre-class assignment leads to multiple opportunities for a discussion about critical 
reading. It could be modified to work asynchronously or with in-person instruction, 
though I have used it primarily with synchronous, virtual instruction. One week before 
the session, students with an upcoming research assignment are asked to find and post 
a source on a possible topic on Padlet (a virtual bulletin board platform). In addition to 
posting a citation of their source, ask them to include brief responses to questions of your 
choosing, such as those suggested below.

Student learning outcomes
• Reflect on why a particular topic or source interested them.
• Identify opportunities for further reading and learning by noting questions or 

confusions.

Instructions
1. Set up a Padlet site and ensure that settings allow for anyone with the link 

to post. Put instructions and, if appropriate, an example, on the site.
2. One week before the class session, inform students that they will need 

to find and share a source on their topic before the library session using 
Padlet (or whatever platform you choose). Use whatever communication 
method makes sense, such as an email forwarded by their instructor, a 
message posted in the class LMS, etc. Include resources for help finding 
sources, such as video or screencast tutorials, if there are requirements for 
source type.
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3. This activity can be directed to emphasize strategies for finding sources. To 
focus the discussion on critical reading strategies, ask students to respond 
to specific questions in relation to their source and include those reflec-
tions in their posts. For example:

 { Why did you choose this particular source?
 { What other ideas, readings, or experiences did this source call to mind?
 { What about this source confused you?

4. Review student posts ahead of class. Make notes on interesting examples, 
questions, or specific comments that could lead to further critical reading 
reflections.

5. Bring up the Padlet in class and ask students to talk about their choices and 
rationales. Use the discussion as an opportunity to name critical reading 
strategies students may already practice as well as opportunities they may 
not have recognized. Discuss next steps to deepen their approach and 
reading.

Example
These instructions (figure 18.1) prompt students to focus less on how they found an article 
and more on why it interested them and how it might connect to a topic of inquiry. It also 
encourages them to name questions or confusions. Although critical reading expands far 
beyond comprehension of a text, it cannot proceed without it.

Figure 18.1
Example pre-class source selection prompt directions

Figure 18.2 illustrates an opportunity to explore students’ reading for social 
engagement. This student refers to their own relevant experience as an athlete. They 
also begin to recognize a gap in the information others have previously provided 
to them, creating an opportunity for this academic project to serve a potentially 
empowering purpose.
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Figure 18.2
Example student source selection and reflection

Figure 18.3 provides an example of an opportunity to discuss elements of critical 
reading for academic purposes. Specifically, it offers a chance to talk about students’ own 
reading practices, at which point elements of critical reading, such as analysis and eval-
uation, may be introduced as next steps. Or it might be that further comprehension is 
needed, such as understanding what type of “direct link” the study describes, and how 
the student might determine that.

Figure 18.3
Example student source selection and reflection
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Facilitation tips
1. Give a deadline for posting so that you have time before class to review 

submissions.
2. Provide a summary of student posts at the beginning of class, describing 

what you are seeing across posts.
3. Look for examples that demonstrate students’ own critical reading strat-

egies or connections and call on those students first. In my experience, 
this is the best way to focus the activity on critical reading connections 
over more general explanations of interest in a source, as suggested in the 
examples above.

Assessment options
• Use students’ posts to better understand how students approach and think about 

reading selected sources.
• Depending on the size of the class, conduct an informal assessment throughout 

the discussion, based on student responses, to further assess students’ ability to 
describe their selection rationale.

• For a more comprehensive assessment, students could also be asked to add to their 
Padlet post in class after the discussion in response to a prompt or assessment-fo-
cused question.

Discussion
In addition to what students learn from these activities, I have learned a lot about how 
students approach sources, and about what they need from me in order to have produc-
tive conversations about reading and source selection. For instance, in the “Read, Rank, 
Vote, Discuss” activity, I used to encourage students to explore and read as much of the 
full article as possible. I assumed reading or scanning more of the text itself would lead 
to better analysis. However, I later realized this was putting pressure on students who 
read more slowly. The Student Accessibilities Coordinator at my university at the time 
suggested emailing the readings before class, which is a good solution when possible. 
When it is not, I also found success by simply shifting the tone of the exercise. Instead 
of asking students to “rank” a source in a definitive way, I asked them to recognize their 
ranking as a preliminary judgment—in short, to expect that their reading and evaluation 
might, and should, change, after discussion and upon further reading and re-reading. 
This seemed to take the pressure off and allow students to describe their assumptions 
more honestly and to engage more readily in a discussion about next steps. Similarly, 
when talking about students’ source posts on Padlet, I try to unearth not only what 
they were thinking at the time about their source but also what they are thinking now. 
This helps refocus the activity on process and student thinking, not the source itself.
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Reflection on Critical Reading Connection
Surfacing or “hunting assumptions,” a phrase associated with educator and critical peda-
gogy scholar Stephen Brookfield,12 is a necessary early step in critical reading for academic 
purposes and social engagement. The activities described above are centered on opportu-
nities for students to identify their own assumptions, primarily for the purpose of under-
standing and evaluating academic sources. But the active components of these activities 
also create a social context for reading beyond the individual. When students hear their 
peers discuss why they chose a particular source or what about it excited or concerned 
them, they are exposed to different ways of thinking. This is particularly important for 
first-year students. It echoes Angell and Tewell’s recommendation that librarians work 
toward “involving students in reflection upon the sources they use and investigat[e] their 
different purposes and intents, question the privileging of peer-reviewed articles and the 
assumption that scholarly publications are ideal sources, and focusing or structuring one’s 
teaching activities upon students’ experiences and voices in order to meaningfully invite 
them to be part of the classroom conversation.”13 In my experience, another unexpected 
benefit of both these activities is the engagement of instructors who remain with their 
students during library instruction. The language and practice of critical reading make 
room for their expertise—mine and the students’—as well as for questions and question-
ing assumptions.

Conclusion
Reducing source analysis to a checklist and student learning to an ability to sort sources 
by type (e.g., peer-reviewed journal article, Wikipedia entry, etc.) misses an opportunity 
to think critically about the context in which we read and learn. In order to do this kind 
of thinking and learn to talk about it, students need opportunities to practice surfacing 
assumptions about the texts they encounter and the judgments they make about them. 
Normalizing the fact that we all make assumptions in order to make decisions allows 
students to talk more openly about their process and potentially open themselves up to 
new ways of thinking and reading. First-year students in particular need permission and 
practice to name their assumptions and examine them in a different way than they have 
experienced before. Since librarians are often in the position of helping students locate 
and evaluate sources, expanding this task conceptually and framing it as “reading for 
source selection” allows us to participate in the development of critical readers. That it 
creates meaningful discussion with other instructors and teaches us something along the 
way is even better; in doing so, we become a community of more critical readers together.

Notes
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