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INTRODUCTION

CRITICAL THEORY

For STEM students, the ability to effectively navigate scientific
misinformation is a foundational skill, essential to their academic
and professional success. However, traditional information literacy
training that teaches students to avoid misinformation by using
peer-reviewed sources instead of internet search engines fails to
prepare them for this task.

This analysis takes a broad reading of critical theory, focusing on the
following key tenets:

Power dynamics shape our societies, institutions, and social
lives.

Questioning the status quo can help us to see whose
interests are served by the way things are.

Some notable problems with this approach include:
• It risks alienating students because it
conflicts with their information seeking
experience of Google as a useful tool
• It directs them away from the
useful, reliable information available
on the broader internet
• It could lead students to believe peerreviewed sources do not require
evaluation
• It does not prepare them for work in
professional environments without access
to subscription databases
Given these issues, why do many information literacy sessions
continue to focus on steering students away from Google and
toward peer-reviewed sources to avoid scientific misinformation?

Using critical theory, we explore how
privileging peer review reinforces
academic power structures at the expense
of non-academic voices, and suggest an
alternative, more inclusive approach to
information literacy training.
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Sociocultural and historical context must be appreciated
to fully understand our modern world.

Exposing unjust systems and practices is a central goal of
critical inquiry.
(Bardzell et al., 2018; Leckie et al., 2010)

ANALYSIS
• Privileging peer review is built into academic culture (Mark, 2011).
This encourages a self-sustaining system of information
production and use that excludes those operating outside of
academic power structures.
• It is important to remain cognizant of academia’s white, western,
colonial, patriarchal history. Time honoured traditions and other
processes developed in the past can carry problematic ideologies
forward if they remain unquestioned.
• Privileging peer-reviewed sources prioritizes academic voices and
ways of knowing. Students are less likely to encounter diverse
perspectives, marginalized voices, and Indigenous knowledge
when non-academic search engines are framed as inferior.
• Directing students toward scholarly materials by authors from
diverse backgrounds is important, but not a replacement for these
non-academic materials. Scholarly publications may allow authors
to share their knowledge and worldview, but this is done on
academia’s terms, and only after these authors have spent years
learning to excel within the academic context.

AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH

KEY TAKEAWAYS
• Information literacy instruction that teaches students to avoid
misinformation by deferring to peer-reviewed sources is more
beneficial to the academy than it is for students
• Critical evaluation of information gives students the freedom to
explore a wider range of resources where they are more likely to
encounter diverse perspectives, viewpoints, and ways of knowing
• Teaching students how to critically evaluate information provides
them with a more practical skillset that they can use whenever they
encounter information, whether in their personal lives, while
completing their studies, or after graduation when they lose access
to subscription databases.

NEXT STEPS
Future research will involve collecting data to illustrate the impact of
CEI on student learning, specifically:
• The impact of CEI instruction on students’ enthusiasm for research
• The quality of sources students choose following CEI instruction
• The range of sources and perspectives students use in their work
following CEI instruction
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