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Hello!

Carissa Tomlinson, 
Assistant University Librarian for 
Access & Outreach Services

Sara Arnold-Garza, 
Research & Instruction Librarian

Both: Who we are, what we do for the 
library and university



Goals

● Attendees will gain an understanding of how and when 
transfer students do/ do not gain research and critical 
thinking skills.

● Attendees will adapt and improve assignments or lessons 
that help transfer students gain research and critical 
thinking skills.

Carissa
● Transfer students how/when research/critical thinking skills
● How to integrate these skills within your course 



Agenda

● Where and how our students learn research and critical 
thinking skills.

● What transfer students may not have learned about 
research and critical thinking, and why this might be 
surprising to you.

● How to integrate these concepts and skills into your 
course.

● Assignment design activity

Carissa



Where do our 
students learn 
research and 
critical thinking 
skills and 
concepts? 

Image from: 
https://www.maxpixel.net/Quiz-Think-Quest
ion-Thinking-Brain-Answer-2004314

Carissa
Let’s start by talking about where our students learn their research and critical thinking 
skills and concepts. While it’s not all in college, many students do arrive at Towson not 
having completed assignments that require them to think critically or do research. 
Some students have never written a research paper and if they have, it likely did not 
have the same requirements or rigor that you require in your classes. 



Towson Seminar - Required Learning Outcomes

“Students will be able to:  

● Prepare and present a compelling substantive interpretation, argument, and/or analysis of a problem 
or issue in a research paper.  

● Gather and use academic resources effectively and according to the standards and rules of 
academic integrity in formulating and presenting a substantive interpretation, argument, and/or 
analysis of a problem or issue.  

● Understand and evaluate the nature and possible causes and implications of events, behavior, 
problems, and issues from an informed and intellectually balanced perspective. 

● Connect concepts and empirical evidence in logically coherent, valid, and compelling ways.”

-Learning Goals and Related Course Outcomes Applied To 14 Core Requirements

Carissa: 
So, the core curriculum does have a requirement that works to prepare students with 
these skills and concepts. The Towson Seminar. You can see here the learning goals 
for the Towson Seminar include such things as 

● Preparing and presenting an interpretation, argument or analysis in a research 
paper

● Gathering and evaluating and interpreting resources
● Connecting concepts and evidence in logical, coherent ways.



Towson Seminar
● Librarians work with nearly all sections, often with multiple sessions.

● Typical sessions include:

○ Introduction to research process

○ Introduction to different types of sources and their uses

○ Evaluation of sources

○ Using databases

○ Plagiarism

○ Citations

Carissa: Also librarians are very integrated within this course, working with nearly 
every section, often teaching multiple sessions. Our typical lesson plan includes some 
or all of the things listed here over 2-4 sessions and taught as related to the 
assignments and topic of the course. 



Towson Seminar - Waived for Transfer Students

“Students will be able to:  

● Prepare and present a compelling substantive interpretation, argument, and/or analysis of a problem or issue in a 
research paper.  

● Gather and use academic resources effectively and according to the standards and rules of academic integrity in 
formulating and presenting a substantive interpretation, argument, and/or analysis of a problem or issue.  

● Understand and evaluate the nature and possible causes and implications of events, behavior, problems, and issues 
from an informed and intellectually balanced perspective. 

● Connect concepts and empirical evidence in logically coherent, valid, and compelling ways.”

-Learning Goals and Related Course Outcomes Applied To 14 Core Requirements

Waived

Carissa:

● TSEM requirement is waived for transfer students
○ Transfer students coming from a community college may mee with a librarian 

or learn these skills as a part of an English class, but this isn’t always the 
case.

● Any student may go years after the TSEM without a refresher or a need to use the 
research skills. 

● In which classes do we encounter transfer students? (Upper level, but also lower level 
core and major requirements, others?)



How can we 
help our 
students learn 
research and 
critical thinking 
skills and 
concepts? 

Image from: 
https://www.maxpixel.net/Quiz-Think-Quest
ion-Thinking-Brain-Answer-2004314

Carissa:There are many ways that you can help students obtain these skills and 
concept while doing well in your course. 



Acknowledge what you 
know is not common 
knowledge outside of 

academia.

Carissa: 
The first step is to acknowledge that your research and critical thinking skills and 
knowledge are not common knowledge outside of academia. 

While you may be acutely aware that you know A LOT about a subject area that likely 
most other people do not understand or know about. 

But, did you know that you ALSO know a lot about how that information is 
discovered, shared, developed, synthesized, critiqued and used??



Threshold Concepts

● They become things you just 
know.

● It’s easy to forget others do not 
share this knowledge

Image from: 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/stephengodwin/226294975/

Carissa: 

It may be hard to even remember what it was like before you knew what you know 
about research. In fact it may seem like everyone knows these “basic” ideas. That’s 
because your knowledge about research and scholarship could be considered 
something you gain by going through a “threshold.” This is a theory that there are 
some things that become things that you “just know.” And for those who have passed 
through the threshold it’s easy to take for granted that others may not share that same 
understanding. You can tend to feel like everyone knows these things and you forget 
what it was like before you knew those things because they are so foundational to 
what you know. It’s like you’ve always known them.

WebMD vs NEJM

With this in mind it may not be obvious what students do not know. 

Sara is going talk more specifically about these understandings that you likely have 
and our students don’t have. We’ll use the “threshold concepts” defined by our 
professional organization, THe Association of College and Research Libraries. 



Threshold Concepts

They are also things you cannot 
unlearn.

● Riding a bicycle
● Reading

Image from: https://flic.kr/p/uCC4mt

Carissa



It’s not obvious that...

● Authority is constructed/contextual

● Info products are a result of process

● Info has different types of value

● Research is ongoing inquiry

● Scholarship is a conversation

● Searching is strategic/exploratory

Authority is constructed/contextual, Info products are a result of process, Info has 
different types of value, Research is ongoing inquiry, Scholarship is a conversation, 
Searching is strategic/exploratory. What do these phrases mean?



Authority is constructed/contextual

Students take articles from Dr. Oz or Dr. 
Phil

Image from: 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jobriga/8732394672 

Sara: We acknowledge that there are lots of sophisticated understandings that we 
carry about the research process based on our experiences. Let’s name some of 
these specific ideas. 

Authority is constructed/contextual - in their own daily lives, within the academy, within 
your discipline, within your classroom - who and what evidence is privileged is totally 
dependent on the context and what you are trying to accomplish, and outside 
standards, etc.

To students it's not obvious that in research who is an authority and why or what form 
of evidence is privileged in a given context is constructed and contextual. Students 
may not recognize that:
there are different types of authority, such as subject expertise (e.g., scholarship), societal 
position (e.g., public office or title), or special experience (e.g., participating in a historic 
event)
that many disciplines have acknowledged authorities in the sense of well-known scholars 
and publications that are widely considered “standard,” and yet, even in those situations, 
some scholars would challenge the authority of those sources;
that authoritative content may be packaged formally or informally and may include 
sources of all media types (I need stats!)



Information products are a result of process

Students inappropriately use personal experiences or 
anecdotes to illustrate generalizable truth.

Image from: Wikimedia Commons

Sara
Information products are a result of process
Students may see websites and books and the variety of things we call articles as 
different formats, but the process of their creation imbues them with qualities that 
determine their relative merit and use in our eyes as researchers.

Students may not recognize that:
the iterative processes of researching, creating, revising, and disseminating information 
vary, and the resulting product reflects these differences
researchers assess fit between an information product’s creation process and a particular 
information need 
There is ambiguity surrounding the potential value of information creation expressed in 
emerging formats or modes - its on the internet, it must be credible



Info has different types of value

Students think any citation is a good citation.

Image from: 
https://pixabay.com/en/scale-weigh-judge-books
-equial-310471/

Sara
Students may not recognize that:
information possesses several dimensions of value, including as a commodity, as a 
means of education, as a means to influence, and as a means of negotiating and 
understanding the world. 

Legal and socioeconomic interests influence information production and dissemination.
intellectual property is a legal and social construct that varies by culture
some individuals or groups of individuals may be underrepresented or systematically 
marginalized within the systems that produce and disseminate information
commodification of their personal information and online interactions affects the 
information they receive and the information they produce or disseminate online



Research is ongoing inquiry

Students determine a thesis before they have evidence to 
support it, then struggle to find articles which fit.

Image from: 
https://pxhere.com/es/photo/1446123

Sara
Students may not recognize that:
inquiry is a process that focuses on problems or questions in a discipline or between 
disciplines that are open or unresolved and debate and dialogue work to deepen the 
conversations around knowledge.

inquiry extends beyond the academic world to the community at large, and the process of 
inquiry may focus upon personal, professional, or societal needs.
They must determine an appropriate scope of investigation;
research methods are used based on need, circumstance, and type of inquiry



Scholarship is a conversation

Students do not include or attempt to engage counter 
arguments.

Sara
Students may not recognize that:
a given scholarly work may not represent the only or even the majority perspective on the 
issue.
a given issue may be characterized by several competing perspectives as part of an 
ongoing conversation in which information users and creators come together and 
negotiate meaning.

Providing attribution demonstrates you are familiar with the ongoing conversation, places 
your work in that context.
systems privilege authorities and that not having a fluency in the language and process of 
a discipline disempowers their ability to participate and engage.



Searching is strategic/exploratory

Students switch topics at the first sign of difficulty in their 
search.

Image from: https://pixabay.com/en/journey-adventure-photo-map-old-1130732/

Sara
Students may not recognize that:
finding information is often nonlinear and iterative, which requires evaluation of many 
sources and flexibility to pursue alternatives.

They should begin with brainstorming and broad questions to determine appropriate 
scope.
They should identify interested parties, such as scholars, organizations, governments, 
and industries, who might produce information about a topic and then determine how to 
access that information.
They should use different types of searching language (e.g., controlled vocabulary, 
keywords, natural language)



You are empowered to 
address the variable skills 

and experiences of 
students in your courses.

Sara: So we know that transfer students don’t formally get support for these 
fundamental understandings, and you might not have planned to have a research 
session with a librarian in an upper level course. That doesn’t mean that you will 
ignore the need to instruct on these ideas. You are empowered to address the 
variable skills and experiences of students in your courses.



● Scaffolding

○ Modeling

○ Practical explanations

○ Build on existing knowledge

Course integrated strategies

Sara: it doesn’t even need to be a declared “research day” or “library day” - in fact it's 
much more valuable if it's woven throughout your course planning. The approach that 
we recommend is to scaffold the research project into multiple smaller assignments or 
steps that lead up to a final product. Along the way you will use strategies like 
modeling, practical explanations, and building on students’ existing knowledge to 
support their research process.



Assigning the Research Project

● Set expectations for the process and final product. 

● Gauge student understanding and clarify. 

● Reflect on your own assumptions about what students 
know.

Sara: Even before the assignments 
begin you have an opportunity in the 
act of assigning the project to set 
expectations for the process and the 
final product, to gauge student 
understanding and clarify at early 
points of misunderstanding, and to 
reflect on your own assumptions about 
what students should know.



Assigning the Research Project: Practical Explanations

Why do you require 
peer-reviewed sources?

Why do you want students to 
use a print book from an 
academic press?

Why do you require X?

Sara: As I mentioned, providing practical explanations can be helpful. Doing this gives 
insight into what you value as their professor and the one who assigns grades.
It requires that you reflect on your own requirements.
You may need to define or explain something you did not realize was murky for 
students.
If you feel the reasons for your requirements are self-evident, engage students in 
conversations to get them to voice these reasons. Those students who need the 
explanation will benefit, and you will be able to gauge actual understanding.



Assigning the Research Project: Activity Ideas

● Document the requirements in your syllabus, Blackboard, or 
elsewhere.

● Dedicate class time to review the assignment and generate questions 
about your requirements and description.

● Provide examples of successful work.

● Offer specific information about support services, like the Writing 
Center and the Library.

Sara: These are some activities you can use to assign the research project in a way 
that ensures strong final products from students. (20 minutes)
(18 minutes)



Choosing a Topic

● Acknowledge that research is 
an iterative process. 

● Topics should change 
throughout the semester and 
eventually become a research 
question or a thesis.

Image from: https://flic.kr/p/bsGWaz

You know that the research process is an iterative process, but your students do not. 
They need help understanding that in September when they choose a topic they know 
very little about, by the time they write their paper in November, that topic will have 
changed and developed through the research process. It is also important that we 
structure our assignments that acknowledge this research process. 



Choosing a Topic: Dos and Don’ts
Don’t

● require students to stick to their 
“approved” topic.

● give students a list of broad 
topics to choose from without 
explaining that they will need to 
refine the topic as they learn 
more.

Do

● encourage topic development 
throughout the semester through 
check-ins or assignments.

● encourage/ require students to do 
background reading from their 
textbook, the Internet, wikipedia or 
library reference sources.

● avoid “book reports” by encouraging 
research questions or thesis.

Requiring students to stick to their approved topic does not acknowledge the iterative 
process. What happens when students read background information and realize they 
aren’t interested in the topic, or maybe they start looking for research and find their 
topic is way too broad? 

Also, if you give students a list of topics, make sure they understand that the topic is 
just a starting point and that it will change as they begin their research.

Please encourage students to make use of background resources which may include 
Wikipedia. Explain how background resources are different than scholarly resources.

Encourage students to think critically about a topic rather than simply presenting facts 
or opposing viewpoints. By having them answer a research question, rather than a 
topic, this may happen more naturally.



Choosing a Topic: Assignment Ideas

● Topic interest reflection

● Journaling about background reading

● Concept Mapping

● Build on existing know through small or large group discussions to share 
knowledge.

● Multiple check-ins on research topic (how has your topic changed, what 
questions are you exploring, etc) through journaling or other written 
assignments.

Carissa
Some examples of assignments or lessons related to choosing a topic could include 

-Journaling/reflection on their topic selection, and/or about the background reading 
they have found. 
-Using background information to create a concept map.
-Expanding in-class discussion time related to topics
-



Finding, Reading, Evaluating Sources

● Students often do not know where to find credible 
information, especially scholarly sources.

● Students often do not know how to evaluate credibility or 
differentiate source types.

● Students often do not understand when and how to use 
different information sources.

Sara: Another discrete step you may wish to create assignments around is the stage 
when students are finding sources, reading through them, and should be evaluating 
them for a particular use or purpose.



Finding, Reading, Evaluating Sources: Dos and Don’ts

Don’t

● restrict only to scholarly articles 
especially for timely topics.

● expect students to know how to use 
library databases.

● Expect students to understand what 
scholarly research is or who is 
authoritative.

Do

● explain different types of information 
and their uses (i.e. news articles, 
background information, statistics, 
research articles and when 
appropriate to use in a paper).

● hands on practice using databases 
or other finding tools for scholarly 
information.

● require students to analyze sources 
and how they might fit into their 
paper.

Sara: You can help and hinder students in these processes by how you structure the 
assignment. 



Finding, Reading, Evaluating Sources: Modeling

Share your research, how 
you engage with your field, 
how you conduct research, 
publish, communicate with 
scholars.

Image from: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chemist_Kristina_Edstrom.jpg

Sara: Modeling is a useful strategy at this stage because you actually engage in these 
activities as a researcher all the time. You can share your own experiences, including 
what is flawed, and what you have learned.



Finding, Reading, Evaluating Sources: Modeling
Read and analyze a journal 
article together.

Sara: It may be useful to assign a scholarly journal article as a reading, and then work 
together in class to take it apart and understand it's unique anatomy, and how it 
accomplishes something we value as scholars.



Finding, Reading, Evaluating Sources: Modeling

Invite others to your classroom to share their own 
experiences as researchers. They may also reinforce the 
messages you give to students.

Image from: 
https://www.nps.gov/mora/learn
/education/classrooms/guestsp
eakers.htm

Sara: You may be frustrated by a feeling that no matter how much you tell students 
something important about what they should be doing in their research, they just don’t 
listen. Inviting others to address parts of the research process can be helpful in 
reinforcing ideas you share, or allowing students to see another path to the same 
ideas.



● Share your research, how you engage with your field, how you conduct 
research, publish, communicate with scholars.

● Take students through how you would search on a topic from start to finish, 
showing how to use a library database or refer students to specific databases.

● Read and analyze a journal article together.

● Invite others to your classroom to share their own experiences as 
researchers. They may also reinforce the messages you give to students.

● Require an annotated bibliography

Finding, Reading, Evaluating Sources: Assignment Ideas

Sara: Ok, so some actions you can take in the classroom or as homework, include 
(36) (28)



Synthesis and Writing 

● Some students have NEVER written a research paper.

● Some students have never written an outline.

● Some students may not share your understanding of what 
it means to support a claim with credible evidence.

Carissa



Synthesis and Writing: Dos and Don’ts

Don’t

● expect students to know how to 
organize their paper.

● expect that students will 
understand the purpose a 
research paper.

● assign a research paper without 
requiring multiple 
steps/check-ins along the way. 

Do

● explain research paper objectives.

● give example papers

● engage students in activities which 
require the same skills on a 
smaller scale.

Carissa
● expect students to know how to organize their paper.

● expect students will understand the purpose a research paper.

● assign a research paper without requiring multiple steps/check-ins along the way.

Do

● explain research paper objectives.

● give example papers

● engage students in activities which require the same skills on a smaller scale.



● Require students to write an outline and a draft. 

● Have students meet with peers to “pitch” the research on 
their topic. 

● Discuss in class what constitutes a “good” paper. 

● Require students to bring a draft to the Writing Center or 
do an in-class peer review of each others papers.

Synthesis and Writing: Assignment Ideas

Carissa 
● Require students to write an outline and a draft to help guide them through the 

process in a scaffolded way with many checkins. If you don’t feel like you have time to 
grade all of these things, have students check each others work or have them go to 
the Writing Center

● Have students meet with peers to “pitch” the research on their topic. 

● Discuss in class what constitutes a “good” paper. 

● Require students to bring a draft to the Writing Center or do an in-class peer review of 
each others papers.



Citing and Plagiarism

● Students may see this as a drag and a chore. 

● They get hung up and frustrated by the mechanics.

● Emphasize the larger purposes and value of citation and 
how it relates to plagiarism.

Sara: If you have scaffolded the assignment throughout the semester, the writing may 
go fairly smoothly as students transform main ideas and supporting evidence from 
outlines into a coherent document. We often treat citation as an afterthought, and this 
does not dissuade student attitudes like...



Citing and Plagiarism: Dos and Don’ts

Don’t

● expect students to have a clear 
understanding of citation format.

● expect students to have a full 
understanding of plagiarism.

● assume they know where to get 
guidance.

● treat citation as merely 
mechanical.

Do

● explain what you are requiring

● explain WHY it's important 

● instruct on where to get 
guidance.

Sara: Why do you require citations in XX format?
You and I know that providing attribution demonstrates you are familiar with the ongoing 
conversation, places your work in that context.
many disciplines have acknowledged authorities in the sense of well-known scholars and 
publications that are widely considered “standard,” 



● Discuss and define plagiarism in class and how to avoid it.

● Demonstrate your own tools and tricks for keeping track of 
sources and creating citations.

● Offer early opportunities to practice making citations 
paraphrasing without penalty for mistakes.

● Citation relay game!

Citing and Plagiarism: Assignment Ideas

Sara: Ways that you can make these messages meaningful include (40)



Support IL in your Assignments

Sara: We’d like to show you a video from Project Information Literacy (PIL), a 
nonprofit research institute that conducts scholarly studies about students and how 
they find, evaluate, and select information for use in their courses and for solving 
information problems in everyday life. This video is focused on their “handout study” 
and emphasizes the ways that written assignments shape the student final product.

Clearly, this is something to improve across higher education. (39)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gEsyQnM5P4o


Activity - 5 minutes

In small groups review the research assignment.

Brainstorm improvements to this assignment, considering the 
variable nature of student skills and experience in upper level 
classes.

Carissa



Activity - Report out

What improvements would you suggest for getting the best 
results from students on this assignment?

Carissa
Potential fixes:
Break single assignment down to many smaller assignments. Scaffold the student 
experience of engaging in research.
Allow students flexibility and support in developing an appropriately scoped research 
question and then move to a thesis after finding evidence.
Address source requirements with clear explanations of the goals and purpose of the 
requirements. Use requirements that are appropriate to the topics and the current info 
context.
Provide direction for engaging with library resources, recommend librarians as a 
resource (and don’t forget to tell the librarian!)



No need to reinvent the wheel

Sara: Even if you won’t have a research session with a librarian with yrou students, 
the library offers resources you can rely on to help support students development of 
research skills.

http://towson.libguides.com/ho
wto

http://towson.libguides.com/howto
http://towson.libguides.com/howto
http://towson.libguides.com/howto
http://towson.libguides.com/howto


No need to reinvent the wheel

Sara

http://towson.libguides.com/?b=s
http://towson.libguides.com/?b=s


No need to reinvent the wheel
● CORA: Community of Online Research Assignments

● MERLOT: Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online 
Teaching

● Information Literacy Sandbox

Sara

http://www.projectcora.org/
https://www.merlot.org/merlot/index.htm
https://www.merlot.org/merlot/index.htm
http://sandbox.acrl.org/resources


Thank you!
Questions?

ctomlinson@towson.edu 

sarnoldgarza@towson.edu

Image from: 
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Sara

mailto:ctomlinson@towson.edu
mailto:sarnoldgarza@towson.edu


Resources
Either our citations and/or further reading

Sara


