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Reframing Information Literacy as Academic 
Cultural Capital: A Critical and Equity-Based 
Foundation for Practice, Assessment, and 
Scholarship

Amanda L. Folk*

Within the past decade, academic librarianship has increased its focus on critical 
librarianship and assessing student success, as well as undergoing a complete recon-
ceptualization of information literacy. However, our assessment and scholarship re-
lated to information literacy and student success largely neglects the persistent racial 
and social-class achievement gaps in American higher education. This article draws 
upon a critical social theory commonly used in higher education research—cultural 
capital—to consider the ways in which information literacy as threshold concepts 
may enable or constrain success for students whose identities higher education has 
traditionally marginalized. Finally, Estela Mara Bensimon’s equity cognitive frame is 
introduced to consider the ways in which we can ground our practice, assessment, 
and scholarship in our professional values of equity and inclusion.

Within the past decade, the Association of College & Research Libraries (ACRL) has released 
several significant documents, each having substantial implications for our professional prac-
tice. In 2010, ACRL published The Value of Academic Libraries: A Comprehensive Research Review 
and Report, which calls upon academic librarians to assess their practice, particularly in terms 
of student success, to articulate explicitly the value they add to their institutions.1 The release 
of this publication has resulted in a flurry of assessment activity, as well as ACRL-sponsored 
initiatives like the Assessment in Action program.2 The recently released follow-up report, Aca-
demic Library Impact: Improving Practice and Essential Areas to Research, reaffirms and updates the 
student success agenda initially established in the Value report.3 Within the same time period, 
ACRL completely reconceptualized information literacy through the articulation of threshold 
concepts, dispositions, and knowledge practices in the Framework for Information Literacy for 
Higher Education, an acknowledgment of the complex and sociocultural nature of information 
literacy.4 Despite the increasing prominence of critical librarianship, particularly as it relates 
to information literacy instruction, and the heightened visibility of diversity and inclusion in 
higher education in the Impact report, academic librarianship lacks a critical approach to stu-
dent success in higher education rooted in an equity framework.
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The release of these three significant documents provides an opportunity to reexamine and 
expand upon existing critical approaches to information literacy, student success, and academic 
librarianship. Whereas the discourse related to critical teaching praxis has remained primarily 
at the micro level (that is, its relationship to the information literacy instruction classroom), 
the student success agenda articulated in the Value and Impact reports requires us to consider 
the macro context as well (in other words, the higher education context in which information 
literacy and its related instructional interventions are situated). While the articulated goal of 
information literacy instruction is to help students develop critical, analytical, and reflective 
modes of thinking for the purpose of lifelong learning, we must acknowledge that we are 
teaching students to enact these modes of thinking in specific and immediate contexts and that 
students’ performance in those contexts has direct implications for their academic outcomes.

Despite its focus on student success, the Value report largely neglects the persistent ra-
cial and social-class achievement gaps in higher education and the ways in which academic 
libraries may contribute to or ameliorate these gaps. The Impact report notably does include 
a discussion of diversity and inclusion as a current trend in higher education, but it does not 
provide a critical, equity-based framework for addressing persistent achievement gaps. There-
fore, the Impact report is a useful starting point, but additional work is necessary to align the 
student success agenda with the profession’s equity, diversity, and inclusion goals.5 In terms 
of information literacy, the shift from a task- or skills-based conceptualization of information 
literacy to one rooted in the articulation of threshold concepts, dispositions, and knowledge 
practices is positive. However, as a profession, we have neglected to consider the implications 
of this shift for critical librarianship with respect to these racial and social-class achievement 
gaps outside the information literacy instruction classroom. By ignoring these achievement 
gaps, we become complicit in the reproduction of inequitable outcomes for students whose 
identities higher education has traditionally marginalized.

Emily Drabinski and Scott Walter consider the implications of the value agenda: “Our 
field often stops at the articulation of general topic areas for potential research rather than 
doing the hard work of identifying critical questions that matter for the future of our work 
and its contributions to the campus, higher education, or society, more broadly.”6 With this 
paper, I intend to contribute to the identification of critical questions for the future of academic 
librarianship and to expansively frame our role as student success and teaching and learning 
partners using James Elmborg’s seminal essay about critical information literacy7 as a founda-
tion. To do this, I present evidence of the racial and social-class achievement gaps in higher 
education and discuss their absence from library and information science (LIS) scholarship. 
I then introduce a critical social theory commonly used in educational research to provide 
an equity-based foundation for a consideration of the ways in which academic librarians can 
approach our practice, assessment, and research in service of creating inclusive and equitable 
learning experiences that explicitly strive to address persistent racial and social-class achieve-
ment gaps.

Racial and Social-Class Achievement Gaps
Racial and social-class achievement gaps have been well documented in the higher education 
literature. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the postsecond-
ary enrollment rates of students of color have been steadily increasing since 1976.8 During 
that time period, Hispanic student enrollment rose from 4 to 17 percent and Asian/Pacific 
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Islander student enrollment increased from 2 to 7 percent, and the enrollment of Black/
African-American students increased from 10 to 14 percent. However, enrollment rates for 
Black/African-Americans peaked at 15 percent in 2011. Despite these steady enrollment in-
creases, a postsecondary racial achievement gap persists. A recent report from the National 
Student Clearinghouse Research Center reported degree completion rates disaggregated by 
race/ethnicity for a cohort of students who enrolled in a variety of postsecondary institution 
types in fall 2010.9 Overall, Asian/Asian-American and White students had the highest six-
year completion rates at 63 and 62 percent, respectively. Hispanic and Black/African-American 
students had the lowest six-year completion rates at 46 and 38 percent, respectively.10

The nebulous category of social class also has associated achievement gaps. Higher educa-
tion research often uses first-generation status (in other words, students whose parents have 
not attained a college degree) as a proxy for social class or socioeconomic status (SES), since 
it can be easier to gain access to information about parental educational attainment than ac-
cess to students’ financial aid information (such as Pell Grant status).11 Research shows first-
generation students are less likely to persist after both their first and second years of college 
and have lower four- and six-year completion rates than their continuing-generation peers.12 
Jennifer Engle and Vincent Tinto found that only 66 percent of low-income first generation 
students persisted from their first to second year of college, and 11 percent completed a bach-
elor’s degree within six years.13 However, 79 percent of higher-income, continuing-generation 
students persisted after their first year of college, and 55 percent completed a bachelor’s degree 
within six years.

Clearly, a persistent and complicated problem plagues American higher education. These 
achievement gaps are significant, as the benefits of completing a bachelor’s degree are not 
trivial, for both the individual student and for society.14 Although upward mobility (in other 
words, movement into a higher social class or higher income bracket) does not need to be an 
explicit goal for college enrollment, the potential for increased lifetime earnings and higher 
social status is a benefit of attaining a four-year college degree.15 In addition, higher levels of 
education tend to result in better health outcomes, as well as “hold[ing] jobs that offer greater 
sense of accomplishment [and] more independence and opportunities for creativity.”16 There is 
no singular cause of racial and social-class achievement gaps in American higher education. A 
variety of factors contributes to these gaps, including students’ financial situations and family 
obligations. However, institutional and academic culture likely contribute to these achieve-
ment gaps as well, given higher education’s deep historical connections with both White and 
upper-middle-class cultures. Students whose identities higher education has traditionally 
marginalized may face cultural barriers in higher education, which has implications for stu-
dents’ academic engagement and sense of belonging.17 

Despite the prevalence of research addressing the relationship between academic out-
comes and race/ethnicity and social class in the higher education literature, similar research is 
glaringly absent from the LIS literature, an omission that seems particularly striking in relation 
to scholarship about information literacy and student success. On the one hand, this is not 
terribly surprising, since librarianship is an overwhelmingly white profession.18 Perhaps this is 
one reason why, as a profession, we opt to speak generally about diversity and multicultural-
ism, reinforcing a general sentiment of “treating everyone nicely” that generates good feelings 
among [White] LIS practitioners, educators, and scholars, rather than addressing issues of 
power and privilege centered around Whiteness.19 Academic librarianship scholarship also 
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has not paid much attention to social class or SES. This may be due to broader cultural issues, 
particularly in the United States, as many Americans tend to identify as middle class, because 
they regularly encounter people whose economic situations appear to be both better and 
worse than their own20 and the negative stigma of being associated with a lower social class.21 

Indeed, Project Information Literacy, one of the most well-respected, large-scale studies of 
undergraduates students and information literacy, makes almost no mention of race/ethnicity 
and social class.22 Some data are disaggregated by institution type (that is, 2-year and 4-year 
institutions), which might provide basic insight into the relationship between information 
literacy, race/ethnicity, and social class, since students of color and lower-SES students are 
more likely to enroll in 2-year institutions;23 however, this is not made explicit. A few studies 
have examined library usage or research practices by race24 and social class.25 The value of 
these studies is significant; however, the relationship(s) among information literacy, academic 
culture in higher education, student success, and either race/ethnicity or social class remains 
largely underexplored.

Despite the lack of engagement with race and social class in empirical research related to 
information literacy, Elmborg and others have addressed the sociocultural contexts in which 
information literacy is enacted. Elmborg asserts that critical information literacy views “schools 
as agents of culture and shapers of student consciousness.”26 Students demonstrate their infor-
mation literacy through literacy events, such as research assignments, situated within a specific 
cultural context,27 in which students must know “the codes used by the community and the 
customs and conventions in play”28 and “non-conforming students are [viewed as] ‘rejects.’”29 
Elmborg expands on this in a contemporaneous article that introduces Mary Louise Pratt’s 
conceptualization of educational spaces as “contact zones,” in which “cultures meet, clash, 
and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power.”30

Others have made a similar argument, asserting that information literacy is often ne-
gotiated within epistemic or professional communities and that research must consider 
those collective or collaborative aspects of information literacy in practice.31 Collective and 
collaborative settings typically have inherent power structures.32 Existing literature about 
information literacy and critical pedagogy has often considered the power dynamic between 
the librarian as instructor and the students in the classroom; however, our profession has 
given less consideration to the broader sociocultural context in which information literacy is 
enacted and the implications of power in determining what constitutes legitimate participa-
tion or performance within academic culture. For example, instructors or faculty often create 
assignments, hold particular expectations for performance based on what they consider to 
be appropriate or legitimate, and subsequently assign a grade based on a student’s ability to 
meet those expectations, which has a direct connection to students’ academic outcomes (such 
as GPA, persistence, and degree completion).

This lack of engagement with both race and social class in information literacy scholar-
ship requires us to question academic librarianship’s commitment to equity, diversity, and 
inclusion. Estela Mara Bensimon argues that an equity approach to student learning and 
achievement requires scholars and practitioners to interrogate our practices and institutional 
cultures, both of which continue to reproduce inequitable outcomes for students of color and 
lower-SES students.33 This kind of interrogation makes the “invisible visible and undiscussable 
discussable.”34 The absence of such an interrogation indicates our profession’s complicity in 
the reproduction of these inequitable outcomes, since the invisibility of achievement gaps does 
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not provide space for addressing them. Indeed, Drabinski and Walter charge the profession 
to consider which questions are worth asking, not only for our profession, but also for our 
institutions and the constituents we serve, such as students.35 In light of the student success 
agenda presented in both the Value and Impact reports, I argue that academic librarianship 
needs to expand upon the critical foundation that Elmborg provided by drawing upon a 
complementary critical social theory to conceptualize the role of information literacy in the 
postsecondary academic context—cultural capital. Bourdieusian theory is useful for unpacking 
Elmborg’s arguments related to academic culture, power, and learning, as well as explicitly 
connecting information literacy to broader theoretical conceptions and empirical research 
related to student success in higher education. 

Cultural Capital and Educational Contexts
Pierre Bourdieu’s conceptualization of cultural capital36 is commonly used as a theoretical 
foundation for exploring the ways in which traditionally marginalized student populations 
navigate educational institutions and academic culture. Anne Goulding provides a concise 
overview of cultural capital, describing it as “a sociological concept linked to social inequal-
ity and social position, and is often described as a set of cultural competencies which a per-
son needs to acquire to participate in a whole range of cultural activities.”37 The theory of 
cultural capital asserts that cultural resources, such as clothing, language and/dialect, and 
educational attainment, enable or constrain social mobility within fields of production, or 
“structured space[s] in which the positions and their interrelations are determined by the 
distributions of different kinds of…capital.”38 In other words, the cultural capital one brings 
to bear in navigating and participating in a particular sociocultural space determines one’s 
position in it. An individual’s habitus, a “set of socialized dispositions”39 or the “unconscious 
recognition of patterns, rules, and expectations based on one’s social class, family history, 
gender, education, and interactions with others at all levels within society,” largely informs 
their behavior in a particular field.40 However, many of the patterns, rules, and expectations 
for higher-status fields of production remain tacit (that is, as an unspoken set of expecta-
tions for participation) to individuals who have not cultivated the habitus of that particular 
sociocultural context, meaning that “outsiders in certain social situations are easily identified 
by missteps.”41

Cultural capital has its roots within the conflict tradition of sociology, which views 
schools and other social institutions as fields of production that perpetuate inequality for 
students who have not cultivated the habitus of upper middle class, White, patriarchal, het-
eronormative culture valued in educational spaces.42 Indeed, previous research indicates that 
students of different social classes and students of color have difficulty accumulating the 
privileged cultural capital and cultivating the necessary habitus to participate successfully 
in educational spaces,43 which implies that expectations for participation may remain tacit 
to these students. This results in two intersecting consequences in terms of social-class and 
racial achievement gaps. First, instructors may incorrectly consider students who do not 
cultivate the dominant habitus as “intellectually inferior” or “lack[ing] ability” through no 
fault of the student.44 Second, students may internalize instructors’ dismissal or the frustra-
tion they feel when they attempt to participate in a cultural context in which the expectations 
remain tacit and subsequently question their belonging, resulting in feelings of alienation, 
imposterism, and isolation.45
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Information Literacy as Academic Cultural Capital
The Framework arguably takes the sociocultural contexts in which information literacy is 
enacted into consideration. It articulates information literacy as a set of threshold concepts, 
each of which has associated knowledge practices and dispositions. One of the defining hall-
marks of threshold concepts is that they are discursive.46 Jan H.F. Meyer and Ray Land assert 
that “specific discourses have developed within disciplines to represent (and simultaneously 
privilege) particular understanding and ways of seeing and thinking,”47 and new members 
may encounter challenges engaging with or participating in these discourses. Information 
literacy, however, is a transdisciplinary concept that addresses discourse within academic 
culture writ large. As such, the discursive nature of information literacy threshold concepts, 
as well as their associated dispositions and knowledge practices, articulate the ways in which 
students are expected to think like emerging scholars. Thus these concepts serve as a form 
of cultural capital (in other words, cultural competencies) that allows students to success-
fully access the habitus (that is, set of internalized, socialized, and privileged dispositions) 
of academic culture. This influences the ways in which students will navigate the academic 
field of production (i.e. their courses) and how established members (that is to say, faculty) 
will respond to students’ performance related to relevant situated practices (such as research 
assignments), either validating, questioning, or rejecting an individual student’s participa-
tion in academic culture. Due to the transdisciplinary nature of information literacy, course 
instructors may not perceive the need to explicitly address and develop these privileged ways 
of thinking and acting, assuming that someone else is addressing or developing this cultural 
capital, or blind spots created by expertise may prevent them from perceiving that these ways 
of thinking must be addressed or developed at all.48 The modes of thinking articulated by the 
six information literacy threshold concepts may remain tacit to students who are not from 
the culture(s) that higher education tends to privilege. Hence, students who may not have 
developed these ways of thinking and acting like a scholar may be perceived as outsiders 
through no fault of their own.

Another defining characteristic of threshold concepts is that they are transformative.49 The 
Framework addresses the transformative nature of threshold concepts in terms of knowledge 
acquisition, alluding to the belief that crossing a conceptual threshold transforms the way in 
which the learner perceives phenomena within that disciplinary frame. However, Meyer and 
Land state that the transformation may go beyond that of disciplinary understanding, stat-
ing that “threshold concepts lead not only to transfigured thought but to a transfiguration of 
identity and adoption of an extended or elaborated discourse.”50 This identity transformation 
has significant implications for student populations who have been traditionally marginalized 
in higher education, particularly when information literacy is viewed as a form of academic 
cultural capital.

Existing research indicates that first-generation students and/or students of color may 
feel that they are bridging two different cultures—their home culture and their academic cul-
ture.51 Even though families may be supportive of these students in their educational pursuit, 
families may be less prepared for the practical ways in which college enrollment will change 
the role of the college student within the family.52 As students grapple with their identity 
transformations, they may feel as if they are “an imposter in one world [academic culture] and 
a traitor to the other [home culture].”53 The modes of thinking articulated in the information 
literacy threshold concepts may contribute to these feelings, as students are encouraged to 
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question authority, interrogate their own beliefs in light of new perspectives that they may 
be encountering in college, and to cultivate their own authoritative voice. Indeed, in the cur-
rent political climate in which information serves as a political commodity, some students or 
their families may view the modes of thinking related to information literacy as subversive.54

Meyer and Land acknowledge that crossing a conceptual threshold includes an affective 
component, one that may “be unsettling, involving a sense of loss” for the learner.55 Given 
the evidence that many marginalized student populations often experience challenges as 
they transition into and within college, as well as the understanding that the information 
literacy threshold concepts articulate the ways in which students will think like scholars, 
it is imperative that we take seriously the implications of the current conceptualization of 
information literacy for the student whose identities higher education has traditionally 
marginalized.

Some readers may be resistant to characterizing information literacy as a form of academic 
cultural capital, because cultural capital can be used to discuss the ways in which marginalized 
populations are excluded from particular cultures. However, this characterization can have 
positive implications. The reconceptualization of information literacy as a series of threshold 
concepts with associated dispositions and knowledge practices explicitly articulates modes of 
critical thinking that are privileged in academic culture that may have previously remained 
tacit. However, simply articulating these modes of thinking is not enough. When information 
literacy is treated as a form of academic cultural capital, it provides a new lens through which 
academic librarians can view our work, particularly those of us who are interested in critical 
librarianship and equity in teaching and learning. 

Starting with an Equity Frame
The discussion and recommendations for practice, assessment, and scholarship that follow 
are guided by Bensimon’s equity cognitive frame.56 Bensimon argues that instructors and in-
stitutional administrators should view achievement gaps as a result of a “learning problem 
of institutional actors…rather than as a learning problem of students.”57 In other words, an 
equity cognitive frame requires course instructors and librarians to interrogate their pedagogy 
and teaching practice(s), and institutional academic culture more broadly, as potential barriers 
to student learning and success, rather than placing the burden solely on students and their 
perceived deficiencies (such as lack of motivation, lack of academic preparation, and other 
factors). Furthermore, an equity cognitive frame requires us to “focus on institutional practices 
and the production of unequal educational outcomes for minority group students,”58 which, 
as mentioned previously, has been lacking in scholarship related to information literacy and 
student success. As such, the following recommendations will attempt to balance the need for 
institutions to change their cultural practices to be more inclusive of diverse student popula-
tions with the need to help students to participate successfully in the current cultural practices 
of higher education to meet their educational attainment goals.

Implications for Practice
In this section, I will discuss the implications of viewing information literacy as a form of 
academic cultural capital for practice, particularly as it relates to academic librarians’ roles as 
teaching and learning consultants, partners, or collaborators. Given the wealth of literature 
related to critical pedagogy in the information literacy instruction classroom, I focus specifi-
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cally on the ways in which academic librarians can work with course instructors to develop, 
revise, or scaffold assignments or courses to help all students develop their information lit-
eracy, paying particular attention to the ways in which we can focus on equitable learning for 
marginalized student populations. Academic librarians often serve as discourse mediators, 
because of what Michelle Holschuh Simmons calls “our unique position that allows media-
tion between the non-academic discourse of entering undergraduates and the specialized 
discourse of disciplinary faculty” due to being “simultaneously insiders and outsiders of the 
classroom and of the academic disciplines in which [we] specialize.”59 I argue that this role 
of discourse mediator is more important than ever for critical librarianship, since the con-
ceptualization of information literacy has shifted from focusing on specific tasks or skills to 
focusing on the modes of critical thinking that are valued and rewarded in academic culture. 

In the following sections, I address the transformative and discursive nature of informa-
tion literacy by offering complementary pedagogical approaches in which academic librarians 
can ground our work with course instructors as teaching and learning collaborators using 
an equity cognitive frame. Many readers may find that they are already doing this work. I 
argue that the profession has lacked a broader conceptual model and language in which to 
ground this work, one that is consistent with the conceptual models and language of our 
higher education colleagues.

Addressing the Transformative Nature of Information Literacy through an 
Asset-Based Approach
As addressed previously, crossing a conceptual threshold may involve an identity transforma-
tion, which may be particularly disruptive for marginalized student populations as they may 
feel that they are straddling two distinct cultural contexts.60 In addition, marginalized students 
report that their home identities are often not represented or valued in academic culture.61 
Because of this, academic librarians should promote asset-based approaches to developing 
students’ information literacy to our instructional colleagues,62 because inquiry-based activities 
and assignments are excellent opportunities to help students engage their cultural identities 
in their academic work.63 In general, asset-based approaches honor “the values and experi-
ences students bring with them to college” and help instructors to combat deficit approaches 
to marginalized student populations.64 

There are several asset-based approaches that may be used to guide our collaborative 
interactions with course instructors, such as Tara J. Yosso’s concept of community cultural 
wealth.65 A similar asset-based approach that is gaining traction in higher education, par-
ticularly related to Latinx students, is “funds of knowledge.”66 Funds of knowledge has been 
applied to K–12 settings in the United States to educate Mexican and Mexican-American 
students for more than two decades, but it has only recently become more prominent in 
postsecondary education, in spite of evidence of its benefits in primary and secondary 
education.67 Research shows that drawing on students’ funds of knowledge surfaces and 
validates the strengths that students with marginalized identities bring to education and 
their academic work, rather than continually focusing on their perceived weaknesses.68 In 
addition, this approach might influence students’ motivation.69 Students report that their 
academic work becomes more meaningful when they have the opportunity to incorporate 
their identities, experiences, and interests, and there is evidence that this promotes learning 
that can be transferred to other contexts.70
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I have argued elsewhere, drawing upon students’ funds of knowledge for situated 
practices within academic culture (in other words, research assignments) can help students 
to develop their information literacy and integrate their home and academic identities,71 
as it engages the important knowledge that students bring with them from their home 
cultures, their identities, and their lived experiences. As teaching and learning collabora-
tors, academic librarians should consider ways in which we can encourage instructors to 
use inquiry-based assignments to honor and validate the identities, lived experiences, and 
prior knowledge that students from all backgrounds bring to their collegiate academic 
experience.72

Addressing the Discursive Nature of Information Literacy by Surfacing Blind 
Spots Created by Expertise
Existing scholarship has indicated that blind spots created by instructors’ expertise may 
make it difficult for them to design research assignments that are suitable for novices in the 
discipline73 or to communicate effectively their expectations for performance on these assign-
ments.74 In addition, instructors often struggle to articulate when and how students learn the 
modes of thinking related to information literacy and often perceive the barriers to meeting 
expectations for performance to be student-centered rather than reflecting on or interrogating 
the potential barriers that are instructor-created.75 

As teaching and learning collaborators, academic librarians should encourage and help 
course instructors to apply established pedagogical approaches that promote transparent teach-
ing practices related to the development of information literacy.76 Two useful approaches are 
the Decoding the Disciplines model (DtD)77 and the Transparency in Learning and Teaching 
in Higher Education (TILT Higher Ed) project at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Both 
DtD and TILT Higher Ed require instructors to consider the higher order modes of thinking 
that they expect students to develop and apply in their courses, as well as interrogating the 
ways in which faculty both model these modes of thinking and provide students with op-
portunities to practice them prior to submitting high-stakes assignments. DtD as a model has 
been linked specifically to helping students to cross conceptual portals and has been used as a 
model for initiating conversations with faculty about information literacy threshold concepts,78 
as well as a model for equity-minded faculty development more generally.79 TILT Higher Ed 
has been used specifically “to focus on advancing underserved students’ success in higher 
education.”80 If information literacy is considered a form of academic cultural capital that 
may remain tacit, thus presenting barriers to success for some student populations, models 
that require faculty to interrogate blind spots created by their expertise are critical to creat-
ing equitable learning experiences. Librarians, as discourse mediators, teaching and learning 
collaborators, and information literacy experts, have a responsibility to initiate and facilitate 
this kind of work as it relates to the development of information literacy. 

The interrogation of practices and expectations in service of transparency may also 
open the door for important conversations related to the role of legitimacy in academic 
and disciplinary discourse, including the legitimization of particular types of information 
sources or particular methods of communication.81 Not only can librarians use models like 
DtD and TILT Higher Ed in service of equitable and transparent learning experiences, but 
they might also be used to begin conversations about shifting academic and institutional 
cultures to be more inclusive. 
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Implications for Assessment and Scholarship
The articulation of information literacy as academic cultural capital presents new opportuni-
ties for assessment, research, and scholarship, particularly related to critical librarianship and 
equitable learning experiences. Previous research about information literacy development 
has mostly neglected race and class, and it is likely that what we know about information 
literacy development and student success applies primarily to middle-class or upper-middle-
class White students. On a positive note, the library value research agenda presented in the 
recently released Impact report does encourage librarians to consider “the effects of library 
instruction on success outcomes for diverse student populations”82 and acknowledges in-
clusivity as a trend in higher education that is gaining prominence in institutional mission 
statements. However, the research agenda articulated in the Impact report does not grapple 
with the ways in which academic libraries can work toward creating real cultural change in 
our institutions in the service of closing persistent social-class and racial achievement gaps. 
Therefore, as a profession, we need to take this a step further and establish theoretical and 
empirical foundations for doing this work. Academic librarians can demonstrate our value to 
our students, our teaching and learning partners, our institutions, and to higher education by 
focusing more broadly on the ways in which specific practices related to information literacy 
within academic culture enable or constrain the success of some student populations. Not 
only would this focus, first and foremost, help students to meet their personal educational 
attainment goals, it would also serve institutional goals to retain students through degree 
completion.

Future LIS research should intentionally seek to understand the ways in which margin-
alized student populations develop their information literacy, as well as their experiences 
with common situated practices (such as research assignments) and the development of 
their student-scholar identity. While some of this work may need to be comparative, such as 
understanding the differences between first-generation and continuing-generation students 
or students of color and White students, we should be careful not to create or reinforce a 
normative experience against which all other experiences are measured. For example, explor-
ing Latinx students’ experiences with research assignments in their first year of college at a 
predominantly White institution (PWI) is worthy of investigation in and of itself, and these 
experiences do not need to be compared to or measured against the experiences of their White 
peers to be valuable to our work in closing achievement gaps.

Given the transformative and discursive nature of threshold concepts, future research 
should draw upon the robust scholarship related to student identity development in higher 
education to explore the academic identity transformation(s) of students. Academic identity 
transformations may be particularly troublesome for students whose identities have been 
traditionally marginalized in higher education, since they may feel as if they have bifurcated 
identities that they are attempting to maintain or integrate. In addition, students may feel a 
sense of loss as they develop their student-scholar, scholarly, or professional identities, per-
haps at the expense of their home identities. Situated practices in academic culture, such as 
research assignments, provide opportunities to explore the ways in which students grapple 
with these identity transformations, including whom they do or do not turn to for support as 
they participate in academic culture.83 This kind of exploration may surface the ways in which 
information literacy and related situated practices either engage or isolate some students as 
they work to meet their educational attainment goals.
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Future research should also consider a broader view of the value of academic librarians 
and focus on our role as teaching and learning consultants, partners, and collaborators, as 
well as exploring how these roles can be used to enable equitable learning experiences and 
instigate long-term cultural change in our institutions. For example, academic librarians may 
partner with academic programs or departments to investigate students’ research assignment 
or course grades based on student demographic characteristics to determine if social-class 
or racial achievement gaps are evident. Librarians who employ pedagogical approaches 
DtD or TILT Higher Ed in their teaching and learning collaborations with instructors may 
want to undertake an investigation of student outcomes on a particular assignment or in 
the course pre- and post-revision. In addition, students enrolled in these courses could be 
interviewed to understand how their experiences with assignments or courses that employ 
DtD or TILT Higher Ed compared to their experiences in other courses. Librarians who have 
the opportunity to apply DtD or TILT Higher Ed with instructors in a more programmatic 
way (such as a multiday workshop, grant program, or inquiry group) may want to explore 
the ways in which that experience shaped the instructors’ understanding of information 
literacy or their own teaching practices and how their practices enable or constrain student 
learning. 

In summary, future research related to student success, information literacy, and academic 
libraries must be viewed “as the outcome of co-location and co-participation, where people 
shape and inform their practices (including information literacy practice) and operational-
ize information skills, in agreed upon ways.”84 In particular, future scholarship in this area 
must acknowledge racial and social-class achievement gaps and consider the ways in which 
academic culture, as well as academic libraries’ participation in academic culture, enables or 
constrains the reproduction of these gaps.

Conclusion
This essay should serve as a call to action for academic librarians, practitioner scholars, and 
LIS researchers. We can no longer neglect race and class in our practice or scholarship if our 
profession values equity, diversity, and inclusion. Ignorance or avoidance of achievement 
gaps will only serve to make them invisible, meaning that we are complicit in the reproduc-
tion of these gaps. In addition, academic librarians must engage with scholarship that helps 
us to understand the broader higher education context in which we are situated if we are 
serious about narrowing and closing persistent social-class and racial achievement gaps in 
higher education. Reframing information literacy as threshold concepts provides the oppor-
tunity to reconsider our teaching and learning practices and collaborations, as the Framework 
articulates the privileged modes of critical thinking related to information use and knowl-
edge creation in higher education. However, the articulation of these privileged modes of 
thinking is not enough. Librarians must consider the cultural context in which these modes 
of thinking are valued and enacted, including the situated practices in which students must 
demonstrate them, and consider the ways in which these situated practices may alienate or 
isolate particular student populations. We must continue to approach our own information 
literacy teaching practices with a critical lens, but we must also seek ways to make change in 
the broader cultural context. Many academic librarians are already doing this work, but, as 
a profession, we must make this role more explicit and provide common conceptual founda-
tions and language to discuss this work.
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Those of us who take a critical approach to our practice may find the idea of a student 
success agenda to be completely unfavorable, as it can serve to reinforce a neoliberal agenda in 
our institutions.85 We should continue to critique this agenda, but we must also find agency to 
enable equitable outcomes among students enrolled in our institutions and produce evidence 
of these equitable outcomes, not simply to prove our value to our institutions but to increase 
our value to our students. We must recognize the value of a college education, including its 
relationship to economic and overall well-being, and the burden of debt that accompanies 
students who are not able to complete the degree they started. We do not have to buy into 
a neoliberal, functionalist approach to education to be concerned about equity in academic 
outcomes and student success.
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