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Embedding Information Literacy into COMM A111 Fundamentals of Oral Communication 

COURSE BEING REVISED: 

COMM A111 Fundamentals of Oral Communication is a Tier I General Education Requirement (GER). One of four Communication courses students may take to complete the Oral Communication component of their GER, COMM A111 engages students in the study of key foundational communication concepts while contextualizing communication skills and dynamics in interpersonal, small group, and public speaking settings. 

Of the four Oral Communication GER courses, COMM A111 has the highest enrollment and is offered in the greatest number of sections. It is offered every term, including summer. This course is taught by full-time tenured, full-time term, and adjunct faculty. For the last three years, COMM A111 has served an average of 650 students per academic year or 773 students, including the summer term. Professor Shawnalee Whitney, the discipline faculty member on this proposal, is slated to teach seven sections of COMM A111 during 2013-2014, or approximately 175 students. 

Professors Whitney and Mole have a deep understanding of the nature of COMM A111, the student population that enrolls in the course, and the information literacy needs of that student population. For the past several years, COMM A111 has been the primary course at the heart of Professor Whitney’s workload. In addition, she has served as coordinator for this course, taking the lead on a major change in textbooks and overseeing an ongoing series of colloquia that bring together full and part-time COMM A111 instructors for discussions about curriculum, classroom management issues, and best practices.. Professor Whitney also serves as the Oral Communication representative on the Associate of Arts Assessment Committee and uses COMM A111 as the basis for assessment activities in the Department of Communication. Professor Deborah Mole, the Library Liaison for the Department of Communication, has routinely developed and led information literacy and research instruction sessions for sections of COMM A111 since 2009. She has assessed the usefulness and effectiveness of these sessions through surveys, observations, and feedback from COMM A111 faculty, and has modified content and curricular activities based on her findings. Professors Whitney and Mole already view themselves as a team, having worked together on this subject matter together for the past five years. 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: 
As noted above, COMM A111 Fundamentals of Oral Communication is one of four courses students may take to fulfill their Tier I Oral Communication General Education Requirement (GER). The course engages students in the study of foundational communication skills and concepts pertaining to interpersonal, small group, and public speaking contexts. Professor Shawnalee Whitney has traditionally designated one class period, aligned with the unit on public speaking, for students to learn about and practice information literacy and research skills under the guidance and instruction of faculty librarian Professor Deborah Mole. This class period has included instruction on brainstorming search terms, evaluating websites, distinguishing the difference between popular, trade and scholarly publications, accessing and effectively searching Library resources, and using RefWorks to manage research and create bibliographies. While the training has helped students improve the base of information included in their speeches and students have said they have benefitted from the instruction, Professors Whitney and Mole have come to believe, through surveys and observations, that too much information is included in this class period for students to retain long-term for application in academic and professional settings. Additionally, the current one-time information literacy instruction session does not provide students with the opportunity to see how information literacy underpins their communication behavior and information applications in other communication contexts. 
Embedding Information Literacy into COMM A111 Fundamentals of Oral Communication will provide the opportunity for Professor Whitney and Professor Mole to creatively incorporate information literacy skill-building activities in the curricular content of COMM A111. An example of how this could work follows. Traditionally in the small group communication section of COMM A111, students are given an assignment to read material on topics relevant to small group communication. To enhance this assignment and embed information literacy skill-building, the students could be given a group assignment to read one popular magazine article and one scholarly journal article on subject-relevant topics; then participate in group discussion about the content of the articles, the differences in the information provided, the style of delivery, and the purpose and audiences for the articles. Following the discussion, the groups could present about their topic and publication findings to the class. This activity would provide a more engaging, experiential opportunity to learn about the different types of publications while learning the curricular content. This is definitely more engaging than listening to a question and answer session about the differences between popular and scholarly publications, and this is just one area where unit where information literacy could be embedded. As we have been thinking about and developing this issue, we have identified several other areas and assignments where information literacy dovetails nicely with course content.  Given the range of topics covered in COMM A111 and the importance of its role as a General Education course, embedding information literacy activities within the COMM A111 curriculum could make a significant, long term difference in the information literacy skills of many students at the University of Alaska Anchorage.
Connection to Objectives, Outcomes & Standards: 
The Information Literacy Mini-Grant provides the inspiration and opportunity for Professors Whitney and Mole to explore effective ways to embed information literacy skill-building activities in COMM A111 to meet the learning outcomes of the University of Alaska Anchorage, the General Education Requirements and the course. 
The University of Alaska Anchorage claims five Institutional Learning Outcomes in the Academic Catalog 2012-2013. One of these outcomes states, “Students will be able to employ independent learning and information literacy skills” (p. 12).  Information literacy skills are applicable lifelong in personal and professional contexts, as well as in academia. COMM A111 will provide opportunities for students to build information literacy skills within communication contexts, which are also relevant to their lifelong personal and professional development. Creating engaging assignments for students to learn skills relevant to information literacy and communication can help them not only meet but exceed the information literacy institutional learning outcome, and retain these skills long-term.
In terms of the General Education Student Learning Outcomes, the University of Alaska Anchorage’s Academic Catalog 2012-2013 states that “After completing The General Education Requirements, UAA students shall be able to ‘Locate and use relevant information to make appropriate personal and professional decisions’” (p. 84)  Professors Whitney and Mole will focus on developing the information literacy skills necessary to meet this GER learning outcome in the Embedding Information Literacy in COMM A111 project. The challenge will be in assessing the application to personal and professional decisions. Fortunately, communication skills and contexts addressed in the COMM A111 course are applicable personally and professionally, so perhaps building in a personal or professional scenario or a Team-Based Learning Module would be a creative way to meaningfully engage students in the intertwined learning outcomes of information literacy and communication skill development. 
For course learning outcomes, the Fundamentals of Oral Communication Course Content Guide lists the following course-level student learning outcomes:
“Students should be able to: 

A. Describe the dynamic nature of the human communication process. 

B. Discuss basic interpersonal communication models and communication theories. 

C. Apply basic interpersonal communication concepts and effectively engage in interpersonal communication. 

D. Demonstrate basic group communication concepts and effectively interact in a group setting. 

E. Use public communication concepts while speaking. 

F. Effectively develop, organize and present speeches.”
Each of these outcomes will require identifying and processing relevant information in order to obtain these outcomes. As noted above, information literacy instruction has been included under the learning outcome, “Effectively develop, organize and present speeches.”  In order to have content to present, students have been required to conduct research on their selected topic. This information literacy mini-grant project will seek to partner information literacy outcomes with other COMM A111 student learning outcomes addressing human communication, interpersonal communication, and small group communication through the creative embedding of information literacy-building activities.

Finally, this project will be grounded in a body of information from The Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) which has published Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education. This guide provides information literacy standards, performance indicators, and learning outcomes. This is a foundational resource that Professors Whitney and Mole can utilize to identify and craft specific learning outcomes for newly created information literacy activities embedded into the COMM A111 curriculum. For example ACRL learning outcomes in COMM A111 might be introduced at the beginning of the semester with students assigned a small group activity to establish evaluation criteria for information sources (websites, articles, books) then actively apply the criteria to evaluate subject-relevant sources. Following this exercise, they could edit the evaluation criteria based on the results of that exercise, and then report to the class about the effectiveness of their criteria, and changes made as a result. Following these presentations, the class could decide on a guiding list of information evaluation criteria, and Professor Whitney could present, for comparison, the evaluation criteria listed in ACRL’s Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education, “reliability, validity, accuracy, authority, timeliness, and point of view or bias” (p. 11; Standard Three, Performance Indicator 1, Outcome a).  The class could then reflect on the group communication process. This group activity—which could even been developed as a Team-Based Learning module since Professors Mole and Whitney have both participated in training sessions on TBL--would provide a more engaging, experiential opportunity to learn about and apply evaluation criteria, while conducting research and examining subject-relevant sources. 
Professors Whitney and Mole look forward to exploring the breadth and depth of information literacy outcomes presented in ACRL’s Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education to identify outcomes on which to build embedded activities, and design assessment strategies. The Embedding Information Literacy into COMM A111 project provides an ideal opportunity to explore strategies to develop meaningful, long-lasting information literacy skills for UAA students, and meet the information literacy student learning outcomes at the course, program and institutional levels. 
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