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Since 2023, librarians at The Ohio State University and the University of New Mexico
have been collaborating on a project, including “Outdated Research Notions” work-

shops, to identify information literacy practices that may no longer work as well as we’d 
like.1 This article, along with the companion piece “Outdated Notion? Teaching Plagia-
rism as Theft,” by Jane Hammons, provides an overview of an “outdated notion” that has 
generated significant discussion among our workshop participants. Our piece explores 
one of the more evocative topics from our series: the use of scholarly articles in teaching 
undergraduates.2 We know not everyone will agree with our assertions, but more than 
consensus we hope to spark discussion.

Background
Scholarly articles3 play an important role in academia. However, the expectation for under-
graduates to engage with them, especially in their first few years of college, often overlooks 
significant challenges. In this article, we invite librarians and instructors to reconsider the 
use of scholarly articles in the undergraduate classroom.

Researchers from Project Information Literacy (PiL) studied students transitioning from 
high school-level to college-level research. One PiL report indicates that students rarely 
have prior exposure to scholarly formats, so when they get to college, many struggle to 
read, comprehend, and effectively incorporate meaningful evidence from scholarly articles.4 
Similarly, findings from the Citation Project reveal shallow engagement with sources. In a 
study of first-year writing students, 94 percent of citations relied on just one or two sen-
tences, and 70 percent of students cited material from the first or second page of a source.5 
These numbers make sense to us—rather than point to what may be perceived as students’ 
shortcomings, we need go further upstream to examine the context and practices that are 
producing these outcomes.

Undergraduates are stepping into a scholarly landscape that has grown exponentially in 
the past forty years. Journals are more specialized, and their articles are longer and more 
complex, as are titles and abstracts.6 Then there is the issue of just how much content is being 
published. One estimate suggests close to 2 million peer-reviewed articles are published every 
year.7 For a student new to the scholarly scene, stepping into this world can be disorienting.

Compounding these environmental factors, there is a huge difference between the intended 
utility of scholarly articles and how students use them in reality. Articles tend to be written 
for experts by experts, so undergraduates do not have the experience, or often support, to 
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engage with them meaningfully. This underscores the need to reconsider how research as-
signments and source requirements are structured to better support undergraduate student 
learning and foster deeper engagement with information. In the next sections, we’ll examine 
some differences between instructors’ intentions for assigning articles and how students 
actually use them, and we’ll offer alternative approaches.

Key Concerns
We outline four key concerns with using scholarly articles in undergraduate classrooms.

Finding scholarly articles is not a straightforward task.
Librarians are often asked to help early undergraduates find scholarly articles, but in focus-
ing on search, we may be skipping too far ahead. Research is a complex, iterative process, 
yet one-off library workshops often emphasize the procedural: type in keywords, apply  
filters, retrieve articles. This makes searching seem like a fairly straightforward task.

The structured steps of a database demo don’t reflect how experienced researchers engage 
with the literature. Scholars navigate search socially, attuned to key voices and ongoing debates 
in their fields. Students, on the other hand, are often dropped into this conversation without 
an introduction. A keyword search plunges them into an information vortex, where each 
article is a small, nuanced piece of a discussion they don’t yet have the background to follow.

Barbara Fister describes this challenge well: “If the emphasis is on finding, evaluating, and 
using sources, it can suggest that research is primarily about mining quotes from published 
sources.”8 Research is reduced to a rote task, rather than engagement in a dynamic, evolving 
conversation. It’s no wonder, then, that many students approach scholarly articles as a box 
to check—literally. With peer-review filters built into databases, students can locate articles 
without fully understanding what makes them scholarly. Their reasoning often boils down 
to circular logic: “It’s scholarly because it’s from an academic journal.”9

Instead of treating search as the first step, librarians can focus on building students’ under-
standing of information formats and guiding students toward sources that build background 
knowledge. Instruction sessions can introduce formats as typified documents with distinct 
purposes, processes, and products.10 Reference sources like encyclopedias and handbooks, or 
accessible secondary sources, like high-quality magazines, can serve as valuable entry points. 
These sources help students develop strong foundations before they engage with scholarly 
literature.

Although we encourage course instructors to scaffold research by curating reading lists or 
providing sources directly, librarians play a distinct role in equipping students with the trans-
ferable skills to evaluate and navigate different formats. Teaching students how information 
is created and circulated, rather than just where to find it, empowers them to engage with 
research as more than a mechanical task. Learning to search effectively is important—but 
only when students have the foundation to make sense of what they find. Without that, it’s 
just another hoop to jump through.

Scholarly articles are not a shortcut to credibility.
Scholarly articles are often treated as a shortcut for evaluating sources: Find a peer-re-
viewed article, and the credibility question is settled. Although peer review provides im-
portant quality control, it’s not infallible. Issues like retractions, misleading abstracts, and 
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reproducibility problems remind us that evaluating credibility requires more than checking 
a box.11

To be clear, shortcuts aren’t inherently bad. We rely on them to navigate complex infor-
mation environments. But when scholarly articles are positioned as automatically credible, 
students may assume research is a binary process; some sources are “good,” others are not.12 
This can lead them to overvalue scholarly articles while dismissing other reliable formats, 
such as newspaper articles, industry reports, or reference sources. Without deeper engage-
ment, students miss opportunities to think critically about how and why different types of 
information are created.

Without guidance on why certain sources are required or how they fit the purpose of an 
assignment, students often rely on heuristics. Students may struggle to determine what makes 
a source useful beyond its label, domain, or publication date, treating credibility as a static 
quality rather than something dynamic and shaped by context—including their own. It is 
empowering to center students in this process, prompting them to ask: How much author-
ity do I grant this source?13

Rather than present credibility as something inherent to a source, instruction can help 
students recognize that credibility is constructed through expertise, community, and context. 
Research becomes a reflective practice that prepares students to critically situate information 
wherever they encounter it.

We cannot quickly inoculate students to the difficulty of journal articles.
It can be tempting to want to ease the cognitive burden for our students when it comes to 
journal articles. We might think that if we can quickly expose students to scholarly articles 
earlier, they will be more equipped to deal with them later on. This is similar to inocula-
tions—the more exposures, however quick and painful, the better. But according to the 
transfer of learning theory, which encompasses a complex set of processes and is considered 
“one of the fundamental goals of education,”14 glancing introductions don’t really work. 
Successful transfer requires a person to connect previous experiences to current settings  
and problems.15 Meaningful connection of past and present takes time, especially with  
new, abstract concepts. With class time at a premium, though, instructors may feel that 
requiring students to use a scholarly article in a research assignment is a good-enough first 
encounter.

Early brushes with scholarly articles often leave students feeling frustrated and confused.16 
One researcher found that even after ample class time and scaffolding, students came away 
from scholarly literature less willing to engage with it.17 Although it’s true that learning of-
ten involves the management of difficult feelings, students’ negative experiences of journal 
articles can inhibit future learning. Just as we hope that transfer of learning happens, there 
can also be no transfer of learning or negative transfer.18

Requiring first-year students to read, understand, and synthesize texts that are the pinnacle 
of disciplinary knowledge may be inappropriate for students completing general education 
curriculum and not yet ensconced in their disciplines. Instead of using assignment instruc-
tions to introduce students to scholarly articles, we should instead employ backward design 
to understand what we want students to know by the time they complete the assignment. 
If the outcome of the research project is for students to draw upon several sources to bolster 
a claim, then students should be able to read and understand the source. Material geared 



January 2026 14C&RL News 

toward students, not experts, should be the standard. Librarians can work with instructors 
to identify the specific goals of having students use particular kinds of sources.

Reading scholarly articles may not be worth it.
Even though we know these are difficult texts, it can be tempting to make students struggle 
through reading them. For some students, the reach is attainable. For many early under-
graduates though, we often see the shallow engagement reported by the Citation Project 
and other researchers.19 Experts remind us that reading is developmental—and not only in 
childhood years. They note, “Reading comprehension, including academic reading, matures 
on a continuum” (emphasis added).20 Developing expert readers is a commendable goal, 
but it must include working with novice and proficient academic readers first. Further, 
when we ask students to use an academic journal article in their paper, we are actually ask-
ing them to do much more than “just” read. We are asking them to acquire new language, 
decode complex concepts, and draw conclusions between abstract principles that typically 
only experts in the subdiscipline are able to do with facility.21

One way we can update this notion is to meet students where they are as readers. The first 
step is to find out whether and how much experience students have with reading scholarly 
journal articles. Once we have a sense of the starting point, we can help students, especially 
early undergraduates, develop reading strategies. If we aim to help students progress on a 
reading continuum, we should use information formats geared toward their current reading 
level, or slightly beyond it. Librarians and instructors are finding innovative ways to make 
reading and comprehension a more social activity. From social annotation and instructor 
modeling to direct instruction in text structure, students benefit from group engagement 
with one text.

Conclusion
We invite librarians and instructors to reconsider the use of scholarly articles in the under-
graduate classroom. The implications for using them to do more than their original purpose 
of communication among experts are significant, especially when it comes to emerging 
researchers. The hidden curriculum takes a toll on students, especially those who are unsure 
about whether they belong in a given community.22 Real communities exist around journal 
articles too. As Anne-Marie Deitering and Kate Gronemyer note, “Peer-reviewed articles 
are produced within a particular knowledge community and intended for other members 
of that community. For those who are not a part of the community, there are layers and 
layers of assumptions, revisions, collaboration, synthesis, and argument hidden under the 
static, polished surface of the published journal article.”23 Asking emerging researchers who 
are not part of these scholarly communities to enter them and absorb the layers of insider 
knowledge is requiring a non-member to act as a member. If students cannot cross this 
substantial divide, they may doubt their fit in the community or the academy more broadly.

As librarians with an ethos of freedom of information, we want to make clear that we 
are not suggesting a ban on these kinds of texts in the classroom. We know that with the 
appropriate amount of guidance and motivation, students can interact meaningfully with 
any information. But we suggest that the time needed to fully engage with journal articles is 
not usually possible in the undergraduate classroom. Librarians can play an integral role in 
guiding students and instructors toward more fruitful matches with emerging researchers. 
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