
 
Information Literacy Defined 

Information literacy is a set of abilities requiring individuals to “recognize when 
information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the 
needed information.” Information literacy also is increasingly important in the 
contemporary environment of rapid technological change and proliferating information 
resources. Because of the escalating complexity of this environment, individuals are 
faced with diverse, abundant information choices--in their academic studies, in the 
workplace, and in their personal lives. Information is available through libraries, 
community resources, special interest organizations, media, and the Internet--and 
increasingly, information comes to individuals in unfiltered formats, raising questions 
about its authenticity, validity, and reliability. In addition, information is available 
through multiple media, including graphical, aural, and textual, and these pose new 
challenges for individuals in evaluating and understanding it. The uncertain quality and 
expanding quantity of information pose large challenges for society. The sheer abundance 
of information will not in itself create a more informed citizenry without a 
complementary cluster of abilities necessary to use information effectively. 

Information literacy forms the basis for lifelong learning. It is common to all disciplines, 
to all learning environments, and to all levels of education. It enables learners to master 
content and extend their investigations, become more self-directed, and assume greater 
control over their own learning. An information literate individual is able to: 

• Determine the extent of information needed  
• Access the needed information effectively and efficiently  
• Evaluate information and its sources critically  
• Incorporate selected information into one’s knowledge base  
• Use information effectively to accomplish a specific purpose  
• Understand the economic, legal, and social issues surrounding the use of 

information, and access and use information ethically and legally  

Information Literacy and Higher Education 

Developing lifelong learners is central to the mission of higher education institutions. By 
ensuring that individuals have the intellectual abilities of reasoning and critical thinking, 
and by helping them construct a framework for learning how to learn, colleges and 
universities provide the foundation for continued growth throughout their careers, as well 
as in their roles as informed citizens and members of communities. Information literacy is 
a key component of, and contributor to, lifelong learning. Information literacy 
competency extends learning beyond formal classroom settings and provides practice 
with self-directed investigations as individuals move into internships, first professional 
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positions, and increasing responsibilities in all arenas of life. Because information 
literacy augments students’ competency with evaluating, managing, and using 
information, it is now considered by several regional and discipline-based accreditation 
associations as a key outcome for college students.  

For students not on traditional campuses, information resources are often available 
through networks and other channels, and distributed learning technologies permit 
teaching and learning to occur when the teacher and the student are not in the same place 
at the same time. The challenge for those promoting information literacy in distance 
education courses is to develop a comparable range of experiences in learning about 
information resources as are offered on traditional campuses. Information literacy 
competencies for distance learning students should be comparable to those for "on 
campus" students. 

Incorporating information literacy across curricula, in all programs and services, and 
throughout the administrative life of the university, requires the collaborative efforts of 
faculty, librarians, and administrators. Through lectures and by leading discussions, 
faculty establishes the context for learning. Faculty also inspire students to explore the 
unknown, offer guidance on how best to fulfill information needs, and monitor students’ 
progress. Academic librarians coordinate the evaluation and selection of intellectual 
resources for programs and services; organize, and maintain collections and many points 
of access to information; and provide instruction to students and faculty who seek 
information. Administrators create opportunities for collaboration and staff development 
among faculty, librarians, and other professionals who initiate information literacy 
programs, lead in planning and budgeting for those programs, and provide ongoing 
resources to sustain them. 
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