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Perspectives on the Framework

In January 2022, the ACRL Board of Directors approved the Companion Document to the 
ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education: Sociology.1 A product 
of the ACRL Anthropology and Sociology Section’s Instruction and Information Literacy 
Committee, this document employs the sociological eye to frame knowledge production 
and use. In doing so, the Companion Document to the ACRL Framework for Informa-
tion Literacy for Higher Education: Sociology—which, moving forward, will be referred 
to as the companion document—invites us to explore how inequities are reproduced (and 
challenged) through information processes often cast as neutral. The companion document 
therefore provides tools for educators to incorporate diversity, equity, inclusion, and acces-
sibility (DEIA) and social justice into their information literacy pedagogy.

This article will introduce the companion document to the higher education information 
literacy community and share initial ideas for how it might be used in the classroom. It 
should be noted that while the companion document is disciplinary in nature, its content is 
relevant to anyone wishing to incorporate an exploration of the social structures that influ-
ence the production, dissemination, and use of information into their instruction, regardless 
of content area.

Sociological information literacy
In thinking through how to best develop a companion document for sociology, the com-
mittee looked to the Sociological Literacy Framework,2 which points to five essential con-
cepts for sociology for undergraduate students:

•	sociological eye
•	social structure
•	socialization
•	stratification
•	social reproduction

In exploring the ways in which these concepts speak to the ACRL Framework, the com-
mittee found it useful to craft a definition that captures these connections, which it calls 
sociological information literacy:

Sociological Information Literacy is an understanding of how information and scholar-
ship are created, published, disseminated, and used by individuals and organizations. It is 
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informed by sociological thinking and scholarship, though SIL is not limited to sociological 
knowledge itself. Instead, it is an application of what Ferguson and Carbonaro (2016) call 
“sociological eye,” a distinctive disciplinary perspective that—like the “sociological imagina-
tion” or “sociological perspective”—encourages students “to see sociology in everyday life” 
(p. 143) with a wide variety of information.3

With this definition in mind, the committee then generated a visual conceptual cross-
walk that allowed us to illustrate the relationships between the five concepts and the ACRL 
Framework. The crosswalk consists of tables organized by frame that are accompanied by 
abbreviated definitions for each sociological concept. Each table contains themes or examples 
illustrative of these connections.

The sample tables presented below are pulled from the companion document to provide 
readers a better understanding of what they will find in the disciplinary framework. While 
these tables are presented in isolation, readers are encouraged to consider the companion 
document as a whole, as there are themes throughout that speak to and complement one 
another and could be productively used in tandem. It is also important to note that the ideas 
presented in the tables are not an all-encompassing or exhaustive representation of how the 
ACRL Framework or sociological literacy concepts overlap, or of sociological information 
literacy more broadly. The content contained within the companion document is not meant 
to be prescriptive and does not necessarily translate into learning objectives (for educators or 
students). Rather, the companion document is meant to generate further ideas for how to 
engage the sociological eye when we talk about information with students and to encourage 
students to think critically about knowledge.

The sociology companion document 
Sociological information literacy challenges students to deconstruct processes that often 
seem natural or apolitical, such as search and search algorithms, peer review and citational 
practices, architectures of information access, and even disciplinary epistemic norms.

For example, the Socialization column (figure 1, 4c) in the Research as Inquiry table points 
to how learned research processes are often bounded, marking certain forms of inquiry as 
irrelevant or unacceptable to a discipline. The Stratification column (figure 1, 4d) further 
reminds us that certain questions or ways of knowing are often discounted until, perhaps, 
they are deemed “publishable” or “trendy” to the power players who dictate the boundaries 
of a discipline (from individuals and professional societies to publishers and funders). We 
have seen this play out time and time again regarding the knowledge and work of Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) scholars, whose research is often exploited yet 
undercited after white scholars “discover” the problems their BIPOC counterparts have 
been writing about for years. A classic example from the field: in 1935 W. E. B. Du Bois, a 
Black sociologist, theorized about what is often today referred to as white privilege, yet this 
concept is often attributed to Peggy McIntosh, a white scholar whose work was published 
more than fifty years later.4

These themes can be incorporated into information literacy instruction in many ways. For 
example, in a recent research institute for graduate students, I incorporated a text critiquing 
what are described as “health equity tourists,” or typically white medical researchers who 
are increasingly receiving funding and publishing in the field without the proper training 
or background, often at the expense of scholars and communities of color.5 Elle Lett, a 
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Black trans statistical epidemiologist, describes the anticipated aftermath: “Eventually this 
interest will wane and we’ll go back to a place where resources are scarce. If the science has 
been polluted, not only will we have to do new work, we’ll have to go back and fix all the 
mistakes.”6 This text was placed alongside other texts detailing the crisis of confidence in the 
medical literature (p-hacking, publication bias, funder influence, paper factories, etc.), and 
students were asked to reflect on how the idea of the “purity” of science is flawed as well as 
the implications for researchers, the public, and patients. 

Students might investigate the racial or gendered makeup of research teams doing work 
in particular areas over time or of the editorial boards who put out calls for DEIA-related 
submissions. They might interview faculty specializing in DEIA or social justice to learn 
more about how their work is perceived and received in the field broadly or, more specifi-
cally, in tenure considerations. Indeed, the Stratification column of the Research as Inquiry 
table (figure 1, 4d) directs readers to the importance of calling upon insights of women 
scholars of color to best situate and understand the intersecting and overlapping nature of 
social inequalities related to race, class, gender, ability, sexuality, and the like.7

In fact, the companion document allows for exploration of the ways librarians and teach-
ing faculty can use information literacy instruction as an opportunity to engage students in 
changing information structures and practices they deem unjust. It moves beyond simply 
pointing out how society’s injustices are reproduced in the information landscape and in-
corporates ways seemingly calcified knowledge structures can be challenged and how people 
can make change toward a more equitable future.

The Scholarship as Conversation table (figure 2), for example, addresses the role of the 
relationship between self and society, or Socialization (5c). Here, readers see that researchers 
are taught to master a scholarly discourse in order to contribute to it. The second theme in 
this column in turn speaks to how communities or individuals can use information (and 
potentially the very discourse they want to challenge) to influence structures or institutions 
that produce scholarly knowledge. The open access movement, equitable and transparent 

Figure 1: Research as Inquiry table, Companion Document to the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education: 
Sociology.
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processes behind deciding authorship order, and citational justice efforts are but a few of a 
growing number of examples librarians can incorporate into information literacy instruction 
to demonstrate how dysfunctional and inequitable practices can be prodded and changed.8 

The Stratification column of the Scholarship as Conversation table (5d) points to the 
value of scholarship that centers ways of knowing traditionally rejected in the academy, 
such as testimonios and feminist epistemologies.9 In the spring 2021 meeting of the ANSS 
Sociology Librarians Discussion Group introducing the companion document (then still in 
development), participants pointed out that, in fact, thinking deeply about where authority 
and expertise lie is a throughline of the document. They suggested that one might engage 
the companion document to explore how participatory and community-based research are 
promising methods that challenge the academy’s traditional—at times patronizing—engage-
ment with the public. Again, here we see examples of how, though the information landscape 
is rife with inequality and exclusion, those in and outside of higher education have been able 
to push back, making scholarly communication structures and practices more just.

Conclusion
For those interested in continuing or implementing a DEIA- or social justice-oriented 
pedagogical practice, the Companion Document to the ACRL Framework for Information 
Literacy for Higher Education: Sociology can be a useful tool. Indeed, the sociological eye 
not only invites a focus on the construction of knowledge and its attendant inequities, but 
it also provides space to explore alternatives to the practices and infrastructures that mark 
oppressive epistemologies. Rather than focusing on de-contextualized platforms or skills 
that still characterize many information literacy approaches, this companion document 
asks that educators and students seriously consider the role of the social world in informa-
tion production, dissemination, and use. 

Figure 2: Scholarship as Conversation table, Companion Document to the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher 
Education: Sociology.
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Because of this, those involved in the creation of the companion document recognize 
that many of the ideas it surfaces are likely already being employed in exciting ways, and 
we encourage further exploration of how it might be of use to disciplines or in teaching 
contexts outside of sociology or be put in conversation with other disciplinary companion 
documents.10 Finally, while the companion document’s core audience is teaching librarians, 
we imagine it might also prove a productive tool for those in other areas of librarianship, 
archives, and scholarly communication, as well as for faculty colleagues across campus.
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