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INTRODUCTION 

 Since the publication of Critical Library Instruction: Theories and Methods (Accardi, Drabinski & Kumbier eds., 2010), 

academic librarians have meaningfully explored critical practices in our teaching and learning. Subsequent endeavors—including 

Critical Library Pedagogy (Pagowsky & McElroy eds., 2016), Critical Information Literacy (Downey, 2016), plus countless articles, 

presentations, and webinars—have cemented critical information literacy approaches and ideas as central to 21st century library 

instruction. In parallel, researchers have considered librarians’ teaching identities and how such perspectives may influence 

instructional approaches (for instance: Baer, 2021; Detmering, McClellan & Willenborg, 2019; Hays & Studebaker, 2019; Nichols 

Hess, 2018; Walter, 2008). Can we connect critical concepts and librarians’ teaching identities and practices in meaningful ways?  

I posit that Mezirow’s (1981) transformative learning theory offers us a way to constructively consider these ideas. Like 

critical librarianship, pedagogy, and information literacy, transformative learning theory asks us to examine power structures, 

critique cultural systems, and work toward emancipation. In this paper, I outline how transformative learning can help us make sense 

of how we engage with critical information literacy so that we can develop more authentic, holistic teaching identities that we 

demonstrate through teaching praxis. We can use our individual understandings of how transformative learning and critical concepts 

work together to facilitate learners’ transformation around critical information literacy (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: How transformative learning and critical information literacy can shape our teaching identities – 

which can in turn create transformative and critical learning experiences for students. 
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TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING THEORY & CRITICAL LIBRARY INSTRUCTION 

In the 1970s, Jack Mezirow researched women’s experiences returning to post-secondary education, and he used their 

experiences to construct transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991). Mezirow argued that adults often hold unexamined beliefs 

they’ve adopted from family members, religious or cultural communities, or other external perspectives over time; transformative 

learning offers us a way to understand how adults can change these attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (Mezirow, 1981, 1991). Mezirow 

asserted that such transformation involves grappling with the cognitive structures they use to make sense of the world. Mezirow 

called these mental scaffolds our frames of reference (see Figure 2); by adulthood, such cognitive structures are well-established and 

may work without our conscious intention (Mezirow, 1997). Our frames of reference are made up of habits of mind, which reflect 

our internal assumptions; and points of view, which are how we externally convey our beliefs and attitudes to others (Mezirow, 

2000). When adults intentionally consider how they understand the world around them, as well as the cognitive structures that shape 

their thinking, they’re engaged in reconsidering their habits of mind. If these ways of thinking change, adults’ external-facing points 

of view—their actions and behaviors—can change as well. When both habits of mind and points of view change, we revise our 

frames of reference—which Mezirow called process perspective transformation (Mezirow, 2000).  

Figure 2: Our frames of reference are composed of habits of mind and points of view; both our experiences and 

others’ attitudes influence how we think and act in the world. 

 
Perspective transformation involves:  

1. Experiencing a disorienting dilemma; 

2. Engaging in self-examination; 

3. Critically assessing assumptions; 

4. Recognizing that others have similar experiences; 

5. Exploring options for behavior or action; 

6. Developing a plan of action; 

7. Acquiring the necessary knowledge and skills; 

8. Trying on new roles and integrate feedback they receive into their practices / actions; 

9. Developing competence, confidence, and relationships based on new ways of thinking; and 

10. Reintegrating into environments with a changed perspective (Mezirow, 1991). 

Although these ten stages are ordered, Mezirow asserted that adults’ experiences may not be linear, and that they may experience 

false starts, stall-outs, and even abandon the process altogether (Mezirow, 1997). In the 50+ years since Mezirow introduced the idea 

of perspective transformation, researchers have explored adults’ transformative experiences in a wide array of settings, including in 

academic librarianship (Nichols Hess, 2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2020a, 2020b).  

While transformative learning theory and perspective transformation can apply to many adult learning contexts, critical 

library pedagogy and information literacy offer us discipline-grounded ways of understanding critical theory. Critical theorists argue 

that our social structures are designed to protect existing privilege and power dynamics, thereby benefitting individuals who already 

hold power while simultaneously reinforcing the systems that got them there (Ketchum, 2020). According to critical theory, 

maintaining such status quos perpetuate racism, sexism, ableism, and other practices that oppress those in a society who don’t hold 

power; critical practitioners interrogate and dismantle such ideologies (Ketchum, 2020). When it comes to librarianship, critical 

work involves addressing how libraries and librarians support and engage with these oppressive systems and power structures 

(Ketchum, 2020). Librarians have focused critical librarianship in ways that align with different facets of our profession, and that 

includes (but certainly is not limited to) library instruction. Accordingly, critical library pedagogy offers us a way of thinking about 
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how educators and learners learn from each other and create new knowledge (Keer, 2010). And in our information literacy 

instruction, critical approaches involve “developing a critical consciousness about information” (Elmborg, 2006, p. 198). When we 

do so, we can develop a more inclusive way of seeing information literacy—as both knowledge and practices—while also 

empowering learners to engage with the “sociopolitical, economic, and cultural aspects of… information and the research process” 

(Downey, 2016, p. 173). 

I’m not the first person to suggest connections between transformative learning and critical librarianship. As 

aforementioned, they have common roots; both theoretical approaches grow from Freire’s conscientization and critique banking 

models of education (Mezirow, 1981; Tewell, 2016). What’s more, Annie Downey (2016) noted that connecting critical pedagogy 

and transformative learning theory in library instruction can create a “social-emancipatory approach,” which, in turn aligns with 

critical information literacy goals (p. 49). What I can add, though, is how we can take that connection further. If we use Mezirow’s 

ten perspective transformation phases as a heuristic to consider critical librarianship, pedagogy, and information literacy instruction, 

we can reflect on our habits of mind in our work as educators. We can also use this structure to consider how our points of view 

demonstrate critical concepts or practices in our teaching. And if we look beyond our own personal transformative experiences with 

critical information literacy, we can make these stages a scaffold around which we intentionally facilitate instructional interactions 

that help learners grapple with those concepts in productive, growth-oriented ways.  

INSTRUCTION LIBRARIANS’ PERSPECTIVE TRANSFORMATION AROUND CRITICAL CONCEPTS  

Although instruction librarians may have common experiences across institution types and teaching environment, we are 

certainly not a monolith. In thinking about critical concepts in our perspective transformation, then, we need to first acknowledge 

that every librarian will engage with these ideas in unique ways. While I’ve tried to outline broad connections between 

transformational learning, critical information literacy, and teaching identity, I recognize that how each individual approaches these 

concepts may be very different. I’ve included several questions at the end of this section that you can use to consider perspective 

transformation and critical information literacy for your own teaching identity.  

The first stages of perspective transformation are inward-looking: We feel disorientated when we recognize our beliefs and 

experiences are incongruous, and we experience a dilemma when we decide whether to engage with that dissonance. Instruction 

librarians might encounter disorientation in sea-change moments (often referred to as epochal events) or from experiences that 

accumulate over time (Mezirow, 1981). In either type of experience, we may find ourselves critically considering both our 

assumptions and our privilege within the information ecosystem and instructional interactions. Librarians who choose to engage 

with such disorientation may then deal with critical self-examination, often through self-reflection and metacognitive practices; from 

there, they might grapple with a sense of alienation—from whom they thought they were, or their values as an educator. Regardless 

of how our self-examination and alienation take shape, instruction librarians can use these moments to critically interrogate the 

invisible systems that structure our teaching practices, our information systems, and libraries as organizations.  

Once librarians have grappled with these internal phases, they can constructively engage with others to share their 

experiences and begin exploring alternative ways forward. Mezirow (1978) advocated for discourse as a tool to structure these (and 

subsequent) transformative phases, and this approach offers us a useful connection point with critical library pedagogy. Doherty 

(2010), Drabinski (2019), and McCartin and Dineen (2018) each identified benefits that such dialogical interactions with colleagues 

offer us for critical information literacy concepts. Instruction librarians can also use discourse to continue in their perspective 

transformation process and develop requisite knowledge and skills, try out new approaches, and shore up their new ways of thinking 

and acting. The final phase of perspective transformation—reintegrating into our environments with new perspectives—may take 

varied forms for instruction, but all permutations will share a common goal: enacting more authentic, holistic, and flexible teaching 

identities that meaningfully incorporate critical information literacy. For the instruction librarian engaged in perspective 

transformation around critical concepts, we can see reintegration as praxis—where theory shapes practices, and practices inform 

theoretical constructs.  

Since perspective transformation is an inherently personal and individual process, I encourage you to consider these 

questions, which connect transformative learning theory, critical information literacy, and your own experiences:  

• Have you experienced (or are you experiencing) disorientation around critical information literacy or pedagogy? 

• What approaches do you find most useful to examine or assess your engagement with critical library instruction? 

• Who can you connect with to have meaningful discourse about critical pedagogy and information literacy? 

• How have you gained (or might you gain) the skills, knowledge, competence, and confidence to successfully integrate 

critical information literacy practices into your instructional interactions? 

• What does “reintegration” look like for you?  
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CRITICAL PRACTICES & LEARNERS’ PERSPECTIVE TRANSFORMATION 

Now that we’ve considered how perspective transformation can structure how we engage with critical concepts, we can 

shift our focus to fostering such experiences for others. Creating environments where learners can become more aware of their own 

assumptions is a well-established approach to facilitate transformative learning (Mezirow, 1997; Taylor, 2008), so instruction 

librarians can use their own experiences and self-reflection to support such growth for learners. Because students often come to 

higher education with black-and-white, all-or-nothing mindsets (Swanson, 2010), critical information literacy concepts offer us 

meaningful disorientation opportunities. For example, have learners considered the behind-the-scenes structures like algorithms that 

limit or privilege our information access? Or how do they think about who has authority, why certain kinds of information have 

value, or how these factors support entrenched power and privilege systems? We can use such complex ideas to create conditions 

where learners can encounter disorientation (Downey, 2016). In such instances, problem-posing (Swanson, 2010), concept mapping 

(Mezirow, 1997), and guided self-reflection (Dirkx, 2006) may help learners to grapple with their disorientation, self-examination, 

and feelings of alienation as they reconsider what (and how) they think.  

Discourse with others can help learners recognize that they’re not the first—nor only—student to work through such 

experiences. Once they’re ready to move forward, instruction librarians can employ critical incidents, concept mapping, and 

metaphor analysis to help learners explore alternative ways of thinking and acting (Mezirow, 1997). In such exploration and planning, 

learners can better understand themselves, the options available to them, and what it means to think autonomously. Instruction 

librarians can use problem-based learning and service learning facilitate transformed perspectives as we help learners to acquire and 

hone both knowledge and skills that they need to be critically information literate (Harris, 2010; Sinkinson & Lingold, 2010). We 

can look to metacognitive or reflective activities—like McCartin and Dineen’s (2018) “learning-oriented questions” (p. 29) when 

we want to support those learners who are ready to strengthen their competence in and confidence with critical information literacy. 

When it comes to this phase, we may only be able to identify learners’ reintegration retrospectively (e.g., seeking evidence of 

attitudinal, belief, or behavioral change). However, encouraging learners’ self-reflection, prompting them to consider whether their 

thoughts about information, libraries, and where they fit into these ecosystems have evolved along the way may help us get a sense 

of learners’ engagement in the transformative process.  

Now, I encourage you to consider how you’ve worked to facilitate learners’ perspective transformation around critical 

information literacy ideas—or, how you could foster such experiences in the future:  

• What critical information literacy concepts have learners found most disorienting? How have you helped (or might you 

help) them grapple with that disorientation?  

• How do you create learning interactions or environments where students can push past self-examination or alienation and 

connect with others in meaningful ways? 

• What strategies have helped (or might help) learners to gain the skills, knowledge, competence, and confidence to make 

sense of critical information literacy ideas in their own learning? 

• What kind of evidence would demonstrate that learners have “reintegrated” with changed practices and perspectives about 

critical information literacy concepts? Why? 

TRAIN-THE-TEACHER – TO TRANSFORM 

While we might facilitate transformative learning experiences around critical information literacy in classroom-based 

instruction, we shouldn’t limit ourselves to seeing the potential for perspective transformation in those learning experiences. If we 

rely on our interactions with students to facilitate transformative experiences, we’ll encounter time constraints, limited instructional 

autonomy, and surface-level interactions that limit the potential for any perspective transformation. However, if we think beyond 

classroom instruction and consider connecting with disciplinary faculty, we may be able to foster perspective transformation around 

critical information literacy ideas that’s both broader and more meaningful for learners. Teaching faculty to integrate information 

literacy instruction isn’t new to conversations about effective library instruction generally or, for that matter, critical library pedagogy 

more specifically. Both Hammons (2022) and Lechtenberg and Donovan (2022) have advocated for such train-the-teacher 

approaches for integrating critical information literacy in student learning, noting that it can offer librarians deeper and more 

authentic ways to integrate these concepts. Indeed, professional development with our disciplinary colleagues may be the most viable 

option if we want to make meaningful connections between learners’ experiences and critical concepts.  

Educator-centered professional development might prompt disorienting experiences around critical information literacy; it 

can also provide space where faculty can deal with disorienting dilemmas they’ve encountered around students’ academic research, 

information systems and structures, or other critical concepts. From there, we can use many of the same approaches we identified 
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for ourselves and our learners—self-reflection, concept mapping, problem-posing—to help faculty engage in meaningful self-

examination and assessment. And we can share our own experiences with feeling discontent and alienation, as well as navigating 

change in our instructional work to benefit our teaching colleagues in ways we can’t necessarily do with other learners. Faculty may 

be able to build on these connections to create opportunities where learners can connect with critical information literacy concepts 

alongside disciplinary knowledge. Here again, instruction librarians can use discourse-centric approaches (e.g., problem-based 

learning, problem-posing, critical incidents, concept mapping) with faculty to explore alternative options, build requisite knowledge 

and skills, and test out potential approaches to integrate critical information literacy in their classrooms. Such experiences can also 

help educators to build competence and confidence in critical concepts while establishing new relationships around these facets of 

their instructional practices.  

Instruction librarians’ work, then, becomes about using a transformative lens to help our colleagues connect with critical 

information literacy concepts. If we can create spaces where they can revise their own habits of mind and frames of reference about 

authority, information value, the political aspects of knowledge, and other critical information literacy concepts, the disciplinary 

faculty we work with can more effectively create instructional settings where learners can engage in their own transformative 

thinking. When we focus on facilitating effective discourse with our instructional colleagues, we can all work to explore our frames 

of reference and habits of mind while developing more nuanced understandings of each other and invisible systems that shape how 

we interact with, use, and create information today. 

Just as we’ve done for both ourselves and learners, I encourage you to stop and think about perspective transformation and 

critical information literacy instruction through a train-the-teacher lens:  

• What critical information literacy concepts could disciplinary faculty find disorienting? How can you connect with faculty 

members around such disorientation? 

• Does the idea of teaching-the-teacher around critical information literacy concepts prompt a disorienting dilemma for you? 

Why or why not? 

• What strategies would be most useful to help disciplinary faculty gain the skills, knowledge, competence, and confidence 

to meaningfully integrate critical information literacy ideas in their instruction? 

• What kind of evidence would demonstrate that faculty have “reintegrated” with changed practices and perspectives about 

critical information literacy? Why? 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we connected transformative learning theory and critical information literacy to meaningfully influence our 

our identities as educators and engage in critical pedagogy in intentional ways. From our own reflection and understanding, we 

identified how we can help others—whether students or disciplinary faculty—to engage with meaningful perspective transformation 

experiences around critical information literacy. In these efforts we’re considering what Edward Taylor (2008) called the central 

question to any educator’s perspective transformation process: are we willing to transform in the process of helping learners to 

transform? When we are, we can develop teaching identities that are informed by theory, thereby engaging in instructional praxis. 

And we can then use this praxis to continue to create conditions where students’ perceptions about information, libraries, and even 

learning itself may be transformed. 
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