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Faculty Perspectives on Mis- and Disinformation 
across Disciplines

Laura Saunders*

Librarians, who have long promoted the criticality of information literacy, were quick 
to identify a role for themselves in confronting the challenges of mis/disinformation 
through library instruction. Nevertheless, little research has been done to examine 
discipline faculty’s perspectives on mis/disinformation or the extent to which they 
are addressing the issue in their classrooms. This paper begins to address this gap in 
the literature through a nationwide study and follow-up interviews of faculty across 
disciplines to probe their perspectives on the challenges of mis/disinformation. Par-
ticipants were asked about their views on mis/disinformation, whether and how they 
address mis/disinformation in their courses, and their perceptions of their students’ 
ability to identify and evaluate mis/disinformation. The findings of this study have 
implications for academic librarians, especially liaison librarians with instructional 
responsibilities, and may be of interest to academic library directors and deans who 
oversee library instruction programs.

Faculty Perspectives on Mis- and Disinformation across Disciplines 
Mis- and disinformation are not new issues, but sociopolitical events over the past several 
years have highlighted the challenges and threats they pose. Disinformation campaigns im-
pacted the last two American presidential elections and the Brexit vote, as well as many other 
elections around the world. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, mis/disinformation have 
influenced the public’s compliance with health protocols such as mask-wearing, as well as 
their willingness to take a vaccine, leading the United Nations Secretary General to warn that 
“misinformation kills.”1 In 2013, the World Economic Forum identified mis/disinformation 
as one of the top three global threats,2 following that in 2019 by noting that “among the most 
widespread and disruptive impacts of AI in recent years has been its role in the rise of “media 
echo chambers and fake news.”3 

Librarians, who have long promoted the criticality of information literacy, were quick 
to identify a role for themselves in confronting the challenges of mis/disinformation through 
library instruction. Library guides, blog posts, conference presentations, and publications 
related to mis/disinformation proliferated. Nevertheless, little research has been done to ex-
amine discipline faculty’s perspectives on mis/disinformation, or the extent to which they are 
addressing the issue in their classrooms. Anecdotally at least, some academic librarians who 
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typically depend upon faculty invitations to provide information literacy instruction have 
seen their efforts to address mis/disinformation on a wider scale somewhat stymied, as they 
have historically with broader information literacy initiatives. One possible reason for the 
perceived lack of interest in or attention to mis/disinformation among faculty may be a lack 
of consensus as to what mis/disinformation is and how it relates to and impacts their field or 
discipline,4 as is also the case with information literacy in general.5 As a result, some faculty 
may view these issues as generally important but only tangentially related to their discipline 
or specific teaching areas.

This paper begins to address this gap in the literature through a nationwide study and 
follow-up interviews of faculty across disciplines to probe their perspectives on the challenges 
of mis/disinformation. Participants were asked about their views on mis/disinformation, 
whether and how they address mis/disinformation in their courses, and their perceptions of 
their students’ ability to identify and evaluate mis/disinformation. The findings of this study 
have implications for academic librarians, especially liaison librarians with instructional 
responsibilities, and may be of interest to academic library directors and deans who oversee 
library instruction programs.

Literature Review
Although the terms mis- and disinformation are sometimes used interchangeably, along with 
the related term “fake news,” they are not exactly synonymous. First Draft News, a leading 
research outlet, defines misinformation as “information that is false, but not created with the 
intention of causing harm,” while disinformation is “false and deliberately created to harm 
a person, social group, organization or country.”6 Fake news could be understood as a type 
of disinformation, or “false, often sensational, information disseminated under the guise of 
news reporting.”7 However, some feel that overuse and politicization have “rendered the 
term meaningless. All sorts of things—misinformation, spin, conspiracy theories, mistakes, 
and reporting that people just don’t like—have been rolled into it.”8 This study relied on the 
definitions outlined by First Draft News.

The literature on mis- and disinformation, even just within the field of library and informa-
tion science, is vast, and it is beyond the scope of this paper to provide a comprehensive review. 
Rather, the review provides a high-level overview and focuses on issues relevant to instruction 
related to the evaluation of mis- and disinformation, especially in an academic library setting.

Overview
The challenges posed by mis/disinformation are real and pervasive. Inaccurate information, 
whether shared with the intention to deceive or not, can influence people’s opinions and deci-
sions in ways that impact their well-being and that of others, and the effect can be long-term. 
In fact, when initially exposed to mis/disinformation, people often continue to believe the inac-
curate information even when presented with new facts or retractions, a phenomenon known 
as the continued influence effect.9 When people are repeatedly exposed to the same inaccurate 
information, the likelihood of their perceiving the information as accurate increases, even if the 
information is labeled as inaccurate from the beginning.10 The persistence of mis/disinformation 
is compounded by cognitive biases, which lead people to seek out and encourage them to be-
lieve information that reinforces their existing worldview.11 Importantly, mis/disinformation has 
serious and inequitable social impacts. The false information campaigns often target vulnerable 
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individuals and communities and have been used to spread fear and hate, occasionally leading 
to violence that disproportionately impacts marginalized communities and individuals.12

These challenges are exacerbated by the fact that people generally have trouble evaluat-
ing information and distinguishing between accurate and inaccurate information. According 
to a Pew Research poll, 64 percent of Americans believe that fake news is causing confusion 
about basic facts.13 Further, the study notes that, while Americans are fairly confident in their 
ability to detect misinformation, nearly one quarter admit that they have intentionally or un-
intentionally shared fake news stories. In a study of more than 7,000 students, researchers at 
Stanford reported that “in every case, at every level, we were taken aback by students’ lack of 
preparation” and concluded that “young people’s ability to reason about information on the 
Internet can be summed up in one word: bleak.”14 Their findings align with previous research 
showing that people tend to rely on superficial criteria when evaluating websites, including 
the site design, usability, and the page’s position in the list of search results. People rarely 
check the “about us” pages or the credentials of the author or check to see if the site includes 
contact information.15 A later study showed that both college students and historians were 
more likely than professional fact-checkers to be deceived by misinformation, in part because 
they tended to rely on clues within the text, rather than exploring outside texts to verify the 
information presented.16

Information Literacy Instruction
Information literacy and related areas such as news and media literacy, with their focus on 
evaluation of information, seem a natural fit for challenging mis/disinformation, and academic 
librarians were quick to stake a role for themselves.17 Indeed, a web search shows hundreds 
of research guides, tutorials, infographics, and other resources created by academic librarians 
to guide students in identifying mis/disinformation. Questions have been raised regarding 
the extent to which information literacy instruction can insulate people against the impacts 
of mis/disinformation,18 especially when the focus of such instruction is on checklist-style and 
task-oriented criteria.19 Importantly, however, psychologists suggest that better critical thinking 
and reasoning skills can lead to better evaluation of mis/disinformation,20 and some research 
has shown at least modest gains in evaluation of information with instructional intervention.21

As librarians and educators begin to shift their instructional focus from process-oriented 
tasks to critical thinking,22 it is worth considering the debate as to whether competencies such as 
critical thinking and information literacy encompass a generic set of skills and dispositions that 
are applied across contexts, or whether they should be understood within the disciplines in which 
they are being implemented. While these debates are ongoing, some educators assert that either 
or both concepts should be understood within a discipline context. For instance, Moore argues 
that there are differences in how critical thinking is understood in disciplines like philosophy, 
history, and literature that are lost in a generic approach.23 Similarly, based on an extensive lit-
erature review, Weiner agrees that critical thinking is discipline-dependent, although he suggests 
that information literacy is generic.24 Other articles and studies, however, have suggested that 
information literacy, too, might be understood and applied differently across disciplines,25 lead-
ing to suggestions and models for tailoring library instruction to various disciplines.26

Mis/disinformation, perhaps due to the explosive popularity of and scrutiny into “fake 
news” over the past several years, is often discussed more in terms of news media and social 
media. As such, examples of mis/disinformation are often relatively popular sociopolitical 
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issues such as national elections and the COVID-19 pandemic. However, it is important to 
recognize that issues of mis/disinformation impact every field and subject area. Certainly, 
health and science are widely recognized as fields impacted by mis/disinformation, with 
climate change and COVID-19 being clear examples. The spread of mis/disinformation has 
also impacted people’s understandings of the risks and treatments of various types of can-
cer,27 tobacco and vaping safety,28 vaccines,29 and even the rollout of the 5G network.30 Mis/
disinformation campaigns have also impacted the business and financial worlds. The Warsaw 
Institute identifies a number of potential economic motivations for spreading disinforma-
tion,31 while The Washington Post reported on disinformation campaigns against corporations 
like Starbucks, Coca-Cola, and Costco.32 Hampton33 and Ostherr34 argue for the role of the 
humanities in teaching the kind of close reading and critical text analysis needed for identify-
ing mis/disinformation. 

Given that mis/disinformation impacts can be found across all disciplines, and that the 
reasoning skills associated with competencies like critical thinking and information literacy 
are critical to identifying mis/disinformation, it stands to reason that conceptualizations of 
and approaches to mis/disinformation might vary across disciplines as they seem to do for 
information literacy and critical thinking. However, few studies have explored this question. 
One exception is Weiss et al.,35 who surveyed 400 California State University faculty across 58 
departments to explore how they define fake news as well as their attitudes toward it. While 
a clear majority of respondents agreed that fake news was important to them, the research-
ers found that definitions of and attitudes toward mis/disinformation, or “fake news,” varied 
substantially across departments and disciplines. For example, they found that English faculty 
were most concerned with how readers received fake news as well as the motivations behind 
its creation, but were less concerned with how the news was disseminated, whereas Biology 
and Health Sciences faculty were concerned with means of dissemination. Faculty also varied 
by discipline with regard to the approaches they favored for analyzing and identifying fake 
news, with faculty in the College of Education emphasizing in-depth research, while those 
in the College of Humanities focused on content type.

Based on the survey responses, the researchers asserted that faculty across disciplines 
exhibited “differing views on how information is used, what makes an informed reader, and 
how to verify resources.”36 They inferred that these differences could be tied to differences in 
the fields themselves, leading them to contest that “faculty definitions of fake news and the 
strategies to verify information are bound by discipline-specific norms.”37 Weiss et al. note that 
“not much is currently in publication about the attitudes of university faculty on fake news,”38 
and, while they explored faculty’s conceptualizations and attitudes toward the issue, they did 
not examine how these definitions and attitudes impacted their instruction, if at all. This paper 
builds on the work of Weiss et al. and begins to address the gap in the literature by further 
exploring disciplinary differences with regard to faculty attitudes toward mis/disinformation, 
as well as whether and how they incorporate issues of mis/disinformation in their teaching.

Methods
The purpose of this study was to explore faculty attitudes toward mis/disinformation and 
examine how they are responding to challenges of mis/disinformation in their classrooms, as 
well as to probe whether differences exist across disciplines in faculty attitudes toward and 
engagement with mis/disinformation. Specifically, this study explored the following questions:
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• Are faculty across disciplines concerned about the spread of mis/disinformation? If so, 
what challenges and threats do they perceive?

• Are faculty incorporating issues of mis/disinformation into their teaching? If so, what 
strategies do they use, and what are their perceptions of their students’ proficiencies in 
identifying and evaluating mis/disinformation?

• Are there differences across disciplines in faculty responses to these questions?
Because the aim of this study was to establish a broad baseline of faculty responses across 

disciplines, a large sample size was required. Surveys, which tend to be more quantitative in 
nature and can be distributed electronically and taken at the respondents’ leisure, are better 
suited to larger sample sizes than more qualitative methods such as focus groups or inter-
views. However, the quantitative nature of surveys also limits the depth of responses and the 
ability to probe answers. As such, a mixed-methods approach of a nationwide survey with 
follow-up interviews was selected to capture both breadth and depth. 

The population for the study was faculty teaching in public or private nonprofit colleges 
and universities across disciplines in the United States. To draw a random sample, a research 
assistant downloaded a data set of all 4-year degree-granting private and public nonprofit 
colleges and universities from the IPEDs database, resulting in a list of 1,834 institutions. The 
(rand) function in Excel was used to assign a random number to each institution. The institu-
tions were then sorted by number, and the first 500 institutions were selected for the study. 
The research assistant reviewed the resultant list and removed institutions that exclusively 
offered religious degrees or otherwise did not meet the criteria of four-year degree-granting 
public or private colleges and universities. Ultimately, a random sample of 429 institutions 
was achieved. 

For each institution, the research assistant visited the faculty directory on the institution’s 
home page and used two random numbers generated from random.org to select two faculty 
members from the list. In cases where the list was broken down by discipline, two numbers 
from random.org were used to select two departments, and then the normal procedure was 
used to select faculty members from those departments. During this stage, institutions with no 
publicly accessible directory and institutions that did not include an email in the directory were 
eliminated from the sample. Ultimately, 724 faculty members were identified for the survey. 

The survey was developed in and disseminated through Qualtrics (see appendix). An 
initial invitation to take the survey was sent out on September 10, 2020, with three follow-up 
emails sent to nonrespondents during the following six weeks. The survey was closed on 
October 21. The first block of questions asked participants to rate their level of agreement 
with a series of statements about mis/disinformation, including the extent to which they were 
concerned about its spread both in general and within their field, the efficacy or appropriate-
ness of various methods of combating mis/disinformation, and their opinion about whether 
mis/disinformation should be addressed in higher education. Next, respondents were asked 
if they had addressed problems of mis/disinformation in any of the classes they taught dur-
ing the past year. If they answered no, they were asked to indicate any reasons why they had 
not addressed the topic. If they answered yes, they were asked to indicate any methods they 
used to address the topic, and whether they had ever worked with a librarian on the topic. If 
they answered yes to working with a librarian, they were asked to indicate any methods they 
used in that collaboration. All respondents were then asked to rate their perception of their 
students’ proficiency in various competencies related to news literacy. The content portion of 
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the survey ended with an open-ended question asking if respondents had anything to add. 
The final block of questions gathered demographic information, including the respondents’ 
field or subject area, position, years in the field, and type of institution. Upon completing the 
survey, respondents were asked if they would be willing to participate in a follow-up interview. 
If they answered yes, they were directed to a new site to provide their contact information. 

The interviews consisted of several open-ended questions asking participants to share 
their thoughts about mis/disinformation both in general and in the field, whether they ad-
dressed mis/disinformation in their courses and, if so, how. The interviews were all conducted 
by Zoom at a time convenient for the participant, and ranged from about 45 minutes to one 
hour. All the interviews were recorded. Once the interview was completed, the autogenerated 
transcript was downloaded and any personally identifying information was scrubbed, then 
the recordings were deleted.

The quantitative information from the surveys was analyzed using descriptive and in-
ferential statistics. Numbers and percentages were gathered for each answer to get an overall 
view of faculty perspectives in general and across disciplines. The crosstabs function in Qual-
trics was used to conduct chi-squared tests (p = 0.05) for statistically significant differences in 
responses by discipline. Specifically, crosstabs were used to test for differences by discipline in 
faculty’s levels of agreement with the general statements about mis/disinformation, whether 
they reported addressing mis/disinformation in their courses, what methods they used if they 
did address mis/disinformation, or what reasons they offered if they did not. Tests were also 
run to look for differences by discipline in faculty’s ratings of student proficiencies in news 
literacy skills.

Ultimately, only six respondents agreed to be interviewed; likewise, very few partici-
pants responded to the open-ended survey questions. While these are too few responses to 
truly analyze for patterns and cannot be used to draw comparisons across disciplines, they 
still provide some useful context when analyzed in light of the quantitative survey results. 
Each interview transcript was reviewed multiple times, and broad ideas and concepts were 
noted. For instance, comments about misinformation related to COVID-19, vaccinations, or 
mask-wearing were grouped together as health concerns. These qualitative responses were 
also reviewed in light of the survey responses to see how they confirm or contrast with the 
quantitative survey results.

Findings
An initial set of 724 surveys was distributed. After accounting for 36 emails that bounced back, 
the survey was sent to a total of 688 faculty members. The surveyed garnered 86 responses, for 
a response rate of 12.5 percent. This response rate is low, so care must be taken in generalizing 
results. However, the results still provide some broad insight into faculty attitudes toward 
mis/disinformation, the extent to which these faculty members are addressing mis/disinfor-
mation in their courses, and their perspectives on their students’ news literacy proficiencies. 

Survey participants came from a range of subject areas, experience levels, and positions. 
There was a wide distribution of faculty across fields and disciplines, from a low of only two 
respondents in Social Work and History (2.5%) to a high of 13 in the social sciences (16.3%). 
Eight respondents (10%) identified as Other. Fields and disciplines for these respondents 
included religion, philosophy, engineering, and urban planning. Figure 1 shows the break-
down of respondents by discipline. The vast majority of respondents (58%) were tenured 
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faculty, followed by untenured faculty on the tenure track (25%), and full-time contract faculty 
(11.3%). Only 2.5 percent of respondents identified as adjuncts. Respondents also skewed 
fairly heavily toward more years of teaching experience, with 45 percent indicating that they 
had been teaching at the college level for more than 20 years. Roughly equivalent numbers of 
respondents reported teaching for 5–10 years (18.8%) and 11–15 years (17.5%). The remain-
ing respondents had been teaching for 16–20 years (11.3%) or fewer than 5 years (7.5%). The 
majority of respondents came from private, not-for-profit institutions (57.5%), followed by 
public institutions (38.8%). Although the focus for the study was on public and private not-for-
profit institutions, 3 respondents (3.8%) identified as being from private for-profit institutions.

Opinions about Mis/Disinformation Impacts and Solutions
The first matrix of questions asked respondents to rate their level of agreement with several 
statements about the impacts of and potential responses to mis/disinformation. While there 
was some general agreement, there was also substantial variance in the answers, especially 
for certain statements. The majority of respondents expressed some concern about the spread 
of mis/disinformation in general. Specifically, 94 percent of respondents strongly agreed or 
agreed that they are concerned about the spread of mis/disinformation on social media, and 
93 percent strongly agreed or agreed that they are concerned about the spread of mis/disin-
formation in news media. However, only 46 percent of respondents strongly agreed or agreed 
that they are concerned about the spread of mis/disinformation in their field/discipline, while 
29 percent strongly disagreed or disagreed with that statement. There were no statistically 
significant differences for this question, but the responses did vary widely by field. For in-
stance, 73 percent of respondents in the health sciences and 60 percent of respondents in the 

FIGURE 1
Respondents by Discipline
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natural sciences strongly agreed or agreed that they are concerned about the spread of mis/
disinformation in their field, while 100 percent of respondents in communications and jour-
nalism, 43 percent of respondents in math, computer science, and technology, and 38 percent 
of respondents in business strongly disagreed or disagreed with that statement.

Several other statements showed relatively strong consensus. For instance, 89 percent of 
respondents strongly agreed or agreed that instruction in news literacy competencies is im-
portant in combating mis/disinformation, with most (72%) strongly agreeing, and 85 percent 
strongly agreed or agreed that the spread of mis/disinformation is a threat to democracy. 
Similarly, 88 percent strongly agreed or agreed that the spread of mis/disinformation impacts 
students’ ability to find reliable and trustworthy information. Despite strong agreement 
that news literacy skills are important and students’ ability to evaluate information is being 
impacted by mis/disinformation, respondents were somewhat more varied in their opinions 
about how to address news literacy. In total, 75 percent strongly agreed or agreed that instruc-
tors in higher education have a responsibility to teach news literacy skills, but less than half 
of those (42%) strongly agreed with the statement. Further, 14 percent strongly disagreed or 
disagreed that instructors in higher education have such a responsibility. 

Respondents were similarly split in their opinions about other responses to mis/disinfor-
mation. While two-thirds (66%) strongly agreed or agreed that human-driven fact-checking 
sources are important in combating mis/disinformation, 22 percent strongly disagreed or dis-
agreed with that statement. Just under half of respondents (49%) strongly agreed or agreed that 
the spread of mis/disinformation on social media should be regulated, while nearly one-third 
(32%) strongly disagreed or disagreed. Just over one-third (39%) strongly agreed or agreed 
that artificial intelligence solutions such as better algorithms are important for combating mis/
disinformation, 20 percent strongly disagreed or disagreed, and a plurality (41%) are neutral. 
Figure 2 shows the full breakdown of responses to these statements.

FIGURE 2
Responses to Agreement Statements
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Differences across Disciplines
The study explored whether differences exist across disciplines in faculty attitudes toward 
and responses to mis/disinformation. The crosstab function in Qualtrics was used to run chi-
squared tests of the responses to agreement statements by discipline. Some questions showed 
consistency across disciplines. The vast majority of respondents across disciplines strongly 
agreed or agreed that they are concerned about the spread of mis/disinformation on social 
media. Concern about the impact of mis/disinformation on students’ ability to find reliable 
and trustworthy sources was similarly consistent across disciplines, with a majority agreeing 
that this is a concern. Likewise, a majority in each discipline agreed that instruction in news 
literacy is important in combating mis/disinformation, although, interestingly, 33 percent of 
respondents in both literature/languages and art/art history/theater strongly disagreed with 
that statement. Not a single respondent from any other discipline strongly disagreed that 
news literacy is important.

For other questions, there was some substantial variance in responses by discipline. While 
the vast majority of respondents report being concerned about the spread of mis/disinfor-
mation in the news media, a full 100 percent of respondents in the natural sciences, history, 
education, and social work strongly agreed with that statement, while respondents in other 
fields were somewhat more varied. In math, computer science, and technology, for instance, 
43 percent strongly agree and 29 percent agree with that statement, but another 29 percent 
strongly disagree. Likewise, 83 percent of respondents in literature and languages strongly 
agree, but 17 percent strongly disagree. Respondents also varied across disciplines with regard 
to their concern about the spread of mis/disinformation in their field. For instance, faculty in 
health sciences showed the most concern, with 73 percent strongly or somewhat agreeing they 
are concerned about the spread of mis/disinformation in their field, followed by two-thirds 
(66%) in literature/languages and art/art history/theater. Some fields showed more moderate 
concern, with 60 percent in natural science, 54 percent of respondents in the social sciences, 50 

FIGURE 3
I am concerned about the impact of mis/disinformation in my field/discipline
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percent in social work, and 50 percent in history strongly or somewhat agreeing. Conversely, 
100 percent of respondents in communications and journalism and 66 percent in education 
strongly or somewhat disagreed with that statement. Forty-two percent of respondents in math/
computer science/technology somewhat disagreed that they are concerned by the spread of 
mis/disinformation in their field, and 57 percent are neutral. Business faculty showed the most 
variance within a field, with 37 percent strongly or somewhat agreeing, 37 percent strongly or 
somewhat disagreeing, and 25 percent neutral. Figure 3 shows the full range of responses to the 
statement “I am concerned about the impact of mis/disinformation in my field” by discipline. 

While faculty were fairly consistent across disciplines with regard to the importance of 
news literacy instruction as an intervention for mis/disinformation, they were more varied 
in response to other interventions. Fifty-eight percent of health sciences faculty strongly or 
somewhat agreed that AI interventions are important, closely followed by 57 percent of math/
computer science/technology faculty and 50 percent of social work faculty. Other disciplines 
were more skeptical of AI solutions, with 50 percent of art/art history/theater faculty strongly 
disagreeing or disagreeing that they are important, followed by 33 percent of literature/lan-
guages and communications/journalist faculty. A similar split across disciplines surfaced with 
regard to human-driven fact-checkers as an intervention, with 100 percent of social work and 
history faculty strongly or somewhat agreeing this is an important intervention, followed by 
78 percent of social sciences faculty, 75 percent of faculty in business, 70 percent in natural 
sciences, 67 percent in health sciences, and 66 percent in literature/languages, communication/
journalism, and education. On the other hand, 67 percent of faculty in art/art history/theater 
and 43 percent in math/computer science/technology strongly or somewhat disagreed that 
human-driven fact-checkers are important interventions. Figures 4 and 5 show the breakdown 
by discipline of these two statements.

FIGURE 4
Artificial intelligence solutions (better algorithms, etc.) are important in combatting mis/

disinformation
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Despite some substantial variance across disciplines in responses to these statements, 
chi-squared tests revealed only one statistically significant difference, for agreement with the 
statement “the spread of mis/disinformation is a threat to democracy” (p = 0.028). While a 
strong majority across disciplines strongly or somewhat agreed with this statement, faculty 
in some disciplines were more skeptical. For instance, 20 percent of faculty in health sciences 
strongly disagreed and 20 percent were neutral; one-third of communications and journal-
ist faculty somewhat disagreed with the statement; 17 percent of art/art history/theater and 
literature/language faculty strongly disagreed; and 17 percent of art/art history/theater and 
math/computer science/technology faculty were neutral. Figure 6 shows the breakdown of 
responses to this question.

Addressing Mis/Disinformation in the Classroom
A majority of respondents (67%) reported that they had addressed issues of mis/disinformation 
in their classrooms over the past year. However, 16 respondents skipped this question, and 
several disciplines were not represented in the findings for this question. Requiring students 
to cite trustworthy sources in assignments is the most popular method for addressing mis/
disinformation (28%), followed by requiring students to argue positions using trustworthy 
sources (20%), and incorporating news literacy instruction (19%). Fewer respondents reported 
assessing students’ ability to evaluate mis/disinformation (10%), including using assignments 
requiring students to identify mis/disinformation (9%). Respondents were also given an op-
portunity to write in other methods they use to address mis/disinformation and six partici-
pants did so, usually describing specific activities or lessons. For instance, one participant 
spends time teaching about peer review, another has students “practice turning reasonable 

FIGURE 5
Human-driven fact-checking resources (Politifact, etc.) are important interventions in 

combatting mis/disinformation
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information into mis/disinformation propaganda pieces,” while another says they “explained 
how statistics about Covid are being misrepresented to make it seem worse than it really is.”

Faculty across disciplines varied somewhat with regard to whether they addressed mis/
disinformation in their classes, but the difference was not statistically significant. Faculty in 
the social sciences were the most likely to address mis/disinformation in class (92%), followed 
by the natural sciences (80%), and health sciences and literature/languages (67% each). On the 
other hand, there were some statistically significant differences in the methods faculty used 
to teach about mis/disinformation across the disciplines. Specifically, there was a statistically 
significant difference in whether faculty require students to cite trustworthy information in 
assignments (p = 0.03). In most disciplines, 100 percent of faculty report using this requirement, 
but only 67 percent of education faculty, 63 percent of faculty in the natural sciences, and 33 
percent of faculty in math/computer science/technology report using this requirement. There 
was also a statistically significant difference with regard to requiring students to argue a posi-
tion using trustworthy information (p = 0.04). One hundred percent of faculty in literature/
languages and communications/journalism require students to do this, followed by 75 percent 
of faculty in social sciences and business. Faculty in the natural sciences and math/computer 
science/technology were the least likely to report this requirement (38% and 33% respectively).

Only 28 faculty responded that they have not addressed mis/disinformation in their 
courses, and the number within each discipline was low. These respondents were asked 
to indicate why they have not addressed the topic. Interestingly, the highest percentage of 
respondents (48%) indicated they do not teach mis/disinformation in their classes because 
the concepts are not relevant to their field/discipline. This was also the only choice to show a 
statistically significant difference (p = 0.03). Somewhat startlingly, 100 percent of respondents 

FIGURE 6
The spread of mis/disinformation is a threat to democracy
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to this question in health sciences, math/computer science/technology, and literature indicated 
that mis/disinformation is not relevant to their field. Conversely, no faculty in the natural or 
social sciences indicated that these concepts were irrelevant to their field. Five respondents 
submitted other reasons for not addressing mis/disinformation, with one respondent saying 
faculty could use “more focused training on pedagogy in this issue,” and another stating that 
“any such content would be ideologically skewed, usually to the left.”

Working with a Librarian
A majority of respondents (79%) have not worked with a librarian to address news literacy 
or mis/disinformation in their courses. The responses varied by discipline, with literature/
language faculty being most likely to have worked with a librarian (75% worked with a librar-
ian) and social work, education, and math/computer science/technology the least likely (100% 
had not worked with a librarian). However, there was no statistically significant difference 
for this question. 

Those faculty who had worked with a librarian reported using a variety of methods in 
doing so. Having a librarian guest-lecture in one or more classes and referring students to 
librarians for research assistance were the most popular methods at 31 percent each, followed 
by pointing students to research guides from the library (19%) and consulting with a librar-
ian to design activities or assignments (14%). Only 6 percent say they consult with a librarian 
when assessing student work in this area. 

Student Proficiencies
Participants were asked to rate their undergraduate students’ new literacy proficiencies on a 
5-point scale from very proficient to not at all proficient. Virtually across the board, partici-
pants’ ratings clustered around the middle of the scale, with students generally being rated 
as somewhat proficient on each skill. Students received the highest ratings for evaluating 
information for relevance, with 33 percent of respondents rating them very proficient or 
proficient in this skill, followed by selecting appropriate information to complete a research 

FIGURE 7
Student Proficiency Ratings
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assignment at 29 percent. Students received the lowest ratings for identifying mis/disinforma-
tion in scholarly sources, with 63 percent of respondents rating them as not at all proficient or 
weak in this area, followed by evaluating the research methods presented in a paper (48% not 
at all proficient or weak), and evaluating information sources for bias (43% not at all proficient 
or weak). Interestingly, there were no statistically significant differences across disciplines in 
ratings of student proficiencies. Figure 7 shows the breakdown of responses for this question. 

Interviews
Only six participants agreed to be interviewed. Because the number of interviewees was so 
low, their comments cannot be taken as representative of their fields, or used to make gener-
alizations. However, their input does help to contextualize some of the survey findings and 
offer some additional insight into how some faculty are approaching these issues. All of the 
interviewees indicated that they were concerned about the spread of mis/disinformation in 
general, and they identified various causes. The interviewees broadly identified their fields as 
biology, business/accounting, creative writing, history, psychology, and social work. Several 
interviewees lamented that people do not take the time to vet their sources, and some also 
pointed to the issue of confirmation bias, or the tendency for people to accept information 
that reinforces their existing worldview even in the face of contradictory evidence. As one 
interviewee put it, “people used to go listen to the news to hear the news and now they go 
listen for validation.” Some of them also pointed to the growing partisan divide and the dif-
ficulty that poses for having civil disagreements.

Despite shared concerns about mis/disinformation, the interviewees varied as to whether 
they had incorporated instruction on these topics in their courses. The accounting, biology, 
creative writing, and history professors were not currently addressing this topic. However, the 
biology, history, and creative writing instructors discussed the importance of teaching critical 
thinking and analysis skills; they just did not frame it within the areas of mis/disinformation. 
For instance, the biology professor noted that he spends substantial time on scientific literacy 
topics, including distinguishing between primary and secondary literature and assessing re-
search paper methodologies, skills that could be valuable for evaluating mis/disinformation 
as well. This participant also intimated that he might like to do more on the topic but did not 
necessarily feel confident about “how to kind of put an explanatory lecture together to talk 
about that.” This sentiment seemed to echo a response to the open-ended survey question 
indicating a need for more pedagogical training on teaching about mis/disinformation. The 
creative writing professor indicated that he had taught a course on conspiracy theories in the 
past and, given its relevance to the current moment, was interested in teaching it again. The 
accounting professor suggested that issues of mis/disinformation were less relevant to his 
field, stating that within the business school “we tend to stick to teaching the topics and not 
anything else around it.” 

The psychology and social work professors both addressed issues of mis/disinformation 
directly in their courses and talked about specific lessons or approaches they had designed. 
The psychology professor had one class doing a course project on fake news, involving field 
research, while the social work professor posed questions to her classes on hot button topics 
like climate change and vaccines; she had students find and evaluate resources to take a po-
sition on the topics. The social work professor noted that she discusses how to evaluate web 
resources as well as scholarly resources, and the psychology professor discussed the need to 
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assess peer-reviewed sources rather than assuming that they are necessarily accurate because 
they have been peer-reviewed.

Five of the six interviewees said that they had worked with a librarian in their courses 
in the past, although not necessarily on mis/disinformation topics. Only the accounting pro-
fessor had never worked with a librarian. Of the five who had worked with a librarian, all 
had invited librarians to speak in their classes, and the social work librarian had consulted 
with a librarian to design a tutorial for her classes. In general, the participants focused on 
the librarians’ role in helping students search databases and find information as opposed to 
evaluating information or other higher-level, critical thinking skills. All spoke very highly 
of the librarians with whom they had worked, often mentioning them by name, referencing 
conversations outside of the classroom, and commenting on their expertise.

The interviewees were cautiously positive in their assessment of student skills with mis/
disinformation, saying students “have a lot of common sense,” a “gut ability to see something 
that is outrageous and know that it is,” and that they “already know how to assess whether 
something is true, or whether something is ‘trueish’.” The psychology and social work pro-
fessors were a bit more granular in their analysis of their students’ skills. The psychology 
professor said, “for the most part they are doing a good job with what we’re asking them to 
do,” but she also observed that her students tend to think that other people are more likely 
to be fooled by mis/disinformation, but generally believe they will not be, a phenomenon 
known as the third-party effect. She also noted that her students seem to have a harder time 
analyzing issues to which they are more emotionally connected, as well as analyzing and un-
derstanding positions that conflict with their own beliefs. Likewise, the social work professor 
discussed specific examples of students who would ignore evidence and discount reliable 
sources that contradicted their positions. Both the psychology and social work professors 
noted that they see a difference between upper- and lowerclassmen, with the older students 
having more developed skills. The psychology professor specifically mentioned attempting 
to scaffold these skills. 

One unanticipated finding from the interviews was a concern expressed by three in-
terviewees about addressing topics that might be viewed as partisan or political. Without 
prompting, these participants self-identified at different points on the political spectrum 
from progressive/liberal to conservative, but each expressed similar concerns about how 
discussions on political topics might be received by students. For instance, one participant 
mentioned a colleague who is upfront about their political stance with their students. In 
contrast, this participant stated, “I don’t take a position. I don’t espouse my personal views 
I believe that’s inappropriate. Again I’ve been paid to educate my students in [the field]. Full 
stop.” He went on to say that, when he brings examples into the classroom, he is “very careful 
to keep them nonbiased.” Another participant noted that he introduces various theoretical 
perspectives, such as critical race, queer theory, and postcolonialism, as lenses for interpret-
ing course content, but he said he is always clear with his students that he is presenting 
these theories as part of the scholarly conversation, not advocating for any of them. This 
interviewee expressed some discomfort with taking this approach but felt it was necessary 
“on the off chance that somebody gets the idea that, you know, I’m like, you know, trying to 
indoctrinate—that’s supposedly—allegedly that’s what we do on college campuses.” A third 
participant shared some concern about students seeing them as “somebody who’s trying to 
push a political agenda.” 
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It was unclear whether these concerns were directly tied to or arising from conversations 
of mis/disinformation. However, given how politically charged many of these issues are, and 
the fact that the three interviewees who brought up these concerns were also not currently 
engaging with mis/disinformation topics in class (though at least one had in the past), it is 
possible that concerns about being perceived as having a political agenda could be hindering 
some instructors from addressing mis/disinformation issues in the classroom.

Discussion
The findings of this study show that faculty across disciplines are concerned about the impact 
of mis/disinformation in general, and they believe their students are not especially proficient 
in the news literacy skills necessary to identify and evaluate mis/disinformation. Although 
most faculty think news literacy skills are important, they vary in the extent to which they 
are addressing issues of mis/disinformation in their classrooms, and their reasons for not ad-
dressing the topic vary. Of those who are addressing mis/disinformation, few report working 
with librarians. Aside from news literacy skills, faculty vary with regard to which solutions 
they believe to be most important for combating mis/disinformation. The differences across 
disciplines were a focal point of this study, and, whether statistically significant or not, they 
provide some context for what is happening in the classroom. 

At least half of faculty across disciplines believe news literacy skills are important in 
combating mis/disinformation, and most believe instructors in higher education have some 
responsibility to teach these skills. Importantly, although there was variance, there was no 
statistically significant difference across disciplines as to whether faculty addressed mis/
disinformation topics in their classrooms. Math/computer science/technology and art/art 
history were the only fields with more than half of instructors reporting that they do not ad-
dress these topics. Business was split in half, with 50 percent reporting they do address mis/
disinformation, and 50 percent saying they do not. Most other fields were substantially higher, 
with 92 percent of social sciences faculty saying they teach about mis/disinformation. This 
finding suggests that, while students in majors or disciplines like math, computer science, 
and art might be somewhat less likely to receive explicit instruction in mis/disinformation, 
all students have at least some chance of receiving such instruction. Those faculty who are 
addressing mis/disinformation use a range of methods to do so, including explicit instruc-
tion on the topic, various assignments that require students to identify and use trustworthy 
sources and, in some cases, assessment of student skill in this area. 

The fact that faculty across the disciplines are concerned about mis/disinformation 
and about their students’ abilities in this area, and that just over two-thirds are addressing 
the topic in their classes, could have implications for academic librarians. Virtually all of 
the interviewees acknowledged librarians to be experts in this area, suggesting there may 
be a role for librarians to offer support in teaching to this topic. Indeed, those faculty who 
have worked with a librarian on this topic often drew on the kinds of guides, tutorials, and 
tools that librarians have been creating, in addition to inviting librarians to speak in their 
classes. Nevertheless, few instructors report working directly with librarians on instruc-
tion for mis/disinformation. It is not clear from the survey itself why so few instructors are 
working with librarians, but time could be a factor. At least one interviewee noted that he 
had had librarians come into his classes in the past, but that he tends to cover the material 
himself now.
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Another reason might be a lack of awareness about the kind of support librarians can 
offer. Virtually all of the interviewees who reported working with a librarian described the 
librarian’s role as helping students to search databases, find peer-reviewed articles, and dis-
tinguish between popular and scholarly sources, all of which are more task- or process-based 
skills, as opposed to the high-order critical thinking skills needed to evaluate information and 
its sources. Given that there is some evidence that faculty believe students’ search skills are 
at least adequate while concerns about their ability to evaluate information persist,39 faculty 
may feel little impetus to invite librarians to their classes if they anticipate the instruction 
will focus mostly on searching. Librarians may have to engage in outreach to raise awareness 
about the range of topics and skills they can address, especially with regard to identifying 
and evaluating mis/disinformation. 

It could also be important for librarians to better understand why some faculty are not 
addressing mis/disinformation in their classrooms. Although no respondents said the topic 
was unimportant, faculty gave several reasons for not addressing this topic. Many participants 
indicated that they do not have time to address this content, and many believed it should be 
addressed elsewhere in the curriculum. Given that most faculty do think topics associated 
with mis/disinformation and news literacy skills are important, and most want to see them 
addressed somewhere within the curriculum, there might be some opportunities for librarians 
within general education and extracurricular programs to support news literacy instruction. 
Assuming that news literacy, like information literacy, is often relegated to general education 
and lower-level courses,40 librarians might begin by working with faculty who coordinate 
those courses to provide resources and support. They could also explore offering workshops, 
research appointments, and other support services focused on mis/disinformation outside of 
the classroom to reduce the amount of class time necessary. 

However, as with information literacy, these general education and extracurricular ap-
proaches to news literacy are necessarily limited and likely to be inadequate, as they typically 
address generic rather than discipline-specific skills and do not allow for scaffolding skill de-
velopment over time. Such an approach also belies the importance faculty supposedly put on 
these skills. Interestingly, there was a statistically significant difference for discipline faculty 
who contend that the content was not relevant to their discipline. Although the numbers were 
small, 100 percent of faculty in health sciences/medicine, math/computer science/technology, 
and literature/languages who said they did not address mis/disinformation in their classrooms 
said that the content was not relevant to their discipline. 

It might be conceivable that issues of mis/disinformation, which are generally focused 
on factual disputes, might not seem relevant to literature courses focusing on fiction, poetry, 
or creative writing. However, as the creative writing professor noted in the interview, these 
courses do teach close reading and critical thinking skills, which are directly relevant to in-
formation and news literacy. It is much harder to imagine how faculty in health sciences or 
math and computer science could argue that these topics are not relevant to their disciplines, 
given the amount of attention focused on mis/disinformation related to public health issues 
like COVID-19 and vaccines, and on the role of technology and issues like algorithmic bias, 
filter bubbles, and echo chambers in facilitating the spread of mis/disinformation. The nature 
of this survey, as well as the low response rate, make it challenging to infer why some faculty 
would view mis/disinformation as irrelevant to their field. Perhaps some courses are truly 
so narrowly focused that discussions of mis/disinformation would not be relevant although, 



238  College & Research Libraries March 2022

again, it is hard to imagine any area of health sciences where that would be true. Regardless, 
librarians should be aware that, in some cases, and perhaps especially in some disciplines, 
faculty might not be receptive to outreach focused on mis/disinformation. Future research 
might probe this area. 

Interestingly, two participants expressed some uneasiness with their own ability to teach 
about mis/disinformation. In response to the open-ended survey question, one participant 
who identified as a history instructor wrote that “as instructors we probably could use more 
focused training in pedagogy on this issue.” That sentiment was echoed in the interview por-
tion of the study by the biology professor. Although he was confident in his own fact-checking 
and evaluative abilities, he noted that he did not feel that he had the expertise to develop 
an in-depth lecture or lesson on mis/disinformation, stating “that’s kind of where I feel the 
weakest.” Although these are only two participants’ thoughts, it is possible that they reflect 
a wider swath of instructors, and this could signal an opportunity for librarians to provide 
professional development and pedagogical training for these instructors. Librarians could 
present history and theory of mis/disinformation, discuss tools and techniques for identifying 
and evaluating mis/disinformation with an emphasis on critical thinking, and share activities 
and learning objects that could be integrated into courses. Because the ratio of librarians to 
students generally makes it impossible for librarians to embed into or guest-lecture in more 
than a few courses each semester, this sort of “train the trainer” approach might increase the 
number of students exposed to instruction on mis/disinformation by allowing faculty to incor-
porate the instruction into their lessons themselves. As such, this approach could also alleviate 
the need to take up class time with one-shot sessions. Perhaps such training could also help 
some faculty see the connections between issues of mis/disinformation and their discipline.

One of the more interesting results of this study is that, despite some substantial variance 
in responses, there were very few statistically significant differences among the disciplines. This 
finding stands somewhat in contrast to Weiss et al., who made a greater case for disciplinary 
differences with regard to mis/disinformation. Notably, however, Weiss’s study focused more 
narrowly on definitions, whereas this study took a somewhat broader view. However, even 
when this study found variance, it was often as much within disciplines as across disciplines. 
And, interestingly, those findings were sometimes contradictory. For instance, although 50 
percent of literature/language faculty strongly or somewhat disagreed that they have a respon-
sibility to teach news literacy skills, 67 percent indicated that they have addressed issues of 
mis/disinformation in their classes. This discrepancy could reflect the fact that literature and 
language teachers often bear responsibility for teaching in general education courses, which 
might be more likely to focus on current events and/or to have learning outcomes related to 
information and related literacies. Whatever the reason, overall findings suggest that there is 
substantial interest in mis/disinformation topics and in teaching news literacy skills somewhere 
within the curriculum, and that resistance or hesitancy to teach those topics might be more 
a function of individual faculty’s sense of the topic and time pressures than an inherently 
discipline-based difference.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates that faculty across disciplines are broadly concerned about the im-
pacts of mis/disinformation, but they vary in the extent to which they are incorporating mis/
disinformation topics into their courses, and few are working with librarians on the topic. 
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While the variable lack of attention to mis/disinformation and low levels of collabora-
tion with librarians may be somewhat discouraging, the study also points to opportunities 
for librarians. The findings also reveal that most faculty agree that news literacy skills are 
important. They largely believe that their students’ news and information literacy skills need 
some improvement, especially with regard to evaluating information, and many feel some 
responsibility for teaching these skills. Interviewees were strongly supportive of their librar-
ians, acknowledging their expertise. Librarians could build on these good feelings and general 
interest in the topic to promote greater attention to mis/disinformation in the curriculum. 
Through outreach efforts, librarians could raise awareness about the topic and about the range 
of news literacy skills they can support, with an emphasis on evaluation and critical thinking 
over search skills. They might also focus on “train the trainer” approaches to provide faculty 
with the knowledge and pedagogical background to feel more confident in addressing these 
topics themselves.
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APPENDIX. Faculty Perceptions of Mis/Disinformation and News 
Literacy
Your response to the following survey is greatly appreciated. I am a faculty member at Sim-
mons University School of Library and Information Science currently studying misinforma-
tion and news literacy in undergraduate programs. You have been randomly selected as a 
teaching faculty member whose primary teaching responsibility is at the undergraduate level. 
Your responses to this brief survey will assist other faculty members, librarians, and library 
directors plan for curricula to improve student learning in this important competency. 

The survey should take about 10–15 minutes to complete. During the survey you may choose 
to stop participation at any time.

You will not be asked to provide any personally identifiable information. At the end of the 
survey, you will be asked if you are willing to be contacted for a brief follow-up interview. 
If you are interested, you will be redirected to a separate form, so your name will not be at-
tached to your survey responses. 

If you have any questions about this survey, you can contact Laura Saunders at Simmons 
College: laura.saunders@simmons.edu. You can also contact the Human Protections Admin-
istrator in the Simmons College Office of Sponsored Programs at 617-521-2415 with questions 
about the study ethics.

Thank you very much, in advance, for sharing your experience and ideas!
Laura Saunders, PhD
Assistant Professor
Simmons College Graduate School of Library and Information Science

START SURVEY
This survey uses the following definitions:
Misinformation: Inaccurate information shared by accident
Disinformation: Inaccurate information shared on purpose to mislead/deceive
News literacy: “critical-thinking skills for analyzing and judging the reliability of news and 
information, differentiating among facts, opinions and assertions in the media we consume, 
create and distribute.”—schooljournalism.org 

1. Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements (strongly agree to 
strongly disagree):
a. I am concerned about the impact of mis/disinformation in news media
b. I am concerned about the impact of mis/disinformation on social media
c. I am concerned about the impact of mis/disinformation in my field/discipline
d. The spread of mis/disinformation impacts my students’ ability to identify reliable 

and trustworthy information
e. The spread of mis/disinformation should be regulated on social media
f. The spread of mis/disinformation should not be regulated
g. News literacy is an important skill
h. Instruction in news literacy competencies is important in combatting mis/disin-

formation
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i. Artificial intelligence solutions (better algorithms and the like) are important in 
combating mis/disinformation

j. Human-driven fact-checking resources (Politifact and others) are important in-
terventions in combating mis/disinformation

k. Instructors in higher education have a responsibility to teach news literacy skills
2. I have addressed the problems of mis/disinformation in one or more classes I have 

taught over the past year
a. Yes/no (If yes, go to question 4; if no, go to question 3)

3. What are some of the reasons you do not address mis/disinformation in your classes 
[check all that apply]?
a. I do not have time to add this content
b. This content is not relevant to my field/discipline
c. This content is not important
d. This content is important but should be addressed elsewhere in the curriculum
e. Students have already learned these concepts
f. Other [please specify]

[Go to Question 8]
4. How have you addressed issues of mis/disinformation in any of your courses [check 

all that apply]?
a. I include assignments or activities that require students to identify mis/disinfor-

mation in one or more classes that I teach
b. I incorporated instruction on news literacy skills (finding and evaluating infor-

mation, identifying mis/disinformation) in one or more of my courses during 
the last year

c. I require students to cite trustworthy information in their assignments
d. I require students to argue positions using trustworthy information
e. I assess student ability to identify mis/disinformation in one or more classes that 

I teach
f. I assess student ability to evaluate mis/disinformation in one or more classes 

that I teach
g. Other [please specify]

5. Thinking about the undergraduate students you have taught during the last year, 
please rate your students’ proficiency in the following areas (very proficient to not 
at all proficient):
a. Identifying mis/disinformation in popular sources (news media, social media, 

and other popular sources)
b. Identifying mis/disinformation in scholarly sources
c. Distinguishing between popular and scholarly resources
d. Searching for information 
e. Evaluating information for authority
f. Evaluating information for relevance
g. Evaluating information for trustworthiness
h. Evaluating the arguments or methods presented in a paper
i. Evaluating information sources for bias
j. Selecting appropriate information to complete a research assignment
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k. Selecting appropriate information to support an argument
6. Have you ever worked with a librarian in addressing mis/disinformation or news 

literacy in any of your courses?
a. Yes/no (If yes, go to question 7; if no, go to question 8) 

7. What are some of the ways that you have worked with a librarian [check all that 
apply]?
a.  A librarian has guest-lectured in one or more class sessions 
b. I consulted with a librarian when designing activities or assignments with news 

literacy or mis/disinformation components
c. I consulted with a librarian when assessing student work
d. I refer students to the librarians for assistance with research
e. I point students to a guide/handout from the library
f. Other [please specify]

8. Is there anything else that you would like to add?
9. In what field do you primarily teach?
10. What is your position?

a. Tenure-track faculty/untenured
b. Tenured faculty
c. Contract faculty/full-time
d. Adjunct/part-time
e. Teaching assistant
f. Other, please specify

11. How many years have you been teaching at the college level?
a. >5
b. 6–10
c. 11–15
d. 16–20
e. 20+

12. Which best describes your institution?
a. Public
b. Private, not-for-profit
c. Private, for-profit

13. What is your institution’s basic Carnegie Classification?
a. Doctoral University
b. Master’s College or University
c. Baccalaureate College
d. Baccalaureate/Associate’s College
e. Associate’s College
f. Special Focus
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