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Overview

FINDINGS: Young people’s interaction with political information is complex, heterogeneous, and influenced by family.

What is critical information literacy?
Critical information literacy is an approach to 

information literacy instruction which focuses on 

developing critical consciousness in learners. The 

approach supports the development of practical 

skills and techniques, ways of thinking critically 

and acknowledging the reasons behind the 

attitudes and opinions held. These abilities help 

people to understand the nature of the 

information to which they are exposed, assess its 

qualities and use the information to participate 

meaningfully in formal and informal political 

processes. Critical pedagogical theory has not yet 

widely been applied to library and information 

science, but is recommended as an area for 

research (Kapitzke 2003; Doherty and Ketchner 

2005; Elmborg 2006; Accardi et al. 2010; 

Eryaman 2010; Whitworth 2011).
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Information Sources

Politics in Everyday Life
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Where do you get information about politics/current events?

Participants were 

asked to write down 

three issues in the 

world that they were 

concerned about. This 

could include national 

and international social 

issues, things that 

directly affected them 

or the world in general. 

Recurring issues were 

the welfare system, 

money, education, 

unemployment and 

immigration.

Political Participation and Awareness
Research suggests that political engagement of 

young people is declining (Hansard Society 

2013). Research has also suggested that young 

people lack critical literacy skills (Whitworth 

2009). A potential solution is critical education to 

increase awareness and knowledge (Whitworth 

2009). This research, which involved fieldwork in 

a secondary school with participants aged 14-15, 

contributes to an understanding of how critical 

information literacy can increase political agency. 

It is based on the belief that access to information 

is not enough for meaningful engagement and 

participation; critical skills enable the identification 

of misinformation and other information issues.

A variety of ‘literacies’ are 

conceptualised to describe the 

skills and techniques librarians 

are involved in the instruction of. 

Critical literacy is often 

considered a central element 

(Hovious 2013) but there is no 

consensus around what the 

various literacies should be 

called or how they relate to each 

other. Information literacy as a 

general area has been criticised 

for not engaging in substantive 

political issues (Kapitzke 2003; 

Gage 2004;  Elmborg 2010).
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Young People and Politics

Although young people are often presented as 

uninterested, passive and disengaged from 

politics and social issues, research has found 

that this is not necessarily the case (Manning 

2013). Many young people show an interest in 

single issues rather than politics in general, 

which they are disenchanted with and distrustful 

of (like many adults). It is important to take a 

broad view of ‘politics’ and ‘political information’ 

when looking at the relationship between young 

people and the information to which they are 

exposed.

Research Questions

1. What are the qualitatively different ways young people 

understand political information?

2. What sources of information about politics and current events 

are young people exposed to?

3. When encountering political information, are young people 

applying critical literacy skills? 

4. How can critical information literacy contribute to the 

development of young people’s political agency?

Methodology

A phenomenographic, mixed methods 

approach was taken to explore how the 

participants perceive the research phenomena 

and uncover variations within the participant 

group. Repertory grid interviews elicited 

elements and constructs from participants with 

minimal direction from the researcher. Critical 

theories will be applied to the qualitative data 

once phenomenographic coding is completed, 

to provide political and social dimension to 

understand the research phenomena. 

Recommendations will be theoretically based 

to ensure that praxis supports the justice-

focused goals of critical information literacy 

(Smith 2013). 

Participants were 

asked to draw a 

timeline of a typical day 

and identify where 

politics of any kind 

plays a role in their 

lives. The teacher 

suggested examples 

and students came up 

with their own ideas. 

Topics included 

education, news 

media, food, family and 

the economy.

Initial Findings
• Participants get information from a 

variety of sources, which influence 

their opinions and worldviews.

• There is little consideration of issues 

such as bias.

• Great trust is placed in news media, 

particularly the BBC, to report on 

issues that “matter” and to report the 

“whole story”.

• Participants were not confident in their 

political knowledge and many worry 

about making “wrong” decisions.

Newspapers ITV News Calendar Daybreak Capital FM BBC R1 Mum Google Grandma Friends
Exaggerated 4 8 8 9 6 6 7 6 7 6 Precise
Explanation 8 4 4 2 10 10 4 5 4 8 Main point

See visual images 5 4 4 7 10 10 8 5 8 8 Imagine for yourself
Less believable 3 8 8 9 10 10 5 7 5 4 More believable
Does lie 5 10 10 10 10 10 6 10 6 5 Doesn't lie
Trying to persuade 2 10 10 10 10 10 6 8 6 5 Not trying to persuade me
Unnecessary info 4 3 3 2 8 8 4 8 4 2 Just contains info needed
Longer time 10 8 8 2 10 10 5 8 5 4 Shorter time

Straight to the point 7 3 3 8 2 2 8 3 10 10 Discussion
Reporters not there 4 10 10 5 1 1 1 1 1 1 Reporters are there
Less interesting 8 7 7 6 4 4 6 5 6 8 More interesting

Believing their opinion 5 3 3 4 8 8 10 4 10 10 Taking your own opinion
Understand less 7 10 10 10 10 10 8 8 8 10 Understand more

Aimed at kids 8 8 8 9 6 8 8 9 8 6 Aimed at adults (7 is self)
Biased 4 10 10 10 10 10 5 10 5 2 Unbiased

Can't have a discussion 1 1 1 1 1 1 10 1 10 10 Can have a discussion
One opinion 1 4 4 10 1 1 6 5 5 1 Lots of opinions

Wouldn't argue with 7 2 2 7 2 2 10 4 10 10 Would argue with
Thinking different 5 10 10 7 10 10 3 8 4 1 Thinking the same

Source understands less 7 10 10 10 10 10 2 8 2 2 Source understands more
Less comfortable 4 10 10 8 8 8 4 8 4 3 More comfortable
After it happens 6 10 10 6 10 10 8 8 8 10 As it happens
Doesn't change opinion 7 10 10 6 6 6 8 6 8 10 Changes my opinion

Example of repertory grid with elements (information sources) and constructs (thoughts 

about similarities and differences between sources). Participants were encouraged to think 

about the places they get information about politics, current events and the world around 

them. Participants then compared the elements in pairs, providing an insight into how they 

perceive different information sources.
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Questionnaires

• A short questionnaire to measure 

political knowledge

• Data used to give a sense of the 

knowledge of the participants

Repertory Grid Interviews

• Interviews structured around the 

question “what places, people and 

things do you get information from 

about politics and current events?”

• Rest of interview led by 

participants

Class Observation & Activities

• Observation of Sociology and 

History lessons to give insight into 

group dynamics and individuals’ 

participation, how students 

discuss topics with teachers and 

each other

Focus Groups

• Groups of 6-8 participants

• Content developed through 

emerging themes in other data

• Semi-structured to keep to topic 

but participants able to lead
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