
 

Empowering Autonomous Learning through Information Competencies 

 
Information Literacy in the Higher Education Sector  
 
Developing lifelong learners is central to the mission of higher education institutions. Colleges and universities 
provide their graduates with the foundation for continued growth throughout their future careers, as well as in 
their roles as informed citizens and members of communities by ensuring that individuals have the intellectual 
abilities of reasoning and critical thinking, and by helping them to construct a framework for learning how to 
learn. As has already been stressed, Information Literacy is a key component of, and contributor to, lifelong 
learning.  
 
Through EMPATIC’s validation process, it has been determined that:  

 Information Literacy is internationally recognised as a requisite of the Information Society and of the 
Knowledge Economy; 

 the labour market requires flexibility in terms of professional self-requalification and lifelong learning 
attitude. This, in turn, requires IL – inter alia – to dominate the current information environment in HE. 

 
The major challenge to IL in the HE sector is curricular reform, where a number of elements are to be 
considered, including: 

 learning outcomes; 
 recognition of informal learning; 
 flexible, modernised curricula at all levels which correspond to the needs of the labour market 

(transversal skills). 
 
These challenges lead to a number of questions: 

 is Information Literacy a discipline of study? A strong assumption underlying the institutionalisation of 
IL is to recognise that it is a discipline in its own right, to be conceived mainly as "knowledge" rather 
than "ability"; 

 can Information Literacy be inserted into university curricula, for example, like Computer Science? IL is 
a diffused discipline; it is transversal and useful to every course of study; 

 how can Information Literacy be inserted into the Bologna process? A first step should be promoting 
awareness of the importance of IL amongst academics and policy makers; a second step could be to 
insert IL among the learning outcomes of European universities, particularly, among the so-called 
“generic instrumental competencies”.   

 
Examples of Best Practice 
 
EMPATIC has identified a number of good practice examples in the sector, including:  ALFIN-EEES – Skills and 
Competences in Information Management for Learning to Learn Within European Higher Education 
(www.mariapinto.es/alfineees/AlfinEEES.htm); Graduate Information Literacy Module. National University of 
Ireland Galway (www.informationliteracy.ie/); Information Literacy Project, Staffordshire University 
(www.staffs.ac.uk/infoliteracy/index.php), Masters (MA) in Information Literacy, University of Sheffield 
(www.shef.ac.uk/is/prospectivepg/courses/il) and SWIM – Streaming Web-based Information Modules. Swim 
Tutorial – Information Search Strategy. Aalborg University (www.swiminfo.dk/english.html) 
 
Conclusions 
 
The Higher Education landscape in the European Union is undergoing a deep reconfiguration through the 
Bologna process and this could provide an ideal opportunity for Information Literacy to enter the ongoing 
curricular reform.  However, there is a continued lack of awareness about the nature of IL and its differentiation 
with respect to Computer Literacy, Digital Literacy, Media Literacy, etc. Many still believe that capturing 
information through the Internet is sufficient and links IL primarily with computer technology, smooth 
movement in a network and use of the tools of your computer. Academic staff need to be persuaded to accept 
IL as a new discipline or even as an integral part of their own discipline.  
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