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CRITICAL Al LITERACY FOR SUSTAINABLE SCHOLARLY
PUBLISHING

CHELSEA HUMPHRIES

s a librarian, I am on the frontlines of scholarship. I support
A the development of scholars by assisting and instructing un-

dergraduate and graduate students at my mid-sized Canadi-
an university, I support faculty research and conduct my own, and I
disseminate scholarly outputs by building our collections and per-
forming outreach to promote them. Additionally, I work as a co-edi-
tor for a journal in the library and information sciences (LIS). Schol-
arly communication underpins every aspect of my various roles, and
I see how generative Al is impacting its sustainability every day.

Generative text tools in particular, also known as Large Language
Models (LLMs), are powerful in their ability to synthesize vast
amounts of data in natural language. They are emerging in seeming-
ly every digital product at our fingertips, and while they may provide
creative new avenues for research and education, they require a criti-
cal literacy that explicitly invites opportunity for an informed stance
of refusal and resistance prior to their use to avoid harms to scholar-
ship, the people who perform it, and the world in which this work is
done. This is an uncommon perspective, but one that is essential in
ensuring sustainable scholarly publishing as these tools continue to
emerge, proliferate within, and impact academia.

There are many misconceptions and misapplications surrounding
these tools, which I encounter every day in the library and in the
classroom. For example, hallucination—or these tools’ tendencies to
fabricate information (in often too-confident language)—surprises
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many scholars, no matter their stage of career or publishing goals;
frequently, chatting with a generative text tool is incorrectly seen
as an equivalent for running a search in a search engine.’ This mis-
understanding spills into a variety of areas. The thinking that these
tools are all-knowing conversational search engines may augment
students’ abilities to build their critical thinking skills and practice
the research and synthesis necessary to become credible scholars
(and active, critical citizens of the world). Overreliance upon and
cognitive offloading to Al tools are already being seen to influence
critical thinking skills in users (Gerlich; Kosmyna et al.). This is
compounded, insofar as Al-generated summaries and “assistants” are
pervading digital products, providing a shortcut and possible alter-
native to engaging with challenging material directly.

These generated alternatives may also come to devalue the hard
work of scholars who are creating new knowledge in their disci-
plines. That “information has value” is one of the core precepts in
the Association of College and Research Libraries’ (ACRL) Informa-
tion Literacy Framework (2015), and librarians are particularly well-
poised to discuss this devaluation and fight against it. Alongside
generated text summaries, machine-generated texts are now enter-
ing publishers’ frontlists; these range from entirely generated texts
with human editorial oversight,” to texts that blend human-written
material with generated literature reviews (“Springer Nature”). It is
easy to use generative tools to brainstorm, draft, edit, and translate
text, and this may have implications for editorial work and workers.
But, because these tools are prone to error™ and draw from unsus-
tainable amounts of natural resources, the expertise of scholars and
those in scholarly publishing should not be devalued but rather val-
ued more highly, so that we can navigate generative Al use carefully
and thoughtfully, deploying it strategically as befits its multifold and
dramatic impacts upon the world. Librarians in scholarly publishing
can and should advocate for themselves and other experts who are
creating information.

The environmental impact of generative Al tools is staggering. We
have known, nearly since their inception, that the energy and natural
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resource demands of generative Al data centres are high (Meredith).
In particular, the increasing water footprint of generative Al threat-
ens clean water supplies (Pengfei et al.); it also makes unsustainable
demands on power, with predictions forecasting that global data cen-
tre electricity consumption will more than double by 2030, exceed-
ing the power demands of the entire country of Japan (International
Energy Agency). This is a direct threat to the ecological sustainabil-
ity of our planet and must be handled carefully, although it is often
either unthought of or obfuscated as users increasingly engage with
incorporeal chats. Libraries are increasingly prioritizing sustainable
practices, with the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) stating
that it “believes in fostering a research and knowledge ecosystem
that is financially, technologically, and ecologically sustainable,” and
the American Library Association (ALA) “recogniz[ing] sustainabili-
ty as a core value of the profession, highlighting libraries’ vital role
in fostering a sustainable future and inspiring solutions for global
challenges like climate change, social equity, and economic viabili-
ty” (Tribelhorn). Voicing concerns regarding new, unsustainable, and
pervasive technology, and offering informed refusal as a legitimate
response, is not just an ethical consideration—it is a requirement in
our profession.

To date, developing Al competencies and Al literacy frameworks in
LIS seek to promote meaningful engagement with Al There is very
little mention of intentional disengagement. Al literacy is defined
by one authority as “the ability to understand, use, and think criti-
cally about Al technologies and their impact on society, ethics, and
everyday life” (Lo 120). This corresponds with a point made in the
most recent draft of the AI Competencies for Library Workers doc-
ument from the ACRL: “Critical evaluation fosters healthy skepti-
cism and ongoing assessment of Al-generated outputs, benefits, and
challenges” (Assn. of College and Research Libraries, AI Competen-
cies). These are admirable goals; however, they fall short of explicitly
recognizing that engagement and “healthy skepticism” can also look
like conscious and informed resistance. “Use” is not required. Similar
to Leo S. Lo’s framework, the Canadian Association of Research Li-
braries’ (CARL’s) strategic plan includes a focus on Al but this falls
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short of being non-prescriptive, wanting to foster “the understand-
ing and integration of generative artificial intelligence into support
for research, teaching and learning and into library practices” (Cana-
dian Assn. of Research Libraries). Al literacy can include but should
not presuppose integration and use. This is a point emerging in LIS
scholarship (see Slater), but not yet at the fore.

Teaching generative Al literacy, rooted in human-centred approach-
es to Al is central to the future of sustainable scholarly publishing.
As Shannon Vallor, the Baillie Gifford Chair in the Ethics of Data and
Artificial Intelligence at the University of Edinburgh’s Edinburgh
Futures Institute, defines human-centred Al systems, they are “de-
signed by people, for people, and with people, in such a way that the
ultimate design aim is the promotion of human flourishing” (13). As
a librarian with robust instruction duties, I lead conversations about
generative Al in my guest lectures on information literacy to sup-
port intellectual and scholarly flourishing at the institution. I pull
students and faculty into these conversations as equals, exploring
their thoughts about these tools, why they do and do not choose
to use them, situating our affective responses (ranging from effu-
sive supporters to frustrated detractors), how we understand these
tools to work, the implications of their presence in scholarly environ-
ments, and larger topics and themes. I regularly discuss who owns
these tools and profits from them; intellectual property, copyright,
and privacy in relation to training data, inputs, and outputs; and en-
vironmental impacts and what they mean for populations around
the world. Frequently, I structure these conversations as a game of
true and false, asking students and instructors questions about gen-
erative Al using anonymous live polling tools. Anonymity creates
a low-stakes environment for participation in which all thoughts,
opinions, and questions can be voiced without personal judgement,
and I have found that robust conversation usually ensues, both with-
in the anonymous polling tool (I often use Mentimeter’s Q&A fea-
ture, and follow up comments and questions are common as new
topics are discussed) and vocally in the classroom. I have also run
similar activities and facilitated similar conversations among library
staff and various faculty groups, encouraging curiosity and critical,
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practical evaluation methods for generative Al tool use (see, for ex-
ample, Hervieux and Wheatley) that are impartial to specific tools
and do not presuppose their value. To this end, I have also created
a LibGuide in collaboration with my colleagues in the library that
does not promote or discuss specific generative Al tools, but rather
provides frameworks and guidelines for thinking about Al tools and
evaluating them for use. My goal is agnostic and pragmatic: I aim
to help scholars understand these tools, evaluate them, and make
informed and defensible decisions about their use or resistance to
their use in relation to their scholarly goals, encouraging transparen-
cy and human participation at every step along the way.

There is often a sense of inevitability surrounding generative Al—an
assumption that these tools should and will become embedded in
every aspect of our lives. If one were to choose otherwise, they might
be described as a Luddite or as attempting to bury their head in the
sand. This sense of inevitability can thus couple with a fear that not
using these tools will render scholars and their work obsolete, which
may in turn increase workloads as scholars attempt to master gen-
erative Al tools to stay relevant. Insofar as this is frequently under-
taken with little institutional guidance or support, this inevitability
and urgency for mastery is itself an unsustainable approach to pro-
fessional development and learning. Becoming Al literate and mean-
ingfully engaging with generative Al tools does not necessitate mas-
tery and use. This assumption is one that is rooted in capitalistic and
neoliberal ways of thinking emerging from Big Tech drives for prof-
it. It is no coincidence that Google, Meta, Microsoft, Apple, and oth-
ers are embedding generative Al into all of their products; it is not
for our benefit or to support human flourishing that they are doing
so (I, for one, definitely did not ask for Al summaries to be append-
ed to every search),” but rather to increase their profits as we liter-
ally buy in to the narrative that we must adopt these tools as they
emerge, regardless of their actual value. I believe that comprehen-
sive and critical Al literacy should provide equal opportunity for in-
formed use and informed resistance. Generative Al can be useful, but
it must be human-centred. We must ask ourselves as we approach
it: Is this tool something that we actually need? Will it help us solve
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the problems that we are working on as scholars? Does it further our
goals and support our flourishing? Or are we allowing it, and its cre-
ators, to shape and define new problems for us? Who is in charge of
our scholarly futures—us, or the technology that has been thrust up-
on us? It is too late to ignore generative Al but it is not too late to
address our understanding of it and make informed decisions about
its use and usefulness in scholarship and scholarly communications.

I encourage readers to explore these topics, critically investigate your
own scholarly goals, and engage others in conversation about gen-
erative Al. Chat with librarians, researchers, instructors, editors, au-
thors, and students. We should do what we do best as scholars—be
curious, critical, and collaborative.

We cannot wait for “perfect” circumstances within which to begin
these conversations; the pace of institutional policy development is
slower than that of generative Al tools. While we should contribute
to these larger institutional discussions wherever possible, we cannot
bide our time. Generative Al is all around us, and we must meaning-
fully engage and disengage with it now or risk having the future of
our scholarly communications work decided for us as generative Al
continues to be more deeply entangled in our publishing processes
and technologies.
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NOTES

1. To generalize, as language-pattern machines, these tools are not inher-
ently designed for information retrieval; they are designed for natur-
al language production corresponding with certain probabilities. They
will give you the most likely response to your query, according to their
algorithms, training data, and other design features. The quality of
these outputs must be checked by those with relevant expertise.<

2. See, for example, Gireesan and Chathukulam; Khine; Udaya and Red-
dy; Baikady.<

3. For example, the nonsense phrase “vegetative electron microscopy”
has been appearing in an increasing number of scientific publications,
and it is attributed to erroneous generative Al chat suggestions
(Snoswell et al.).<

4. A recent title, Mastering Machine Learning: From Basics to Advanced,
was retracted by Springer Nature after generated citations in the text
were discovered to be nonexistent (Aksenfeld).<

5.  For those interested in avoiding Google Gemini’s generated responses,
at the time of writing, running a search and selecting “Web” or another
filter at the top of the search’s landing page (instead of searching “All”)
should eliminate the summary.<
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