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Selling” information literacy to students 
can be a tough challenge. The very term 

information literacy implies that the students 
are coming to us illiterate—an affront to any-
one’s self image. As instructors, we are facing 
people who have grown up with the Web 
and consider themselves to be competent 
searchers. Add in the stereotype of the musty 
librarian . . . let’s just say students need some 
serious convincing. Using clips from fi lm, 
television, commercials, and popular music 
as part of classroom instruction immediately 
grabs students’ attention. When “real people” 
(played by Hollywood actors and musicians) 
demonstrate information literacy in action 
as they go about their daily lives, our claims 
that information literacy is of immediate 
consequence and lifelong value begin to 
acquire some validity in students’ eyes. The 
sale becomes less of a challenge. 

The media has a tremendous infl uence on 
the development of people’s subconscious 
ideas about cultural norms and practices. 
Films, television, and popular music often 
replicate the existing attitudes and beliefs of 
a society. Not only are cultural ideologies imi-
tated in the popular media, it is generally ac-
knowledged that the media also helps shape 
our ideas about gender, economic status, and 
other sociocultural classifi cations, and it fol-
lows that perceptions of information literacy 
practices would likewise be infl uenced.

With this in mind, as we watch fi lms 
and television we can easily fi nd myriad 
examples of skills and behaviors related to 
information literacy. We form impressions 
of how information literacy is perceived in 
our culture through observation of the ac-

tors in the settings with their expected social 
rewards.1 For example, in an episode of the 
television series The Simpsons, a very brief 
scene featuring Lisa emphasizes a common 
perception of the library.

On vacation at the beach, determined 
to change her “square” persona, wander-
ing the town looking for new friends, Lisa 
fi nds the library. Instinctively drawn, she 
then stops herself abruptly.

Lisa: A library! . . . No, I can’t . . . that’s 
the old, nerdy Lisa.

A bit later, after meeting some new 
“cool” friends, the kids lament the lack of  
skateboarding venues.

Lisa: I think I know a place you can 
skate that’s virtually deserted.

Cut to the library, a couple of cool kids 
skateboard down the ramp on the side of 
the building.

Erin: So how’d you know about this 
place? You into books?

Lisa: Unlikely! My goony brother’s 
always going to libraries. I usually hang 
out in front.2

Just a couple of lines of dialogue within an 
established setting and the message is clear: 
visiting the library has a negative impact on 
one’s social status with peers.

At the core of true learning is critical 
thought, which is manifest through changes 

“



February 2010  67 C&RL News

in behavior, attitudes, or beliefs. This requires 
deeper, multifaceted engagement with the 
material being taught. Incorporating popular 
media into the lesson plan can be more ef-
fective than pure lecture or hands-on only 
activities. Recreations of information literacy 
behaviors in the media draw students’ atten-
tion, while enhancing learning. When mate-
rial is presented both verbally and visually, 
recall and recognition are enhanced and 
deeper learning takes place.3 

Emotional learning
Even more pertinent to the use of popular 
media in the classroom, Affective Learning 
theory posits that our brains perform dif-
ferently depending on emotional arousal. 
Physical evidence of this is manifest as dif-
ferentiated blood fl ow patterns in the brain, 
brought about by varied emotional states 
such as fear, sadness, and joy. A positive 
mood “induces a different kind of thinking, 
characterized by a tendency toward greater 
creativity and fl exibility in problem solving.”4

Emotions are integral to learning. They 
establish connections to memory, which 
strengthens information storage processes 
and provides trigger mechanisms for recall. 
One of the reasons individuals choose to en-
gage with various forms of media is precisely 
because they elicit an emotional response. 
Movies, television, and music can make us 
laugh or cry; they can lighten our mood or 
facilitate wallowing in self-pity. Librarians 
can exploit this function to advantage by 
using media to help create emotional con-
nections to the concepts we want students 
to learn. 

The selection of examples from the popu-
lar media goes beyond simply choosing those 
that students will most likely enjoy and which 
will stimulate some kind of emotion. In the 
course at Woodbury University, where this 
practice is implemented, the content and 
learning objectives are directly tied to ACRL’s 
“Information Literacy Competency Standards 
for Higher Education.”5 The examples il-
lustrate specifi c elements of those standards 
and outcomes.

When introducing the media clips in class, 
each is treated as if it were a short story. 
Briefl y describing the background, plot, and 
characters with enough detail to draw the 
students into the story invites them to develop 
some identifi cation with the characters. This 
is important, as it lays a foundation for the 
emotional response that will be connected 
with the information. Also important is the 
brief description of the literacy behaviors that 
will be enacted on screen, so the students 
won’t become so involved in the story they 
forget why it’s being shown. For optimum 
effectiveness, include also in the class session 
a hands-on activity that builds on the same 
concepts during the class session.

Films for the classroom 
Scenes from the fi lm High Fidelity illustrate 
an element of ACRL Standard One related 
to the organization of information.6 In this 
fi lm, record store owner Rob Gordon and his 
friends frequently create “top fi ve lists” as a 
basis for conversation among themselves—for 
example, Top 5 Dream Jobs or Top 5 Songs 
About Death. It’s one way they internally 
organize for themselves the things they think 
are signifi cant in their lives. 

The scene begins with Rob talking about 
his top fi ve relationship breakups, reminisc-
ing about number 4: Laura. Anyone who’s 
ever experienced such heartbreak will iden-
tify with our hero. Alone in his apartment, he 
is reorganizing his vast LP record collection 
when a friend drops by. The conversation 
about Rob’s organizing scheme introduces 
several possible structures before settling on 
one that would be intelligible to only one 
person: Rob. He calls his scheme “autobio-
graphical.” 

A bit later, Rob’s friend describes a particu-
lar singer as “Sheryl Crow-ish, post-Partridge 
Family/pre-L.A. Law Susan Dey kind of thing” 
—cultural references that may be unfamiliar 
to many students.7 Using a common vocabu-
lary that illustrates their shared understanding 
of the attributes of the media fi gures men-
tioned, the friend communicates a mental 
picture that helps Rob know what to expect. 
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This brief two-minute sequence serves as 
a springboard for discussion about materi-
als formats and permanency, organization 
and classifi cation schemes, and vocabulary 
specifi c to a group or academic discipline.

A clip from The School of Rock can be 
used to introduce another element of ACRL 
Standard One, where “existing information 
can be combined with original thought, 
experimentation, and/or analysis to produce 
new information,” as well as Standard Four 
where the student “individually or as a mem-
ber of a group, uses information effectively 
to accomplish a specifi c purpose . . . applies 
new and prior information to the planning 
and creation of a particular product or perfor-
mance; . . . (and) communicates the product 
or performance effectively to others.”8

As a prelude to introducing this story, 
students are reminded that the research 
process is founded on the examination of 
others’ ideas. Building on those ideas, re-
searchers add their own original conclusions 
to the existing body of knowledge and then 
package the new, unique ideas in a format 
that best facilitates communication with their 
peers. A backdrop accompanying this portion 
could be the Google Scholar search page that 
references Sir Isaac Newton’s statement, “If 
I have seen further [than certain other men] 
it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.”9

In this comedy film, Dewey Finn is 
masquerading as substitute teacher at an 
exclusive private school. Having no formal 
education or training as a teacher, he falls 
back on the specialized knowledge that he 
does possess, rock musicianship, in order to 
develop a class project for the students to 
work on together: they will form a band, write 
songs, promote themselves, and perform live. 

In a montage of their progress, we see 
the group process in action (brainstorming, 
building enthusiasm, incorporating individual 
strengths and interests), the use of multiple 
resources for research, and the access of 
information in various formats and subjects 
(music history, business, fashion, science, 
dance). The students in the fi lm study past 
musicians and different types of music, using 

those examples for inspiration, while creating 
new, original sounds, and songs.10 This scene 
mirrors the process that our students use with 
articles, books, and other sources to write a 
research paper.

The horror fi lm The Ring can be used in 
the class session covering the research pro-
cess. This is part of ACRL Standard Two, in 
which the student “accesses needed informa-
tion effectively and effi ciently . . . selects the 
most appropriate investigative methods or 
information retrieval systems . . . identifi es 
keywords, constructs and implements effec-
tive search strategies, retrieves information 
online or in person using variety of methods, 
uses various retrieval systems with different 
interfaces and search engines . . . [and] se-
lects among various technologies the most 
appropriate one for the task of extracting the 
needed information.”11

In just under six minutes, all of these skills 
are illustrated as newspaper reporter Rachel 
puts the research process into action in an 
attempt to unravel the mystery of her niece’s 
bizarre death. Starting with a peculiar video-
tape in her possession, she visits a studio to 
use vintage VHS equipment, moves on to 
a library, and then to her place of employ-
ment where she has access to a proprietary 
database for newspaper articles. 

We see her refi ne and revise her online 
search strategy, add a search of the open 
Web, and then move on to the gloomy storage 
room housing back issues of the newspaper 
where she accesses and photocopies articles 
from bound print volumes.12 Consciously 
or not, the fi lmmakers have demonstrated 
a classic research strategy using multiple 
formats. A death threat, a tiny bit of gore, 
spooky music, and a sense of urgency all 
elicit a certain emotional response and draw 
students into the story.

To introduce some active learning, stu-
dents are asked to take notes during the 
viewing on how Rachel does her research, 
the keywords she uses, and the resources and 
materials she uses. They then provide the in-
formation to create the following table on the 
whiteboard in the classroom:
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Since the making of this fi lm, the Seattle 
Post-Intelligencer has ceased printing news-
papers, moving to an online-only publication 
with a drastically reduced number of staff.13 

Merging fiction with real events, this 
presents an opportunity to ask students 
to speculate on the current status of those 
bound print volumes, and then expand the 
conversation to include new directions and 
developments in information dissemination, 
storage, and retrieval.

You may be thinking to yourself, “That’s 
all well and good, but I have such a limited 
amount of class time and so much material 
to present . . . how can I possibly squeeze in 
fi lm clips?” Well, High Fidelity is 3 minutes, 
The School of Rock is 6 ½ minutes, and The 
Ring is about 6 minutes. And which scenario 
is better? To present the maximum amount 
of material, or to have the students actually 
remember some of the material because it’s 
been learned through the instructor’s use 
of more than one medium of presentation? 
When we choose the former option, we run 
the risk of overwhelming students with con-
tent without the opportunity to attach real 

meaning and understanding—the hallmark 
of true learning.

It would be extremely rare if a student 
were to come to us with no information liter-
acy skills at all. To some degree one acquires 
a basic understanding of what information is 
and how to access it by progressing through 
the educational system. Students bring some 
measure of skill that has been formally 
learned, but they also bring some perceptions 
that have been acquired through immersion 
in the culture. While we can build upon the 
existing skills, it is these cultural perceptions 
under the surface that we have to address 
and sometimes counteract. Examples taken 
from the popular media provide engaging 
models of the information literacy behaviors 
we would like to student to practice. They in-
troduce opportunities to discuss the relevance 
to life within, and, perhaps more importantly, 
beyond the academic community. 
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enter an ISBN or DOI and retrieve a citation.
Researchers can organize saved citations 

into collections (like folders, but a citation 
can be in multiple collections), add tags, 
notes, and attach PDFs or images. All this 
information is saved to the Zotero library on 
the local computer, but Zotero 2.0 introduced 
the sync feature, which allows online storage 
and synchronizing the library among multiple 
computers.

Creating bibliographies 
An optional word processing toolbar is 
available for Microsoft Word or OpenOffi ce. 
It allows the user to add citations to a docu-
ment in any of several bibliographic styles. 
Zotero also creates a formatted bibliogra-
phy, adding sources to the references list 
in the proper order as the writer cites them 
in the document. More than 1,000 styles are 
available for download, and Zotero can also 
import EndNote styles.

Zotero can also generate bibliographies 
without an existing word processing docu-
ment. The user can right-click a collection or 
selected references and send them to the clip-
board, a printer or an RTF or HTML fi le in the 

desired style. Users can also simply click and 
drag references into any text window: handy 
for creating bibliographies in a Google Doc.

Groups and social features 
Zotero 2.0 includes a new group library feature. 
Any Zotero 2.0 user can create groups with 
shared libraries. Group membership may be 
open or closed, and libraries may be public (vis-
ible on the Zotero Web site) or private. Shared 
libraries appear in the browser’s Zotero window 
below the personal library and are useful for 
collaboration or classes. Copy a reference from 
a personal library to a shared one, or vice versa, 
by simply dragging it.

Zotero has also added a profi le feature al-
lowing users to (optionally) share all or part 
of their libraries on zotero.org and generate 
an RSS feed. A friends feature allows you to 
follow colleagues and your favorite research-
ers. CHNM also plans an Amazon-style feature 
to recommend sources based on the content 
of your library. 
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