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Where is the knowledge we have lost in information? 

How public libraries can improve information literacy in the community 

Prepared by Katie Haden, 2013 

In an age where ‘everything is true if it’s on facebook’, ensuring that information 

gathered is properly sourced, relevant and reliable requires skills in information literacy. 

The role of computers in information and communication has increased exponentially 

since the introduction of the internet, with a majority of households in Australia owning 

at least one computer (ABS, 2011). It has been suggested that the increase in 

information has in some ways reduced the level of understanding and assessment of 

information, and more than ever people need to understand how to evaluate 

information from multiple sources (ALIA, 2006). As a result, individuals must learn to 

apply information literacy skills according to the fundamental elements and 

competencies as determined by library professionals (AASL, 2007; ANZII, 2004).  

Digital literacy only represents a small component of information literacy – the provision 

more ICT access and better broadband services for communities can not singularly 

reduce the information literacy problem (Bundy, 2002); however they are two concepts 

that should be addressed concurrently since they have become inextricably linked due 

to more and more information being accessible via the internet and computer 

technology (Blowers, 2006; Adams, 2009; Harding, 2008). 

Public libraries provide a support and learning network to people in their community. 

They have a unique position in communities as a support network, enabling librarians 

to assist patrons in acquiring the information literacy skills to find and evaluate 

reference materials. The ANZII (2004, 5) standards suggest that libraries should 

ensure their goals and facilities are updated in line with the framework in order to 

‘foster understanding and acceptance of information literacy education’. Programs and 

support networks should be created within the library community to encourage 

discussion and sharing of information literacy ideas; these include information 

sessions, educational programs and regular meetups, and ‘ask a librarian’ tools (ALIA, 

2003). 
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Information Literacy Explained 

The Alexandra Proclamation (Gardner, 2005, 3) identifies information literacy as the 

key for people to ‘seek, evaluate, use and create information effectively to achieve their 

personal, social, occupational and educational goals’. Information literacy can be 

described as the method of finding information and assessing it against criteria (such 

as relevancy and reliability) in order to determine whether it achieves the goal of the 

researcher (ACRL, 2000). In school curriculum and learning, information literacy is a 

recognized and practiced form of learning for children and teenagers (AASL, 2007). 

The standards set out in the Australian and New Zealand Information Literacy 

framework (2005, 11) outline the steps a person must take in order to be ‘information 

literate’, identifying six key standards that make up information literacy: 

‘The information literate person: 

• recognises the need for information and determines the nature and 

extent of the information needed  

• finds needed information effectively and efficiently  

• critically evaluates information and the information seeking process  

• manages information collected or generated  

• applies prior and new information to construct new concepts or create 

new understandings  

• uses information with understanding and acknowledges cultural, 

ethical, economic, legal, and social issues surrounding the use of 

information’ 

In their 2005 Alexandria Proclamation, UNESCO declared information literacy a basic 

human right; a point which many information services and libraries providers wish to 

uphold. They suggest that those who have developed information literacy skills have 

enabled themselves to be independent and free-thinking, and that the skills learnt in 

information literacy may be transferred to other parts of their life as a way of measuring 

importance and value against everyday experiences:  

‘A thriving national and global culture, economy and democracy will best be 

advanced by people who are empowered in all walks of life to seek, evaluate, 

use and create information effectively to achieve their personal, social, 

occupational and educational goals.’ (Gardner, 2005, 3; ALIA, 2006) 
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The development of information literacy skills can provide a person with a greater 

sense of independence and understanding of information, allowing them to continue 

literacy development alone through lifelong learning, professionally and personally. 

(Aarhus Public Library, 2005 in Eve et.al, 2007; Gardner, 2005; ALIA, 2006). ANZII 

(2005, 8) suggest that an information literate person will have stronger skills in self-

learning and lifelong learning experiences: ‘information literacy education should create 

opportunities for self directed and independent learning where students become 

engaged in using a wide variety of information sources to expand their knowledge, 

construct knowledge, ask informed questions, and sharpen their critical thinking’.  

Information literacy and technology 

Technology has allowed people access to more information in the 21st century than 

ever before (ALIA, 2003; Hoyer, 2005). Many argue that with the abundance of 

information available to people via the internet, the process of evaluation and effective 

use of information is more important than ever; the enormous volume of daily 

information from multiple sources and medias can make it difficult for those who do not 

have a greater sense of information literacy to find, assess and create information 

successfully. (ANZII, 2004). Reading well, or being able to use a computer or other 

technology does not fulfill all the requirements of information literacy: to be successful 

self-learners and empowered thinkers, people must learn how to find, interpret and 

assess information (Gardner, 2005; ALIA, 2003). 

The digital divide between those who have everyday access to the internet and 

computers, and those who do not has become larger, with many people unable to 

connect to the internet on a regular basis. Traditionally the digital divide was seen to 

refer only to computer and internet access, however van Duersen and van Dijk (2010) 

noted in their study that the rise in public computers in libraries has allowed more 

people access, but not necessarily addressed the issue of information literacy skills.  

Cullen (2001) identifies the groups in communities that are the most affected by this 

divide: the low-income earners, older generations, those with a low level of education 

and the unemployed. 
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The role of the public library in information literacy 

Public libraries have the unique ability to connect and support community members on 

a daily basis, regardless of their demographic. (Adams, 2009). For many, the first 

introduction to information and learning occurs in the public library (Harding, 2008). 

Libraries are a constant, consistent driving force in lifelong learning and information 

literacy development. Harding (2008) recognizes that they have been supporting the 

information literacy framework since its conception in the 1980s (Hoyer, 2010).  

Public libraries are viewed as equal in importance to other centres for education in the 

community, with some suggesting that they hold a greater significance to patrons due 

to their ability to sustain a strong, lifelong relationship with a patron (Adams, 2009; 

Harding, 2008; Hoyer, 2010).  

Adams (2009) suggests that libraries hold a special position in society, able to provide 

computer access whilst developing programmes to increase information skills for 

patrons free of charge. In Europe, public libraries have been moving towards new ways 

to impart information knowledge on to patrons that does not rely totally on ICT literacy 

(Stanziola, 2011). Eve et. al (2007) identify public libraries as recognized information 

content providers as opposed to traditional ‘access facilitator’s since the increase in 

emphasis on information literacy and lifelong learning. Most programmes in place for 

information literacy are part of school or academic libraries (Harding, 2008), suggesting 

that many who do not acquire information literacy skills in school or university will fail to 

benefit from lifelong learning (Chan, 2011). For these people, community support and 

training in information literacy through the public library can allow them greater access 

to support networks, agencies and opportunities, as well as giving them a sense of 

empowerment and motivation (Gardner, 2005). Librarians in public libraries are also 

able to continue rapport and monitoring of information literacy development and 

outcomes within certain demographics through their constant interaction with the 

community (Eve et.al, 2007; Harding, 2008; Stanziola, 2011).  
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Current literacy programs in libraries, and what the future holds  

Public libraries are already addressing the issue of digital literacy in many branches, 

with programmes and support networks in place for people in the community who 

require training in computer and digital literacy (Krebeck, 2010: Adams, 2009). Current 

programmes in place in Australia include the Adelaide City Libraries’ ‘Digital Hub’ for 

ICT training (“Digital hub”, n.d), and the State Library of Victoria, which runs weekly 

sessions in online search techniques aimed at those in the community (such as the 

older generation) who are not familiar with internet searches. (State Library of Victorial, 

2013a). Digital literacy is important for those in the community who do not have the 

access to technology on a regular basis (or are not confident in using it), however it is 

just a small part of overall information literacy. (Bundy, 2002; Koltay, 2011). Likewise, 

the issue of child literacy and reading has been addressed and programs for young 

readers are in place in most public library regions, with encouragement placed on 

children learning to read and enjoying reading (Brisbane City Libraries, 2013; Hoyer, 

2010; Koltay, 2011). Future programmes for information literacy should be developed 

to focused on more than just computer literacy, child literacy training in library skills 

(Harding, 2008).  

European public libraries are already dedicating resources to developing strategies and 

courses for community members (in particular disadvantaged adults) in the hope they 

will improve information literacy and foster lifelong learning within the community (Eve 

et. al, 2007). One such programme in Australia that is already working to improve 

information literacy can be seen in the State Library of Victoria. As well as their online 

searching workshops, they have researching and information management workshops 

that allow the public to learn information literacy skills from librarians for free (State 

Library of Victoria, 2013b). Brisbane City Libraries also offers at least two programs 

that train patrons in the interpretation and relevance of information, covering genealogy 

and legal documents for housing development and legislation (Brisbane City Libraries, 

2013). Both require individuals to conduct their own research and self-learning 

independently, with assistance and support provided. 
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Future programs in public libraries may include partnerships with education providers 

and/or community groups (Bruce, 2004; Bundy, 2002; Harding, 2008). Joint 

programmes designed to offer the greater information literacy benefit to school and 

university children may be designed between public libraries and their school or 

university counterparts (Bruce, 2004; Bundy 2002; Harding, 2008; Stevens and 

Campbell, 2006). Similarly, collaborations with community groups or events that target 

disadvantaged adults or the older generation can reach a wider community of persons 

who will not reap the benefits of information literacy development in a formal schooling 

environment (ALIA, 2003).  

It’s important for librarians to share information literacy tools with the public, but it 

should be noted that one of the main advantages to promoting information literacy in 

public libraries is the sharing and development of skills within the library staff itself 

(Harding, 2008). Lifelong learning is a process that extends beyond the public, and one 

constraint to encouraging information literacy may be a lack of enthusiasm or 

confidence within the library staff (Blowers, 2006; Harding, 2008). Collaborative Library 

2.0 tools such as webquests and wikis that address issues of information literacy within 

the broader community can be used by librarians to connect with other professionals 

and identify effective tools for bridging the gap in internet skills. (Blowers, 2006).  

Conclusion 

Current literacy programs in Australian libraries effectively tackle the separate issues of 

digital literacy, training in library skills and reading in younger children; however they 

are not specifically targeting the development of information literacy (Harding, 2008; 

Hoyer, 2010). With such an influx of information available daily, it can be difficult for 

individuals to know where to look for relevant and reliable information (ANZII, 2005). 

Public libraries in Australia should seek to include programs for their patrons that teach 

individuals the fundamental tools of information literacy; programs may be self-

developed and promoted, or part of a greater partnership with local educators or 

community groups (ALIA, 2003; Bruce, 2004; Bundy, 2002; Harding, 2008; Stevens 

and Campbell, 2006). The inclusion of information literacy programs in public libraries 

can also offer huge rewards to staff, with the transference of information between 

library professionals and educators a great step in identifying tools for information and 

promotion of lifelong learning (Blowers, 2006). 
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