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SUMMARY

This paper and its accompanying PowerPoint supports the presentation delivered by
Libby Levett and Andrea McMahon at the ALIA National 2022 Conference. It
explores how Information Literacy and Adult Literacy must intersect to meet the
diverse needs of the people who use our public library services.

The first part of the presentation explores the relationship between libraries and
Information, Media and Adult literacies. The second part provides information about
the ALIA Adult Literacy Group, what we know about how adults learn to read, and
the imperative to approach library literacy programs with the same commitment to
research and evidence-based practice as other parts of our service.

PART 1. The Information Literacy landscape

In 2020, while working from home during lockdown, | was tasked with writing a
discussion paper for Libraries Tasmania about Information Literacy. Because | was
in lockdown | had lots of uninterrupted time (apologies to those who didn’t) and the
luxury of not only doing a literature review but also (quite a lot of) reflective practice.

Some time into researching the paper, | was asked to re-focus it, and it became a
paper about Media and Information Literacy (MIL). And Libraries Tasmania began a
year-long, organisation-wide discussion about it.

But over time | noticed that in casual conversations the information literacy part of
MIL was often overshadowed by the media literacy part. And | started to wonder if at
some point the overarching concept of Information Literacy had dissolved into one of
its parts.

So | get it. | get why some people are talking about MIL as the latest sexy iteration of
Information Literacy. Because it is! By adding ‘Media' to it it's become not only
important to the Media but important in it. And that has the potential to raise the
profile of Information Literacy - think Nancy Pearl crossed with Kim Kardashian.

And I'm not saying MIL is not important - it is, VERY important. Not least of all
because it is presenting the Library and Information Sector (LIS) with a legitimate
opportunity to raise its profile, leverage political influence and collaborate with some
powerful stakeholders. But also because most of us know how it feels to be taken in
by a scam, or commit to a ‘fact’ that turns out ... not to be.
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Take my experience with online shopping for example. It's something | had only
done once before COVID and my main concern used to be that my banking details
might be compromised. But now I’'m bitterly aware that the images of the items may
be digitally manipulated. The reviews faked. And the company could be nothing
more than a little puff of virtual ‘blink and you’ll miss it sorcery. So for me, online
shopping is very stressful and time-consuming because now I’'m always checking
and double checking and second-guessing and adding new security and basically
buying very little — which my bank balance thanks me for.

The opportunities and skills we need to check the transparency and legitimacy of
‘news’ and information are being sorely tested too. It's a struggle to ‘know what we
don’t know’; to be aware of constantly evolving and sophisticated subterfuges about
the source of information and its manipulation; to be at the receiving end of mis-, dis-
and malinformation. To feel (sometimes very accurately) that we’re making decisions
about our life, our friends, family and community based on wrong, distorted or
insufficient information. To not trust the information available to us or the people
peddling it.

My concern is that in our focus on MIL we are forgetting that it is one aspect of
something fundamental to our profession - Information Literacy. And the foundation
of Information Literacy is something that is not ‘sexy’, it's the ability to read and write.

Because even though we might occasionally be concerned about the source of our
information, or how to sort the facts from fiction, people with low-level reading and
writing skills struggle every day. And this makes them very vulnerable to exploitation
- physically, mentally, emotionally, financially, politically and socially.

Let me give an example: The other evening as | was driving home | was listening to
a tech expert talking about the current wave of scams doing the rounds. He finished
with a couple of easy tips to recognise a scam and check the legitimacy and level of
risk a text message or email might pose. One of these was: if the message starts
with “You [space] ve’ instead of ‘You've’ then you can be pretty sure it's a scam text.
Why? Because one way scammers can get around your security is to separate
‘you’ve’ into two parts.

Now this type of spelling mistake, coupled with a message too good, or too bad to be
true, and from someone you don’t recognise would usually and immediately ring
alarm bells for us and we’d ignore it, block it and possibly report it. But what if you
didn’t recognise that the word was misspelled? And what if you couldn’t recognise
that the web link was missing standard or expected information?

The word ‘literacy’ is added to many areas of knowledge: health, music, digital,
financial, scientific, emotional, ecological and cultural literacy to name a few. It's
often a signalling word, letting us know that we need specific and or transferable
information and skills in a knowledge area.

It also infers the need for a conscious and planned education intervention, or
creation of an environment in which learning can be facilitated. And when we talk
about our role in supporting MIL, we’re advocating for trusted and reliable sources,
the conscious and deliberate creation of spaces and places where people can
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choose to learn, as well as the skills people need in our ‘media-saturated and
information rich society’ (Martzoukou & Elliott) to navigate the complex media
landscape (AMLA).

These skills include reading, writing and numeracy. These skills empower individuals
and communities to engage with, learn and communicate information, create and
share knowledge and ‘think critically and click wisely’ (MIL CLICKS - UNESCO).
These skills also underpin Information Literacy in our digital age.They are a part of
the ecology and landscape of it and we need to acknowledge them, understand them
and work to support them in library literacy programs and partnerships.

So who, in Australia, is more likely to have lower levels of Media and Information
Literacy? People living in regional areas, people with disability, First Nations people,
people over fifty-five, people for whom English is not their first, second or even third
language, people with low levels of education and people on low incomes (AMLA).
These cohorts overlap with and bear similarities with those who have low levels of
Digital Literacy (ADII) and, or functional literacy. And this is important because the
OECD cautions that people with low literacy skills are, ’'more likely to be unemployed
or in precarious jobs, earn lower wages, have more health issues, trust others less,
and engage less often in community life and democratic processes’ (PIAAC).

This lack of trust and disengagement with the community and democratic processes
by people with low literacy skills spills over into MIL. People just don’t know what to
believe and which expert - if any - to trust (Sullivan).

But guess what? Public libraries are (in the main) trusted social institutions. We offer
spaces, places and services that develop community and connections. Opportunities
to increase skills and confidence across multiple literacies and opportunities to find
information and create knowledge on and offline. That’s what we do.

We help people find and use credible information. We pride ourselves on our ability
and willingness to adapt our services to meet the prevalent values and needs of our
community or society, including its knowledge needs (Atkinson). The challenge is in
the ‘how’, because we know there are elements of Information Literacy that stay the
same, and there are elements that change. Therefore our approach, our response
and yes, our thinking about it has to adapt too. But let’s not forget reading and
writing, and let’'s commit ourselves to them with the same frisson of excitement that
MIL is generating. Remembering that a valuable point of difference in our service is
our commitment to evidence-based practice, the trust placed in our services, and our
willingness to see, hear and respond to the diverse needs of individuals and
communities at so many points in their learning life in so many ways.

PART 2. Applying evidence-based practice in library literacy programs

Libraries support a range of different literacies, including health literacy, financial
literacy, digital literacy, media and information literacy, and of course, libraries have
always been involved in promoting literacy through our early learning programs, our
collections, and our English conversation groups for people from non-English
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speaking backgrounds. And increasingly, there has been interest in one-to-one
volunteer literacy tutoring in libraries which, as Libby has highlighted, underpins
efforts to ensure equitable access to information literacy skills.

And this is one of the reasons why the ALIA Adult Literacy Group was established.
To enable library professionals around Australia to work together to share knowledge
and expertise around library adult literacy in its varied manifestations. There’s no one
size fits all for a library adult literacy service, so it can be a daunting proposition for
those tasked with introducing this new service.

Research into how we read, both children and adults, is extensive. How our brains
function when we learn to read is one of the most studied aspects of human
cognition. French neuroscientist, Professor Stanislas Dehaene, has established that
adults use the same brain structures as children when learning to read (Dehaene,
2015). This does not, however, mean we teach adults in the same manner as
children. Adult learning principles are respected.

The findings of this extensive body of reading research unequivocally support one
approach. This approach acknowledges the importance of acquiring a group of five
sub-skills or elements when we learn to read - for both adults and children.
Phonemic awareness (to ability to hear and manipulate the sounds within spoken
words), phonics, vocabulary, fluency and comprehension. Australian academic, Dr
Deslea Konza argued for a sixth element - oral language, because no matter how
well we decode, if we don’t have good oral language skills we won’t be able to
comprehend what we’re reading (Konza, 2014). And of course, promoting oral
language through our early learning programs is one of the cornerstones of our
public libraries.

The statewide service | worked in, the Libraries Tasmania Adult Literacy Service,
introduced volunteer adult literacy tutoring in 2009 and at that time our training and
resources were heavily embedded in the Whole Language approach. This approach
has been used widely to teach both children and adults for the past forty years.
Briefly, Whole Language is an instructional approach that involves the use of
semantic, linguistic and grapho-phonic cues along with the learning of words as
unanalysed, global wholes using visual memory.

The Libraries Tasmania Adult Literacy Service uses a ‘Literacy as a Social Practice’
model where literacy is understood as the way that people apply reading and writing
skills in the context of their everyday lives, enabling civic participation and personal
fulfillment. Tutors support learners to work towards personal goals and to practice
their skills with everyday tasks.

Both Libby and | were amongst the first batch of Tasmanian literacy coordinators and
we’ve both come from a background of traditional library work - I've been a
cataloguer, Libby’s been a children’s librarian, we've both managed public libraries. It
was a massive learning curve and we trusted those in the adult literacy sector to
provide us with the knowledge and resources we needed to improve the literacy of
our clients.
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But being library professionals we also reflected on our practice and so after a few
years of working away - motivated learners working with trained tutors - we became
aware of clients who simply weren’t making the progress expected. So we started
asking questions, reading research, and undertaking action research, which in 2016
led us to change from a service based on Whole Language ideology to one based on
contemporary research informed by the Science of Reading.

And everyone breathed a sigh of relief: our coordinators, our tutors, and especially
our clients. Comments from Libraries Tasmania clients and coordinators after
working with research informed approaches include:

‘That’s brilliant’, | get it now.’

‘I have been learning English for years in lots of different classes, and I've never
been shown how to spell English like this before. It makes it easy for me to know
how to say the words properly and spell them.’

‘I now have a little suitcase of learning skills that | can lean on and correct myself, to
be able to spell, read and write.’

‘Max (not his real name) comments that reading is somehow so much easier now.
He feels he has a better understanding of words and his reading speed and fluency
have improved markedly. Best of all, he enjoys the drills and thinks they are fun.’

‘He broke it down into 5 syllables and sounded it all out correctly. James couldn’t
stop smiling. He kept staring at the word and said, ‘/ never thought | could spell
something like that.” (McMahon, 2021)

We were fortunate in Tasmania that our wonderful TasTAFE teachers who deliver
our volunteer tutor training also embraced this research-informed approach to adult
literacy. In Tasmania the VET sector, the library sector, the community sector, and
our statewide adult literacy and numeracy strategy, 26 TEN, are all aligned in support
of research informed practice.

However, in other Australian states, much visible adult literacy practice is not
research-informed and is out-of-step with what is happening internationally.
Whole language methodologies and strategies are still being promoted, despite a
lack of evidence that these approaches develop sustained literacy skills in adult
learners.

In the bibliography below you will see a reference to a podcast by American
journalist, Emily Hanford, who interviewed Kenneth Goodman, father of the Whole
Language approach, just prior to his death aged 91. You will hear him say ‘My
science is different.” Goodman would not, or could not, acknowledge the vast amount
of scientific research into how our brains function when we learn to read. The
message here is that it's not easy to get a leopard to change its spots. In negotiating
the complex Australian adult literacy environment we need to ensure that our library
ideals and values are not compromised by people and organisations who have a
very different ethos and approach to adult literacy practice.
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As Library professionals we are committed to evidence-based practice. It matters to
us. Libby and I have both undertaken courses in Evidence Based Library and
Information Practice, which has the rather awkward acronym EBLIP. So the
message I'm keen to communicate is that as library professionals we must apply the
same rigorous standards to adult literacy programs and resources as we do to
acquiring and delivering other library resources and programs. | think that we, as
library professionals, have been very trusting when it comes to adult literacy. And in
some cases we may have even abrogated responsibility for the quality of our
service. If you're keen to learn more about the research on how adults learn to read
please refer to the bibliography below. A great place to start would be the research
of Dr Janet McHardy.

So what do we mean by poor adult literacy practice? The simplest way to explain it is
that it's any strategy or resource that takes a learner’s attention away from the letter-
sound correspondences in the word they are either trying to decode or remember.
Any strategy that relies on visual memory. Any strategy that encourages guessing.

Here are some examples:

Example 1 Welcome to the library teacher resource p.5

Walcoma to the Library: Develop vocabulary

Put the comect word in the word shape.

friends books library fim computer liskening
connects study speoking b craft frea

[

alls
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Example 2 - Garage Sales Workbook p. 9

What is each person doing?

sell buy

Activity:

Write the best word in each space.

buy sell
Garage sales help people b and s old
things. People can b things like clothes, tools,

books and bikes.

 Answers

Garage sales help people buy and sell old
things. People can buy things like clothes, tools,

books and bikes.
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Example 3 - Literacy face to face: a handbook for volunteer adult literacy tutors. 2nd
ed. 2022. Section 2, p. 5

e Help your student learn to recognise individual words
Write the sentence again on a piece of cardboard. A manila folder is good. Remember
to say each word as you write it.

Cut this sentence up into phrases and read each phrase as you cut it off.

Last week we went 1o the bike ruces

Now ask the student to reassemble the phrases into sentence form, using the original
as a model if necessary.

Last week we wedl 1o the bike vacss

Ask your student to cut the phrases into separate words and help them name each
word as they cut it off. You now have some word cards to work with in a number of
ways:

s Give your student one of these words at a time, name it and ask them to place it
on top of the same word in the original sentence.
This is the word week. Put it on top of the same word in that sentence.

n  Mow ask the student to point to a word that you name.
Which is the word week?
If they have trouble identifying any of the words, encourage them to read
(recite) the whole sentence in order to work it out.

» Mow do it the other way around. Point to a word and ask them what it is.
What is this word?

1 Mix the words up and ask your student to reassemble them in sentence form,
using the original sentence as a model if necessary.

» When you think your student is ready, repeat the last step without the help of
the model.
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A research informed approach to learning words such as those identified in the
above examples would include strategies based on phonics (letter-sound knowledge,
e.g. /w/ee/k/) and morphology and etymology.

We need to get it right. The costs associated with poor life outcomes for those living
with low literacy are high at both the population level — health, mental health,
incarceration, welfare — and at the individual level — stigma, marginalisation, fewer
opportunities in education and employment. Becoming victims of online scams.

We need to be brave and be advocates for research informed practice - and this
means questioning partner organisations on the methodologies and strategies they
are using with learners. I've done it - and I'm still waiting to receive the research that
supports the continued use of Whole Language and whole word approaches. But we
need to go one step further than this. We need to become, and see ourselves, as
specialists in the provision of library literacy tutoring. When someone says, | know all
about phonemic awareness and phonics, but then proceeds to promote resources
based on visual memory, such as guessing from the first letter or from pictures, we
know something doesn’t quite add up.

Library literacy is a specialised area of adult literacy provision that provides reach,
flexibility and evidence-based learning to clients through our amazing network of
public libraries. The focus of library adult literacy is developing foundational reading,
writing and numeracy skills with the assistance of a volunteer tutor workforce. We
don’t cover the range of learning that adult literacy teachers undertake and I’'m not
suggesting that we should. We’re focussed on offering clients the opportunity to
develop good old-fashioned reading, writing and numeracy skills informed by their
own learning needs and interests and by the demands of the online world we live in
today.

Libraries are very experienced working with diverse clients with complex needs,
we’ve been doing it for a long time. | remember delivering digital literacy to clients in
Burnie Library back in the 1980s when online catalogues were first introduced. We
should feel confident in our ability to deliver adult literacy services in our public
libraries.

So the question | think we need to start asking is: Is it time to start offering Adult
Literacy and Numeracy as elective units along with digital literacy and information
literacy in Library and Information studies courses? To ensure there are no missing
pieces in the Information Literacy landscape.

Bibliography

The ADII - Australian Digital Inclusion Index

Atkinson, Ross. (2001) Contingency and Contradiction: The Place(s) of the Library at
the Dawn of the New Millennium. Journal of the American Society for Information
Science and Technology, 52 (1): 3-11

The Australian Media Literacy Alliance

9|Page


https://www.digitalinclusionindex.org.au/
https://medialiteracy.org.au/

Adult Literacy - the missing piece in the Information Literacy landscape

Dehaene, S., Cohen, L., Morais, J., & Kolinsky, R. (2015). llliterate to literate:
Behavioural and cerebral changes induced by reading acquisition. Nature Reviews
Neuroscience, 16 (4), 234-244. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn3924

Ehri, L. (2013). Orthographic mapping in the acquisition of sight word reading,
spelling memory, and vocabulary learning. Scientific studies of reading, 18 (1), 5-21.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2013.819356

Hanford, E. (2019, Aug, 22). At a loss for words: how a flawed idea is teaching
millions of kids to be poor readers. American Public Media.
https://www.apmreports.org/episode/2019/08/22/whats-wrong-how-schools-teach-

reading

Kilpatrick, David A. Assessing, preventing and overcoming reading difficulties.
(2015). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley

Konza, D. (2014).Teaching Reading: Why the “Fab Five” should be the “Big Six”.
Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 39 (12).
http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2014v39n12.10

McHardy, J. and Chapman, E. (2019). The Teaching Focus of Adult-Reading
Teachers When Developing Word Reading Skill. Literacy, Vol. 53 (3)

McHardy, J. et al. (2018). How less-skilled adult readers experience word-reading.
Australian journal of language and literacy Vol. 41 (1)

McHardy, J. and Chapman, E. (2016). Adult reading teachers’ beliefs about how
less-skilled adult readers can be taught to read. Literacy and numeracy studies Vol.
24 (2) https://epress.lib.uts.edu.au/journals/index.php/Inj/article/view/4809

McMahon, A. (2021). The Transformation of the Libraries Tasmania Literacy Service.
Fine Print, 44 (1), 8-13

Martin, R.(2015). Sound systems: a phonemically based approach to adult literacy
tutoring at the LINC. Hobart, Tasmania: Speech Pathology Tasmania

Martzoukou, Konstantina & Elliott, Joanneke (2016) The Development of Digital
Literacy and Inclusion Skills of Public Librarians. Communications in Information
Literacy, 10 (1), 99-115.

MIL CLICKS Social Media Initiative (unesco.orq)

Moats, L. (2010). Speech to print: language essential for teachers. Baltimore,
Maryland: Paul H. Brookes

The Reading League. (2022). Science of reading: defining guide.
https://www.thereadingleague.org/what-is-the-science-of-reading/

Seidenberg, M. (2017). Language at the speed of sight: how we read, why so many
can’t, and what can be done about it. New York, NY: Basic Books

Sullivan, M. C. Libraries and Fake News: What’s the Problem? What's the Plan?
(2019) Communications in Information Literacy. 13 (1): 91-113

10| Page


https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn3924
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2013.819356
https://www.apmreports.org/episode/2019/08/22/whats-wrong-how-schools-teach-reading
https://www.apmreports.org/episode/2019/08/22/whats-wrong-how-schools-teach-reading
http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2014v39n12.10
https://epress.lib.uts.edu.au/journals/index.php/lnj/article/view/4809
MIL%20CLICKS%20Social%20Media%20Initiative%20(unesco.org)
https://www.thereadingleague.org/what-is-the-science-of-reading/

Adult Literacy - the missing piece in the Information Literacy landscape

Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) - PIAAC, the OECD's programme of assessment and
analysis of adult skills

About the authors

Libby Levett has spent most of her LIS career as a Children's and Youth Librarian.
In 2008 she was appointed to one of the first Libraries Tasmania Adult Literacy
coordinator roles and witnessed how evidence-based literacy support can make a
long-term difference to individuals, families and whole communities.

In 2017 she became a member of the Central Literacy and Learning Team and
currently works in the Strategic Improvement and Client Experience unit at Libraries
Tasmania.

Libby is the current ALIA Island Group convenor and a member of the ALIA
Children's and Youth Service Group and ALIA Adult Literacy Group.

Andrea McMahon was, until recently, the Senior Literacy Coordinator with Libraries
Tasmania. She was responsible for the professional learning of Tasmania’s network
of adult literacy coordinators and volunteer tutors. She has a special interest in
evidence based reading methodologies that are informed by the science of reading,
and reflect how our brain functions when we learn to read.

Andrea has presented on adult literacy topics at national and state events and
recently delivered an Adult Learning Australia webinar, ‘Orthographic mapping and
its role in reading fluency'.

Andrea is the convenor of ALIA's Adult Literacy Group and a member of ALIA Island.
She was the 2021 winner of the Engaging Our Learners (Adults) category in the
Together We Inspire Awards (Department of Education, Tasmania).

11 |Page


https://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/
https://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/

