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What can we 
possibly mean by 
“information 
literacy” given the 
way we live now?

Fister, B. (2017, November 13). The black box 
problem. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from 
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/library-
babel-fish/black-box-problem



Though technology has altered libraries and publishing in 
those decades, until this year I thought the fundamentals 
students needed to know – how to frame a question, how to 
think critically about what you find, how to weigh divergent 
arguments and create your own with a sense of integrity –
were basically unchanging. But the world we’ve found 
ourselves in now, one where we’re being given personalized 
bodies of knowledge created by propagandists and bots and 
artificial intelligence, all locked up in corporate black boxes – I 
don’t even know where to start.

3
Fister, B. (2017, November 13). The black box problem. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved 
from https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/library-babel-fish/black-box-problem
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Too much of what we 
teach as information 
literacy skills prepares 
students for an 
information landscape 
that has passed.

5Roquet, M. (2018). What happens now? Computers in Libraries, 38(2), 34–36.



Today
▪ Digit a l in form a t ion  land s cap e  - w he re  w e  w and e r!
▪ Exp and ing our d is cours e  and  p rac t ic e  
▪ Exam p le s  of ins t ruc t iona l a c t ivit ie s
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What are we 
dealing with 
here?
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Search 
companies are 
companies.
We repeat,
search 
companies are 
companies .
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Algorithms 
don’t write 
themselves
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Digital 
footprints 
produce 
perpetual 
trails
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What lies between ...

Information 
producers ??? Information 

consumers
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Bots 
‘interacting’ 
with content, 
with each other, 
with us
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Hello, what 
information 
can I decide 
would be 
most useful to 
you today?

13
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Expanding our discourse & practice



Starting 
somewhere; 
Ending 
unknown ...
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Possible instructional activities
Tracing Footsteps Who is Alexa? Personal Data (Dis)Comfort
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Tracing Footsteps

Have  s t ud e n t s  
d e s c rib e  t he ir d igit a l 
b e haviour ove r t he  
p as t  w e e k - w ha t  
d id  t he y re ad , like , 
in t e rac t  w it h , e t c .

As k t he m  t o  d is cus s  
w ays  in  w h ich  
in form a t ion  m ay now  
b e  p re s e n t e d  t o  
t he m  as  a  re s u lt  of 
t ha t  a c t ivit y 

Not e  how  t h is  
in form a t ion  w ill 
m ake  it s  w ay t o  
t he m  b ot h  
“p as s ive ly”, and  
w he n  ac t ive ly 
s e a rch ing for 
s om e t h ing

17



Who is Alexa?

In t rod uce  s t ud e n t s  
t o  t he  conce p t  of 
“p e rs onas ” - oft e n  
us e d  in  d e ve lop ing 
p rod uc t s

As k s t ud e n t s  t o  
c re a t e  “p e rs ona” 
d e s c rip t ions  of Ale xa , 
Siri, e t c . not ing t he ir 
b ackground s , w ha t  
t he y offe r, how  t he y 
d iffe r, and  w hy. 

Ext e nd  t o  im agine  
a  “s chola rly virt ua l 
a s s is t an t ” - w ho 
m igh t  b e  
in t e re s t e d  in  
c re a t ing t he s e ?  
And  w hy?   Who d o 
you  w is h  w ou ld  
c re a t e  one  & w hy?
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Personal Data (Dis)Comfort
As k s t ud e n t s  how  
t he y fe e l ab ou t  
Am azon’s  
p e rs ona lize d  
e xp e rie nce .  Is  it  
he lp fu l?  Do you  like  
it ?   Wha t  d o  t he y 
know  ab ou t  you?  
Are  you  OK w it h  
t ha t ?

Have  t he m  d is cus s  
how  t he y w ou ld  fe e l 
if t he ir un ive rs it y 
offe re d  a  s im ila r 
e xp e rie nce ?  Wha t  
w ou ld  t ha t  look like ?  
How  w ou ld  t ha t  
com p are ?  Wha t  d a t a  
w ou ld  b e  us e d ?  How  
w ou ld  you  fe e l ab ou t  
t ha t ?

Ext e nd  t he  
conve rs a t ion  t o  
inc lud e  
e m p loym e n t  
s e rvice s , in s u rance  
com p an ie s , 
p olit ic a l p a rt ie s , 
e t c .  Who e ls e  
m igh t  b e  
in t e re s t e d  in  a ll of 
t ha t  d a t a?
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Technology does not
exist unto itself ... 

it IS a socio - econo - politico phenomenon
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bistrosavage/3774175



bethany.wilkes@yale-nus.edu.sg dianne.cmor@concordia.ca

Thank you!
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