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Despite variations in the ways that information literacy (IL) is understood (Boon, Johnson & Webber, 2007) most people
would agree that the ability to engage effectively with information influences the optimisation of educational outcomes.
In Australia, the importance of information skills gained prominence after the publication of an Australian Education
Council report (Mayer, 1992) outlined seven key competencies important to all educational programs, at any level or
disciplinary area. The first two of these related to information skills, i.e. “collecting, analysing and organising information”
and “communicating ideas and information” (Mayer, 1992, p.5).
Greater awareness of the importance of information skills was further influenced by a subsequent Australian government
requirement of all higher education providers to specifically articulate competencies that students gain by graduation.
This later became an annual reporting requirement whereby both graduate competencies, and strategies being used to
ensure them, began to be linked to recurrent funding (Australia, DEST, 2003, Online). Controversy generated by the use of
the word ‘competency’ to describe university level outcomes (Bowden, 1997) was somewhat ameliorated by the more
common use of the term ‘graduate attribute’ (Candy, Crebert & O’Leary, 1994) in the university sector. By 2002, ten years
after publication of the Mayer Report, most Australian universities had created formal graduate attribute statements and
these either included information literacy as an attribute in itself, or described IL as an “underpinning strategy” (Bundy,
2004, p.47).
Libraries were also active in integrating IL with government policy requirements. For example, the second edition of the
Australian and New Zealand Information Literacy (ANZIL) framework (Bundy, 2004, p.1) was explicitly linked with both the
Mayer key competencies and with graduate attributes. This connection led to education stakeholders outside the library
world, particularly university academics and policy makers, becoming more conversant with the goals of information
literacy. Such was the increase in interest that IL researcher Christine Bruce (2000, p.99) was led to wonder if future IL
research might, “for political reasons,” be subsumed into research into graduate attributes or generic skills.
Linking IL with graduate attributes and generic skills has had advantages and disadvantages. Advantages have ensued
alongside increased awareness of the ways that IL skills can enhance educational outcomes. This has generated much
valuable activity both in terms of academic libraries providing extra-curricular learning opportunities for students and also
through faculty/library collaborations to embed IL development opportunities within disciplinary curricula.
The ANZIL framework has strongly impacted IL development opportunities provided by academic libraries in Australasia,
nd
evidenced by statements in the 2 edition (Bundy, 2004) from 40 university libraries outlining how the standards had
been used. Commonly, this use was described as evaluating and revising current IL programs, and/or creating new IL
programs, and/or librarians working with faculties to map IL standards across disciplinary courses.
A disadvantage of closely associating IL with attributes and competencies has been the privileging of particular modes of
teaching (Spiranec & Zorica, 2010; Jacobs & Berg, 2011). Although not explicitly supporting particular teaching methods,
representation of IL within a hierarchical framework of competencies implicitly encourages an equally linear approach to
IL development. This is problematic because effective information engagement is itself an essentially non-linear process
(Foster, 2006) and because “linear and hierarchical approaches to thinking and learning are inadequate for the webbed
cyberspace of information” (Kapitzke, 2003, p.47). Markless (2009, p.29) has also argued that IL frameworks based on
sets of competencies tend to reflect and reinforce a limited vision, leading librarians to focus almost exclusively on
‘technologies of searching’ (e.g. database use) whilst excluding other important factors such as the contextual nature of
information use and transformation of information into new knowledge.
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This concentration on technologies of searching occurs despite the IL standards (Bundy, 2004) presenting a wider view
and is perhaps exacerbated by the ubiquity of short (one-shot sessions) between librarians and students, leaving little
time to cover more than search techniques. Ironically, in this digital world, finding information might be the least
problematic aspect of effective information engagement. Increasingly therefore, although documents such as the ANZIL
framework will continue to be useful, they are only rough and ready guides (Gonczi & Hagar, 2010, p.407) that can never
cover the many tacit understandings inherent in expert information use.
There is a growing need for librarians to re-think and rebalance IL developmental practices. Markless (2009, p.39) suggests
we begin by digging ‘below current practice” to scrutinise underlying assumptions, thereby clarifying and opening IL
practices to change. A threshold concept approach provides potential for such analysis, with Perkins (2010, p.xliii)
describing it as a way for instructors to “examine their disciplines” and explicate otherwise tacit understandings.

THRESHOLD CONCEPTS
A number of studies by library practitioners (e.g. Yorke-Barber, et al., 2008; Brunetti, Hofer & Townsend, 2009; Townsend,
Brunetti & Hofer, 2011) have seen value in a threshold concepts (TC) approach to IL development and this also informed
work undertaken at UNSW Library (Blackmore, 2010). At UNSW, particular troublesome issues continually presented by
different students at Library help points were identified and categorised. These categories were then further considered
to explore the underlying understandings that these students had trouble grasping. Those understandings were then
conceptualised as particular TCs that promote effective engagement at university (Fig.1).
Representing different dimensions of engaging with information at university, these TCs are not claimed to describe every
aspect of IL at university, but are related to this particular place and time, involving the extensive experience of that
specific group of library practitioners. It is through application of these TCs to existing and future IL programs that their
usefulness will be determined.

Figure 1. Threshold concepts: Dimensions of effective engagement with information
Although explained in more detail elsewhere (Blackmore, 2010), these TCs will be briefly outlined here. Working
clockwise (Figure 1.), emotion in this instance describes an understanding of the affective aspects (e.g. anger, frustration,
embarrassment, happiness) of learning to engage effectively with information. This understanding aids persistence to
continue, or to seek help, when challenges arise.
Cultural understanding describes the contextual nature of effective information engagement (e.g. Hillard, 2009). Students
have difficulty understanding information use as always contextual, each different context involving particular ‘rules of
engagement.’ For example, information habits that have been successful in previous contexts may actually inhibit success
at university.
Bricolage describes particular creative ways of engaging with information, as individuals find their own path. For example,
information interpretation is always creative. Information seeking and use is also a creative process, involving

NATIONAL ACADEMY SIXTH ANNUAL CONFERENCE

2

experimentation, mixing techniques and resources, to inform choices about the ‘best’ products or practices for particular
purposes.
Time / outcome ratio describes an understanding of time as a resource to be productively invested. This can contradict
inclinations to take the easiest / quickest path and may involve short-term investments (in gaining new skills) to ultimately
gain long-term benefits.
Systemic thinking describes an understanding of the information universe as not just one system, but as a series of
interconnected systems. Information engagement becomes more effective through understanding how each
interconnected system relates to the other and when each is best for different purposes.
Pattern perception describes an understanding that information always appears in patterns and that these represent
particular processes. This may involve recognising different formats, (book chapter, journal article, etc.), making
connections between ideas (patterns of thought), or re-presenting information in patterns dictated by academic
conventions.

THRESHOLD CONCEPTS IN GAME DESIGN
Working with TCs at the UNSW Library has led to a variety of different IL projects. This paper reports on one of these,
rd
involving a Library creative brief given to 3 year undergraduate game design students. This faculty collaboration is
ongoing, occurring so far in 2011 and 2012. Reflection through action research has helped to ‘fine tune’ processes to
produce better outcomes for the next iteration.
An assessable outcome of this ‘Serious Games’ course requires students to design an educational game in response to a
real creative brief. Librarians create and introduce the creative brief, asking for a game to help university students to
understand IL concepts. For the Library this is a multilayered process, we are not only interested in resulting game
products, but also in in ‘reality checking’ the concepts, and any incidental learning occurring as students design games
about information engagement.
In 2011, the brief was concerned with ‘pattern perception’ and was presented to the students via a (1 hour) lecture.
Librarians also participated in game testing (1 day) and in the final game presentations (1 day). Four groups of students
responded to our brief, ultimately producing some interesting game designs, but reflection highlighted improvements we
could make to our input to the process. For example, we found the lecture format to be non-effective for communicating
the brief, it being difficult to engage the students and ascertain levels of understanding. Another disappointment was that
students didn’t ask questions as they worked on their designs. This foiled our cunning plan to ascertain levels of TC
understanding through analysis of those questions.
Although creative and interesting, none of the resulting game designs were clearly related to the TC. Three were designed
around fun ideas about information seeking (without particular reference to information patterns) and one focussed on
patterns (without particular reference to information use). In terms of reality checking the ‘pattern-perception’ concept,
we appeared to have failed to help students to understand. We were also unable to ascertain any incidental learning. We
endeavoured to try again the following year with some changes.
In 2012, we chose the ‘cultural awareness’ TC for the brief. To avoid confusion, this time we gave students a concrete
example of cultural awareness, (plagiarism). The lecture format was changed to a short presentation, group activities and
discussions, over 2 hours.
Through the activities, we aimed to illustrate differing interpretations of the same phenomenon (highlighting
multidimensionality). We gave students 4 sets of words (64 words total) asking them to choose the 8 words (2 from each
set) that they most related to plagiarism. The sets contained mixtures of words representing 8 different categories (or
ways of seeing) plagiarism. If a student thought of plagiarism in only one way (e.g. only as cheating) then s/he might
choose words from only that category. Students with more varied understandings would arguably choose words from
more categories. That activity occurred at the session beginning and end, to highlight any changes.
In the first round, most students (44%) chose from 5 categories. Around 31% chose from 6 and 25% from 4 categories. In
the final round, 30% increased the number of categories chosen from, 30% stayed the same, and 30% actually chose from
less (possibly becoming more convinced of a particular viewpoint). Clearly some changes occurred in the space between
the two word activities, (Figure 2.) but without talking to the students, it is difficult to ascertain exactly what/why this
was.
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Figure 2. Plagiarism word choices
As per the previous year, students again didn’t ask questions as they worked on their designs, but this time we had ethics
approval to interview volunteers after the final presentations. That timing aimed to minimise interference with the
course. Unfortunately, despite some initial interviewee volunteers, only one student followed through, the remainder
being too busy with other study deadlines. Next year, we will need more compelling reasons for students to talk to us
(e.g. some reward) and will reassess the communication mode and timing.
Providing a more ‘concrete’ brief was successful, leading the lecturer to comment on a higher standard of ‘more focussed’
designs. Of the 7 teams responding to our brief, most steered away from positioning plagiarism as ‘bad’, focussing
instead on temptations, risks and consequences. One student explained his game narrative choice as based on questions
asked of classmates in other subjects. He found a general understanding of plagiarism, but not of the consequences of
being caught. This, he said, “gave us the concept we wanted to explore.” Such comments provide anecdotal evidence of
students now seeing plagiarism more multi-dimensionally.
Conclusion
This ongoing project is exploring a threshold concept approach to information literacy development as a counterbalance
to more commonly used competency approaches. We hope that effective games for IL development will not only be
ultimately produced but also that through the game design process, students will increase their complexity of
understanding information engagement at university. This paper has described the processes and findings so far, clearly
showing that more work is needed before we can show verifiable evidence of changes in students’ ways of understanding
information engagement.
So the jury is still out, but our intention to persevere is encouraged by the words of the one student we were able to
interview this year, who said:
I think that we tend to have a one-track mind in the way that we see an issue, and I had that as well, plagiarism
is pretty black and white. You do it, you don’t do it, you get caught, you risk failing a subject. And I think looking
at it in class and seeing all those different kind of words, different associations with it, you can kind of start to
understand it in a different light and see that, you know, mistakes happen as well. And that other people view it
differently.
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