
 

 

 

 

 

This webinar on the teaching responsibilities of 
academic librarians is offered at the urgings of 
observers who note two things: academic librarians 
do lots of teaching and many academic librarians 
approach this task with little training in teaching.  
Therefore, this session will examine those aspects of 
Information Literacy (IL) that impact teaching 
responsibilities—the “so what?” of the Google Age, 
the proficiencies academic librarians must acquire in 
order to make IL happen, and the partnerships with 
faculty that academic librarians must forge.  The 
webinar will present some specific 
recommendations for professors who train MLIS 
students to be academic librarians and for the MLIS 
students, themselves. 

http://www.asis.org/Conferences/webinars/ 
Webinar-Curran-3-27-2013-register.html 
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First LIS MOOC 

SIG ED focuses on the education—at 

all levels—of those concerned with 

the handling of information. It is a 

forum for coordinating efforts of 

educators in a wide variety of 

information-oriented fields, including 

computer and communications 

science, librarianship and 

management.  

 

About SIG ED 
 

"Ready or Not, You 
Will Teach, and 
Here Is How You 
Can Get Ready!" -  
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"Ready or Not, You Will Teach, and 
Here Is How You Can Get Ready!" 

This full-length article by Laura 

Christopherson describes an ARG 

(Alternative Reality Game) project 

developed by a team of students , LIS 

and education technology 

professionals  to teach information 

literacy skills to undergraduate 

students. 

 

MOOCs (Massive Open Online 

Courses) are seen by many as a 

transformative innovation in 

education.  We interviewed Dr. Jeff 

Pomeratz, Associate Professor at 

UNC–Chapel Hill School of 

Information &Library Science about 

his upcoming MOOC on Metadata – 

the first core LIS course to be 

offered in this emergent format. 
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Get Involved in 

SIG ED! 
Website: 
http://asistsiged.wordpress.com 
 
Sign up for mailing list: 
http://mail.asis.org/mailman/listinf
o/siged-l 
 

 Join on Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/group
s/191857337559701/ 
 

 Follow on Twitter: 
http://twitter.com/#!/ASISTSIGED 
 
Invite people to join SIG ED: 
http://www.asis.org/membership 

 

First LIS MOOC 
Everybody with at least some interest in education has heard about 
MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses).  The concept gained 
popular recognition in 2011 after much publicized launch of 
Stanford’s Introduction to Artificial Intelligence course taught by 
Google’s Peter Norwig and Sebastian Thrun, which is generally 
considered a tipping point in the MOOC movement. All of a sudden, 
everybody is talking about MOOCs with news stories in New York 
Times and on NPR, and scores of articles in publication ranging from 
the Chronicle of Higher Education to Communications of the ACM, 
as well as non-stop discussion in education-related blogs and 
listservs.  In the meantime the number of companies offering 
MOOCs has been growing.  Udacity (www.udacity.com) co-founded 
by Trhun has been followed by Coursera (www.coursera.org), and 
edX (www.edx.org), which partner with leading universities to offer 
free courses to the world. 
 

When UNC-Chapel Hill jointed Coursera and put a call to faculty for 
MOOC proposals, Jeff Pomerantz saw an exciting opportunity.  He 
has been closely following the MOOC developments and felt 
inspired by the Stanford AI course experiment.  Also, just like 
Norwig and Thrun, Pomerantz sites Salman Khan’s Khan Academy 
(www.khanacademy.org) as an important influence and inspiration.  
Having long-term interest in LIS curriculum development issues, 
Pomerantz has been pondering what a Khan Academy-style 
atomized LIS curriculum would look like.      
 

While his vision is that of a skill-size, rather than course-size learning 
chunks, Pomerantz sees the MOOC teaching as an opportunity to 
develop micro-lectures and automatic assessments that could 
eventually populate the Khan Academy like LIS curriculum map.  He 
chose a Metadata course because it is one of the core topics in LIS 
curriculum and also because he sees the course as amenable to 
MOOC-ification as including objective knowledge and skills.  
Pomerantz notes, that courses that require subjective human 
judgment, such Reference Services, would not lend themselves 
easily to MOOC format because there is no way to build automatic 
assessment to evaluate what might be relevant to a particular user 
in a particular situation. 
 

The Metadata course will be available through Coursera starting in 
September (see course page at coursera.org/course/metadata for 
details).  This will be the first core LIS course offered as a MOOC, 
although the number of MOOCs on information science related 
topics is beginning to grow.   
 
For more information and updates, refer to: 
http://jeffrey.pomerantz.name/blog/ 

Laura Christopherson 

Chair of SIG ED 

http://mail.asis.org/mailman/listinfo/siged-l
http://mail.asis.org/mailman/listinfo/siged-l
https://www.facebook.com/groups/191857337559701/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/191857337559701/
http://twitter.com/#!/ASISTSIGED
www.udacity.com
www.coursera.org
www.edx.org
www.khanacademy.org
coursera.org/course/metadata
http://jeffrey.pomerantz.name/blog/
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SIG ED 
SIG/ED is a forum for coordinating 
efforts of educators in a wide 
variety of information-oriented 
fields, including communications 
and computer science, 
librarianship and management. 
Its programs center on such 
topics as curriculum design, 
research, instructional resources 
and methods, manpower needs, 
placement, recruitment to the 
profession, continuing education 
and educational program 
planning.  

 

 

Chair:  

Laura Christopherson 

Co-Chair-Elects:  

Mirna Turcios 

Chris Cunningham 

Secretary/Treasurer:  

Sarah Ramdeen 

Communications Officer: 

Hassan Zamir 

Programming Coordinator: 

Karen Miller 

Publications Officer: 

Julia Khanova 

Past Chair:  

Naresh Agarwal 

 

 

An Alternate Reality Game to Teach 
Information Literacy and Research 
Skills to First-Year Students 

The American Society for Information Science & Technology (ASIS&T) http://www.asis.org  

Alternate reality games (ARGs) merge the real world with the online 
world. Players are presented with evidence of a “shattered” story 
that they must piece together as if they were solving a mystery 
(McGonigal, 2008, p. 205). To solve the mystery, players complete 
puzzles and seek clues in blogs, social media, and physical spaces such 
as libraries or bakeries. Research shows that today’s college 
students—having grown up around social media and games—
possess an anytime/anywhere, highly interactive, collaborative 
learning style (Lippincott, 2005). Faculty and librarians are thus faced 
with designing courses to match this learning style. 
Recommendations include incorporating games into the curriculum 
(Lippincott, 2005). ARGs were originally designed to market 
forthcoming movies and games, but interest in using them to support 
teaching and learning is rapidly growing. A team of students, faculty, 
and librarians at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) 
developed an ARG to teach information literacy and research skills to 
students in a first-year history seminar.  

Why games? 
Games—and ARGs specifically—can be used as active, experiential, 
situated learning experiences. Whitton and Hollins (2008) claim that 
games afford a constructivist approach with experiential and 
collaborative learning opportunities, allowing learners to be self-
directed and to take responsibility for their learning. The blending of 
the physical and virtual—that ARGs provide—requires players to 
extend their imaginations across boundaries and adjust their 
dispositional stances which can lead to more flexible thinking 
(Thomas & Brown, 2007). McGonigal (2008) and Kim, Lee, Thomas 
and Dombrowski (2009) explain that ARGs require players to define 
and solve large-scale problems as a group because problems/puzzles 
are often too large for a single individual to solve independently. For 
example, puzzle pieces may be distributed across locales requiring 
players to compare notes and share knowledge and expertise. As 
such, ARGs are “massively social experiences,” drawing on players’ 
search and analysis skills, which McGonigal (2008, p. 222) believes 
makes them well-suited to encouraging meta-level reflection. 

Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) believe that grounding learning 
tasks in familiar activity and providing opportunities for knowledge 
application is instrumental to learning and can provide scaffolding  

 



 

 

Issue 4, March, 2013 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

when tackling less familiar tasks. McGonigal (2008) believes that ARGs provide excellent scaffolding challenges 
because the game is constantly responding to player involvement and presenting greater and greater 
challenges. ARG players are given vague instructions which motivates them to co-construct their own meanings 
from the “pliable data” presented to them (McGonigal, 2008, p. 214). ARGs, like other games, have further 
pedagogical advantages in that they are usually set in low risk contexts, and thus offer gentle opportunities for 
experimentation and risk-taking. Furthermore, ARG players “gain confidence and fluency in emerging 
technologies and CI [collective intelligence] strategies by playing with new network platforms and multiuser 
applications in increasingly complex scenarios” (McGonigal, 2008, p. 222).                           
 

ARGs can be challenging to develop because, to be effective, they require “compelling plotlines, regular content 
delivery, collective puzzles of the appropriate difficulty level, player feedback monitoring, and self-organizing 
player groups” (Kim, Lee, Thomas, & Dombrowski, 2009). However, they can be produced at relatively low cost 
and do not require sophisticated programming skills to develop them. This makes developing an ARG a much 
more feasible option than developing a computer/video game, especially for faculty and librarians with limited 
time and tight budgets. 
 

The ARG at UNC 
The team at UNC partnered with Dr. Sarah Shields—Bowman and Gordon Gray Distinguished Term Professor—
to create an alternate reality game for her Nations, Borders, and Identities class. Learning objectives for the ARG 
were derived from ACRL information literacy performance indicators 
(http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/informationliteracycompetency) in conjunction with Dr. Shields’ specific 
needs.  For example, one learning objective sought to teach students the difference between primary and 
secondary sources in the field of history, and how these different sources can be interpreted and used to 
formulate an argument in a research project.  
 

In Nations, Borders, and Identities, students explore issues surrounding border conflicts and the effects these 
conflicts have on both the individual and the larger community. The story used in the ARG mirrored this focus by 
presenting student players with two fictitious communities in conflict over the use of a common resource—a 
lake dividing the two communities.  The lake was disappearing due to an extended drought, and each community 
laid claim to the water for their own particular purposes.  The pastoral Bilirandans needed it primarily as a source 
of drinking water for themselves and their cattle; the neighboring Graborian miners valued it for its power to 
heal their congenital skin condition, which led them to honor the lake as a sacred site.  The conflict arose when 
the Bilirandan cattle muddied the sacred waters and the Graborian army barred Bilirandan access to the vital 
water supply.  As the escalating conflict led to bloodshed and the beginning of genocidal war, the student 
players were tasked with finding solutions to the dilemma from four major perspectives: military, economic, 
religious/cultural, and water/technology.   
 

Students were placed in groups—one for each of the four major perspectives. Members of the development 
team were charged with creating puzzles and overseeing student activity for a particular track by playing the 
part of a research advisor. For example, through email exchanges, Nathan Arrington—one of the 
undergraduates on the team—played the part of Cleo LaHaye, research scientist in the area of “Economic 
Analysis in Distressed Countries.” Photos and short biographies of each advisor were listed on the website for 
the Institute for Conflict Resolution (ICR)—the fictitious organization that was trying resolve the conflict with 
the aid of the student players. 
 

Each student group was tasked with a series of puzzles that encouraged them to conduct research and use 
library resources.  For example, in the economic track, students were presented with a series of word scrambles 
that once solved would provide keywords that could be used to locate specific aid organization’ websites, such  
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 same age as the student players would help players 
identify with the conflict on a more personal level and 
become more engaged with the game and the story. 
 
After earning at least three security clearance bumps, 
students were invited to participate in the grand finale 
where they would present their solution to the conflict 
and then discuss all solutions with a conflict resolution 
expert, Terry Barnett. Pizza was provided to make the 
finale more festive, and development team members 
were present to take notes and observe the discussion.  
 
Additional data was collected on student reactions to 
the game and their level of learning through a journal 
assignment and a subsequent focus-group-oriented 
class session.  The journal assignment asked students to 
comment on how engaging the game and the story 
were, how challenging puzzles were, and how useful  
 

as International Rescue Committee and A Glimmer of 
Hope Foundation. Then students were tasked with 
locating a primary and secondary source on each aid 
organization’s website, which they sent to Cleo along 
with an explanation of why they believed one source to 
be primary and the other secondary.  
 

When students completed puzzles or found hidden bits 
of information in sources, their security clearance within 
the Institute for Conflict Resolution was increased. This 
acted as an achievement system, which many 
multiplayer computer games employ to keep players 
motivated. Prizes were also given throughout the game. 
A secret compartment in a copy of Gone with the Wind 
that appeared to be mis-shelved in the library’s United 
Nations documents collection contained USB keys for 
the enterprising students who located the book. 
 

Students were kept abreast of developments between 
the two communities by fictitious news correspondents 
writing for International Broadcast News (another 
fictitious website), and by blogs and tweets from two 
youths (one from each community).  It was believed 
that framing the story around two individuals of the  

.  
 

 
the ARG. was in helping them to find resources and think more about border conflicts. During the in-class focus 
group, students were given a short survey asking them about factors that contributed to their success in solving 
puzzles, favorite and least favorite puzzles, and their role in helping their group prepare a solution for the game 
finale. Then they were led through a discussion of how they went about finding resources and preparing for the  
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presentation, which resources were the most helping in developing a solution, whether they can successfully 
identify primary and secondary sources, what criteria they used to evaluate the credibility of sources, and what 
they would have liked to have seen more or less of in the game. At this time, the development team is still 
analyzing this data for future improvements to the game, but a review of the journal assignments has provided 
some interesting feedback. 

Game Feedback 
As was mentioned earlier, ARGs start off in a rather vague way for 
the purpose of encouraging players to begin the sense-making 
process. Some students commented on how they wished there 
had been more backstory at the outset of the game. Although 
avid, experienced ARG players might not require this, first-year 
college students might need more introduction than what it 
typically given in ARGs. 
 

Some students expressed dissatisfaction with puzzles that took 
more than an hour to complete. Along with homework from 
other classes, the pressure to turn in puzzle answers in time to  

 

Students from the military group after presenting 
their solution to the conflict 

acquire the necessary three security clearances before the game finale may have been a bit too overwhelming. We 
recommend puzzles take 30 minutes or less to complete. 
 

A puzzle’s level of difficulty and its relation to the story can also contribute to level of engagement with the game. 
For some players, the more challenging the puzzle, the more engaging it was; for others, this discouraged interest. 
Level of difficulty may thus be a matter of individual preference—something worth looking into further in future 
iterations of the game. Some students also suggested that the more disconnected a puzzle was from the story, the 
less interesting it was. For example, in the focus-group-oriented class, some students cited a trivia puzzle as an 
example of this disconnect. Although the answers to this puzzle were assembled to form the title of a water 
conservation video which was relevant to the story, the puzzle questions leading to that answer asked about more 
general trivia, which was a turn-off for some students. 
 

Most groups did work together to solve puzzles because many were too difficult to complete on one’s own. 
Students also commented on how much they enjoyed this opportunity to get to know their classmates better.  
 

For many students, the conflict between to the two fictitious communities became very real and personal to them. 
It helped to make more tangible the concepts and ideas they had been discussing during regular class sessions. 
During the game finale, Terry Barnett asked students to assume the role of one community over the other and 
negotiate for a solution that would benefit their community. He then asked them to assume the role of an outside 
diplomat whose job it was to ensure that both sides’ needs were addressed. 

Many students commented on how they had become attached to 
one side or the other based on their reading of the story through 
IBN news articles, their interactions with the two main characters, 
and the game finale. So during the second round of discussion 
when assuming the role of the outside diplomat, they fought the 
urge to advocate mostly on their community’s behalf. 
 
There were mixed views on how helpful the game was in teaching 
about information literacy and research. Some puzzles in the game 
asked students to search for information, some to synthesize 
information provided to them, and some required both tasks.   

 

Students from different groups discussing all 
possible solutions during the game finale 
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Puzzles that forced students to seek out information and synthesize it in some way, rather than presenting 
them with ready-made information, were more effective in helping them learn about information literacy and 
research. Some students commented that when resources were provided to them, they didn’t spend as much 
time with them as they would have liked because of the pressure to complete puzzles and turn in answers to 
their research advisors. Thus we believe that to be more effective, puzzles should always require the players to 
search for information in some way (e.g., visiting the library building, constructing search queries) and then to 
provide extra time to process and synthesize the information. 
 
The development team’s next steps are to review all game feedback in more detail and to revise the game 
accordingly before running the game again and publishing any reports or papers. In the meantime, if you are 
interested in learning more about the UNC ARG, please contact Laura Christopherson at 
llchrist@email.unc.edu. 
 
 
Development Team Members: 
 

Nathan Arrington, undergraduate student, Public Policy major 

Ben Berk, undergraduate student, Political Science major  

Laura Christopherson, doctoral student, School of Information & Library Science 

Chad Haefele, Reference Librarian for Emerging Technologies, University Libraries 

Emily King, E-learning Services Coordinator, University Libraries 

Jonathan McMichael, Undergraduate Experience Librarian, University Libraries 

Brian Sturm, PhD, Associate Professor, School of Information & Library Science 
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