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“Authentic” librarianship in the lecture theatre 

John Hynes 
 

Lectures and Librarians: A marriage of inconvenience? 

It is difficult to imagine a more ubiquitous, yet widely derided, element of 
higher education than the lecture. While the media regularly uses stock 
images of lectures to signify university education, portrayals of lectures and 
lecturers in popular culture are often far from flattering. Ferris Bueller’s 
famous day off school seems a perfectly rational response to the prospect 
of enduring another dry monologue on economic theory (Chinnich, 
Hughes, Jacobsen, Vickerilla & Hughes, 1986). In the enduringly popular 
situational comedy Friends (Crane & Kauffman, 1994), the social 
awkwardness of one of the principal characters is illustrated by his dry, 
repetitive lectures to rows of disengaged students. Even legendary action 
heroes seem to struggle when they find themselves behind the lectern. 
Raiders of the Lost Ark (Marshall & Spielberg, 1981) shows most of the class 
desperate to escape Indiana Jones’ musings on Neolithic artifacts, while in 
a later film the queues of confused students outside his office provide a 
tacit commentary on the lecture’s effectiveness as a teaching medium 
(Watts & Spielberg, 1989). 
 
The poor reputation of lectures as a method of teaching is supported by 
years of professional de-bunking of the “sage of the stage” model (King, 
1993), with lectures commonly referred to as a “boring, passive, ineffective 
and antiquated teaching method that will soon be obsolete” (French & 
Kennedy, 2017). However, despite consistent challenges to its pedagogical 
merits, the lecture remains one of the most widely used methods of 
teaching within our higher education institutions (Harrington and 
Zakrajsek, 2017, p.1). It remains a useful tool for cascading face-to-face 
teaching on large campus-based universities. The economic benefit to 
institutions of delivering hours of measurable student contact time through 
‘one to many’ has obvious advantages. Universities (such as my place of 
work, The University of Manchester), which can routinely welcome 
between five and six hundred undergraduate students in disciplines such as 
Management or Life Sciences, have often seen no other practical way of 
delivering the required content to such large numbers of students.  
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The relationship between lectures and library professionals involved in the 
delivery of teaching in higher education institutions is best described as 
“complicated”. It is safe to say that you are unlikely to find much love 
within professional circles, or the field of information literacy, for the 
medium. There are valid reasons for this lack of appreciation. 
 
Where lectures are mentioned at all within literature related to information 
literacy their role is usually to provide a counterpoint to alternative 
methods of teaching which are subsequently demonstrated to be more 
effective (Smith, 2007). Conceptually, lectures tend to fare little better, with 
frequent references made to much maligned concepts such as the “sage on 
the stage” (King, 1993) or the “Banking Model of Education” (Freire, 
2017). It is fair to say that they are not universally advocated as a librarians 
preferred method of teaching delivery!  
 
I consider myself relatively unusual in librarian circles (though I’m far from 
unique even within my own team of colleagues) in that I actively enjoy the 
lecturing aspect of my role as a Teaching and Learning Librarian. It should 
be noted that this is undoubtedly a product of the professional 
environment in which I practice. The nature of the campus I work on, and 
the size of some of the courses which request our input, have necessitated 
that I continue to deliver large numbers of lectures on a yearly basis. This 
has allowed me to build up confidence and experience in the art of public 
speaking as much as anything else.  
 
So do I “enjoy” delivering lectures, purely because it’s something I have 
done for a very long period of time, and become reasonably proficient at? 
It’s a valid question which only you as the reader will be able to determine. 
Just to be clear (and before you skip ahead!) it is not the intention of this 
chapter to debunk, or criticise active learning pedagogies and strategies. 
You will not find a retrograde defence for the “sage on the stage” model, 
or examples of how my students have all magically become informationally 
literate through a dazzling combination of my own knowledge and perfect 
oratory skills. I am no demagogue! Indeed, I would argue that often the 
best lecture may be one you never give at all (but instead work alongside 
academic colleagues to develop something different!)  
 
What you will find throughout is a pragmatic recognition that the dreaded 
“one-shot” Library skills lecture is something that all academic librarians 
are likely to face at some point in their career. I have substantial experience 
of flipping classrooms, blending learning across the curriculum, and 
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running sessions that are so packed full of active learning activities that the 
most talking I did on the day was a simple introduction. I do also however, 
deliver a lot of lectures! I have come to be a firm believer that your 
principles (pedagogical or otherwise) need not be cast aside simply because 
the realities of your institution’s curriculum place you at the front of a 
lecture theatre.  
 
This is where I have found the concept of “authenticity” to be a useful 
touchstone as I reflect on my approaches to librarianship and information 
literacy in the lecture theatre. I myself am a passionate believer that both 
information and students’ matter – more on this later – and my lecturing 
reflects this. Your own sense of authenticity will likely be very different 
from mine. It will be heavily influenced by your own set of values, what 
drives you as an educator and what you ultimately wish your teaching to 
represent. There are some guiding principles which can be used to better 
understand the concept (which crucially involve consideration of others), 
but staying true to one’s own beliefs and values is the most important tool 
we can employ in these settings. This will allow you to demonstrate 
passion, enthusiasm, and a commitment to deliver a positive learning 
experience. These are all strong emotions which can help to inspire, 
challenge and empower your audience.  
 
I will share some reflections on the ways in which my lecturing style has 
changed (and continues to develop) in response to the huge variety of 
pedagogical influences and activities I have encountered and taken part in 
over the years. These reflections have value as the reality for many 
librarians will be that we do just get “one shot” at talking to our students. 
One opportunity to share the things we as librarians, learning developers 
and/ or practitioners of information literacy have devoted our entire 
careers towards!  
 
I will argue that we should take inspiration from the song lyrics of an ill-
fated UK boy-band and look to “make it count” (Soulshock & Karlin et 
al., 2009). The idea that a single lecture can suddenly meet all the 
information literacy development requirements of a large and diverse 
group of students is as ridiculous as the pop song I just mentioned. What 
the lecture can do is act as a gateway and hopefully an inspiration. This can 
help our students to understand more about their own relationship with 
information literacy, and how it is important for their studies and beyond.  
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Lessons from lectures, lecturing and libraries 

As I reflect on my experiences in the lecture theatre I think it is important 
to acknowledge that it was not an element of the job I enjoyed at first. 

My career in libraries began in a small library located on the top floor of 
the Manchester Business School. The main characteristic of the library was 
that it employed a small team, who worked well together, but also that it 
served a wide range of students and faculty who often needed to use 
specialist information retrieval tools with which they were unfamiliar.  

The Library ran a programme of what was then referred to as “user 
education”. The term was very much in vogue at the time, though it’s not 
one I reflect upon with a great degree of fondness. The problematic 
implications of a strong didactic relationship between the librarian as some 
sort of gatekeeper of knowledge altruistically passing on some of those 
secrets to the lucky “user” who needs “educating” were lost on me at the 
time. I was more interested in the career development opportunities it 
provided (as this was what many of the fully qualified librarians were 
doing!) Where I was lucky is that the small supportive nature of the team 
allowed me to become involved in the sessions. From this I quickly began 
to develop an interest in teaching and its relationship with academic 
libraries and those who use them. 

The “user education” sessions themselves would likely be familiar to 
anyone who taught in libraries during the mid-2000s. Small sign-up 
sessions in a computer cluster, which would be focused around specific 
products which produced above average numbers of questions at the 
enquiry desk. Many of these products are still with us today “Scopus”, 
“EBSCO: Business Source Premier”, “Datastream”…  

The rationale behind these sessions seems to have been, “if we’ve paid so 
much for these products we should show people how to use them”. This 
on the face of it seemed fine, and I accepted it initially without question. 
However, I couldn’t help but notice that the sessions often contained 
many empty seats. Also there would always be one or two attendees who 
didn’t really want to learn how to use Scopus. What they wanted was access 
to specific pieces of information, and they not unreasonably hoped that 
Scopus might have it. 

Unwittingly I was learning a lot from these small beginnings. As I grew in 
confidence I began to feel more comfortable in turning the sessions over 
to the attendees rather than constructing carefully planned out search steps 
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which showed off the functions of various platforms. Simply asking 
attendees “what they wanted to know” was a liberating experience, 
particularly when other attendees began joining in and helping out with the 
answers! Taking more of a facilitator role, allowing attendees to set their 
own agenda, and encouraging peer-to-peer collaboration seemed to work 
better – I just didn’t know why yet! 

These experiences stood me in good stead when I was appointed to the 
position of subject librarian in 2010, acquiring responsibility for delivering 
teaching within the actual curriculum. This hugely excited me initially, but 
quickly felt like something of a poisoned chalice. I was expected to deliver 
a LOT of lectures in October, a few in November, a number in February, 
and a few in June (this element of the job hasn’t changed that much!)  

I inherited a very mixed bag of teaching materials from the previous 
librarian. They had done a comprehensive job of putting together a variety 
of presentations which demonstrated the capabilities and functionalities of 
a mind-boggling number of databases. There wasn’t much in the way of a 
plan, or even a script, but there was a complex combination of 
screenshots, arrows and animations packaged into a series of Microsoft 
PowerPoint presentations… They were in many ways a work of art! 

I tried the PowerPoints… I quickly came to realise that watching somebody 
else click through slides of various bibliographic searches and platforms is 
simply not a good learning experience. I would visibly observe students 
slump lower and lower into their seats as the lecture continued. By the 
time I would reach the “Trade and Industry News” section of the 
presentation you had lost pretty much the entire room. Forget the “sage on 
the stage”, this was more like the “bore with the floor”. It upset me a bit 
and I became determined to do something about it.   

It was at this point I probably should have sought help from professional 
networks, but social media wasn’t as well established, so connections with 
others who could have helped weren’t so readily available. One thing that 
was available was the opportunity to observe other faculty teaching. As 
academic librarians even now, it’s quite common for us to deliver our 
lecture-based teaching alongside a member of faculty, and I find you can 
learn a lot from observing others teach and reflecting on the reactions and 
behaviours of the audience. 

The best lectures I observed employed a variety of techniques and became 
a huge influence. I’ll return to these later in the chapter but the most 
effective did seem to share some commonalties. These lecturers were 
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demonstrating what I have now come to understand as authenticity in their 
teaching (Johnson & LaBelle, 2017). Those who clearly had a passion for 
the subject matter, offering unique and sometimes controversial opinions 
tended to go down best. Showing care and consideration for their students 
by valuing their opinions as “an audience” also seemed more popular. 
Providing a structure for what would be covered, offering opportunities 
for breaks, reflections, discussions, questions… Not many lecturers tended 
to do this but the ones that did tended to have a bigger audience and a 
greater positive buzz as people left the theatre. 

Sadly, I didn’t have enough knowledge or confidence in the value of 
information literacy at the time to put these techniques into practice. I was 
too focused around the products we had, and my assumption that my job 
was to show people how they worked, to envisage how the Library focused 
content could engage our audience at a similar level. 

Instead I became more comfortable in approaching faculty whose lectures 
I enjoyed and discuss ways in which the Library element of the course 
could be enriched and improved. Most of all I wanted to be able to 
replicate what happened within the safe confines of the Library training 
room, where students were visibly more engaged, and learning far more 
due to the opportunities it provided for active learning experiences and 
student collaboration.  

I experimented with the creation of detailed workbooks which were 
integrated into virtual learning spaces. I ran a programme of searching 
workshops for five hundred undergraduate students to get them actively 
involved rather than listening – This involved me repeating the same 
workshop 16 times over a two-week period in the October of 2011. I was 
younger then, but I was still exhausted at the end of it! It worked way 
better than the PowerPoint version but proved an administrative nightmare 
for all involved. For similar reasons I encountered frequent resistance from 
faculty to these new ideas “It sounds great, but I don’t know where we can 
fit it in” was a common refrain I would hear at academic committee 
meetings. I would still generally be offered a lecture slot though!  

A significant moment of change in my career arrived in 2012, which 
allowed me to shift focus for a while. The University of Manchester 
Library (of which the Business School Library was now a part) underwent 
a major restructure and re-organised around a functional model (Bains, 
2013). For me this led to major and exciting changes. I was appointed to 
the role of Teaching and Learning Librarian (which I hold to this day). The 
creation, delivery and evaluation of teaching and learning materials was 
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now to be the primary focus of my job! The pace of change was extremely 
rapid. Within twelve months I was working alongside learning developers 
and eLearning technologists in a bid to transform the Library’s teaching 
offer into something more fit for purpose.  

From the very beginning our new team faced significant challenges. Torn 
away from the familiarity of our own subject bases, there was considerable 
anxiety about the prospect of designing and delivering all the specialist 
“one-shot” sessions previously delivered by a large team of subject 
librarians. These were now our responsibility regardless of the fact a large 
number would relate to subject areas we knew very little about. 

My anxieties eased somewhat when I was involved in a project which 
oversaw the collation of all the previous training materials, as a key part of 
the work in establishing what is now known as the University of 
Manchester Library’s My Learning Essentials (MLE) skills programme. 
Skills such as “generating effective keywords”, or “searching databases” 
proved surprisingly easy to adapt to more generic examples. These could 
be converted into online resources we could embed into virtual learning 
environments, freeing us up to focus on new things. 

In response to demand from the university we began closely working with 
Learning Development colleagues to provide support in many other areas 
such as academic writing or critical reading. The design of workshops and 
teaching materials became informed by constructivist and collectivist 
approaches that looked to put our students firmly at the centre of their 
own learning (Blake and Illingworth, 2015). 

The problem of what to do about the lectures remained however. As part 
of our attempts to promote a blended offer of teaching and learning to the 
various schools and faculties, a variety of options were provided. Course 
unit directors could choose to simply embed relevant online resources 
from our ever-expanding portfolio into virtual learning environments, or 
combine these with a face-to-face option (which would be delivered as part 
of the taught curriculum). The majority continued to request a face-to-face 
element, with the size of our campus and many of our courses 
necessitating that this could only be practically delivered as part of their 
lecture programme. 

Between 2014 and 2016, I became obsessed with ways to make the lecture 
element more valuable to our students, and a more enjoyable experience 
for myself and colleagues involved in teaching them. I worked extensively 
on a project which trialled a variety of different approaches to curriculum-
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based teaching. Our workshops and online resources received international 
recognition for their collaborative and student-centred approaches, but 
many of us still felt this was difficult to transfer to the lecture environment. 
I ran a series of pilots exploring different approaches that could be taken. I 
created bespoke lectures and online resources for a large undergraduate 
management course, and a flipped classroom approach for postgraduate 
education students. Both approaches worked well and I presented about 
the benefits and lessons learned at the Librarians Information Literacy 
Annual Conference (LILAC) in subsequent years (Pal at al, 2015; Hynes & 
Webster, 2016) 

However, all of these approaches involved considerable issues of scalability 
when considering how we might replicate them across the whole university 
curriculum. I certainly have not given up with this and see huge potential 
for these ideas as we begin to re-design our curriculum-based training in 
response to the corona-virus pandemic of 2019/20.  

This is where I find myself today… A lucky librarian (who at least some of 
the time lectures). Thanks to the work undertaken through the team 
involved with MLE I no longer need to demonstrate the complexities of 
specific database platforms, or methods of searching. We have online 
resources that do this perfectly well, plus we offer a comprehensive range 
of workshops and one-to-one support that can do this far better than I am 
able to within the confines of the lecture theatre. 

So, what should we be doing in these environments? Should we even be 
there at all? This is where I feel our personal values and beliefs, and by 
extension authentic teaching have a key role to play.   

Moving towards authenticity in the lecture theatre  

It is impossible to talk about authenticity in any meaningful way without 
discussing my own set of values and the pedagogical influences behind 
these. I think it’s important to state for the record that “authenticity” was 
not something I ever set out purposely to achieve. A quick scan of a 
leading business magazine provides over one thousand results on 
“authenticity” if you are interested in the concept (Harvard Business 
Review, 2020). However, I find it difficult to conceive of anything more 
“in-authentic” than employing a mechanical methodology which convinces 
our students to view us as authentic teachers.  
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Research does suggest that educators who employ an authentic teaching 
style are more likely to be more positively received by their students 
(Johnson & LaBelle, 2017). This alone merits further investigation into the 
concept, and reflection on whether we demonstrate these behaviours. 

Authenticity can be demonstrated by communicating a real passion and 
understanding of our subject (information), and the way it works in the 
contemporary climate. If we have a genuine desire to help our students and 
faculty members navigate the complexities of the modern information 
landscape, and use information to succeed in their current and future 
endeavours, then this too demonstrates authenticity. There are many ways 
of doing this – the creativity you will see demonstrated in the other 
chapters of this book speaks to that – but an unwavering commitment to 
“helping” can provide us with a firm philosophical base-camp.  

How our general value-set develops (and the problems this can cause) is 
beyond the scope of this chapter. I would say that it is increasingly vital 
that anyone engaged in the teaching of information literacy take some time 
to give regular and honest reflection as to how their own set of values may 
have been formed (and re-assess what the influences behind these may 
have been).  

As practitioners this can sometimes be difficult. Once, under time pressure 
to produce some materials for an academic writing workshop, I used a 
quote from the American writer and philosopher Ayn Rand. I forget what 
the quote was now, though it seemed helpful to illustrate the point I was 
trying to make about the importance of using a proper structure when 
writing. When it was politely pointed out to me that I might want to 
explore some of her other “philosophies” I quickly decided that I did not 
want my teaching to be associated with “the ultimate gateway drug to the 
right” (Burns, 2009, p.4). I cringe in embarrassment at the memory of this 
now, but I do think there is a very important lesson to be learned here. 

My role as Teaching and Learning Librarian includes many other 
responsibilities alongside teaching which compete for my attention. As 
such I am a practitioner of information literacy rather than a cutting-edge 
theorist. However, we need to regularly take time to explore our own 
values, beliefs and influences, particularly before we share them with 
students! Professional networks, conferences and wonderful colleagues 
have all helped to introduce me to theories and ideas which allows my 
teaching to demonstrate characteristics of a feminist library pedagogy 
(Accardi & Vukovic, 2014); but I still have MUCH to learn! Being “busy” 
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can often make time for this reflection difficult, but as the Ayn Rand 
incident demonstrates it is vital that we do so! 

As I write presently, I would summarise the key values and beliefs which 
inform my approach to designing information literacy instruction – and 
demonstrate my authenticity – as being “Information matters; students’ 
matter”. A simple mantra but one that I find useful in an increasingly 
hectic and demanding landscape.  

Why information matters 

As with all values I did not develop these ideas in isolation, rather they 
have grown as I have been exposed to the ideas and theories of others. My 
principle of “Information matters” was heavily influenced by my own 
reactions to the role information played in political events of 2016, and 
keynote presentations from the Lilac conference (Booth, 2016; Carbery, 
2017). Both speakers astonished me with the scope of their ambition, and 
the work they had undertaken to ensure that their work within academic 
libraries connected their practices with wider social, economic and political 
concerns. 

The idea that we should place “Information Literacy at the heart of 
citizenship” (Carberry, 2017) is one that particularly resonated with me, 
and also one where I see the role of the “one-shot” lecture having a 
potentially important role to play. Mis-information, “fake-news” and 
propaganda are increasingly used in the pursuit of political, economic, and 
social objectives (Polizzi, 2020). This is possible due largely to the way that 
information is disseminated and consumed via an increasingly complex 
mixture of media channels. This played a huge role in shaping 
developments in the Brexit referendum (2016), and elections in the U.S. 
(2016) and Brazil (2018).  

In the U.S. there currently exists a worrying situation where President 
Trump was shown to make 16,241 “misleading claims” during his first 
three years in office by independent fact-checkers (Kessler et al, 2020). 
However, with 76% of his supporters believing that Trump tells the truth 
“all or most of the time” (Arenge et al, 2018) this does not damage him 
politically in the way it should. Lewandowsky (2020, pp. 73-74) attributes 
this to a mixture of partisanship and a lack of faith in the larger political 
establishment. All of this is connected to the ways in which information is 
distributed and consumed. 
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What should concern us as librarians, and citizens, is the effects of this 
politicisation and weaponisation of information. We have seen examples of 
this in response to the corona-virus outbreak of 2019/20. President Trump 
has repeatedly referred to COVID-19 as the “China virus”, and claimed to 
have seen evidence that it originated in a Wuhan laboratory (Singh et al, 
2020). It was subsequently shown to be an overly simplistic analysis of the 
information available (Cohen, 2020) with the President himself merely 
stating “I can’t tell you that” when asked to provide further evidence 
(Singh et al, 2020). 

Here we see evidence of how information (or mis-information) really does 
matter. Racist attacks surged against Asian Americans in March and April 
of 2020 (List of incidents of xenophobia and racism related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, 2020). 58% of Asian American adults surveyed also 
reported an increase in being exposed to racially insensitive views as a 
result of the outbreak (Ruiz, Menasce & Tamir, 2020). While unfair to 
assign Trump with complete responsibility for this, his casting of the virus 
as “foreign” or “other” through use of language, and selective references 
to complicated sets of data and information, can be viewed as deliberate. It 
has the effect of personifying the threat provided by an abstract concept of 
a novel corona-virus (Viala-Gaudefroy & Lindaman, 2020). This is useful 
politically, as it allows those in power to cast the virus as an external threat, 
drawing attention away from any policy mistakes which may have 
contributed to the disastrous spread.  

Information literacy skills have the potential to allow us to recognise that a 
simplistic analysis of “who is to blame” for COVID-19 is not possible, and 
to understand the “how and why” of how this might benefit political 
actors. In this new reality, it is hard to think of a time where information, 
and how we analyse and respond to it, has been more important.  

By extension, access to information which communicates up-to-date 
research is vital if we wish to fully participate in a modern democratic 
society. As such, concepts of information privilege have also become a key 
driver that influences my personal pedagogy. Booth (2016) demonstrated 
an outstanding programme of information literacy instruction, which 
demonstrated how we might introduce these concepts naturally through 
class-based Wikipedia projects  

The Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) have also 
highlighted the need to identify intersections between scholarly 
communications and information literacy (2013) and there are pragmatic as 
well as ideological reasons why I feel we should do this. Booth (2017) 
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highlights how demonstrating the economic and practical realities of issues 
relating to issues of scholarly communications can lead to increased 
engagement with the teaching of information literacy skills:  

I think it is fascinating that after years of teaching to people who 
are basically falling asleep in classrooms, the second I started 
talking about money – how if you’re at this school we pay x 
million dollars so you can have access to y amount of content, and 
once you’re out of here you’re cut off – they start listening. 

I’m not a scholarly communications librarian but feel we should be 
educating our students about the huge profit margins enjoyed by 
companies such as Elsevier, and the role that academic libraries play in this, 
even if this can sometimes feel uncomfortable. We should recognise that 
future policy makers may well sit within our own lecture theatres, and if we 
are serious about life-long learning then we cannot simply continue to 
demonstrate how to use products such as Proquest or Ebsco, which can no 
longer be accessed after graduation (Carberry, 2017). We also have a social 
responsibility here, which is eloquently expressed by the ACRL: 

If the student is using materials on healing techniques in Nepal, 
that student should also be wondering if the healer in Nepal can 
read the same journal article reporting on his work (ACRL, 2013). 

Why students’ matter 

My value of “students’ matter” places me on more familiar ground as a 
practitioner of information literacy, but is equally important. Put simply, I 
feel that as librarians our job is to help our students to learn in ways which 
empower them, and ensure they can reach their full potential. For sure, we 
can seek to inspire and introduce new ideas, but it is important for us to 
recognise that a trainee teacher, nurse, or scientist have many competing 
demands. These may not always have the development of information 
literacy as their primary objective. 

Our teaching in turn should look to smooth the way towards finding a 
path that that works for individual students as much as possible. 
Constructivist theories of learning can help us with this, though these can 
be difficult to implement to their full potential in the lecture theatre. I 
found it a very valuable experience when I returned to postgraduate study 
after a long break in 2017. I quickly discovered that many of the things I 
had talked about for years in my teaching (principally database searching, 
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and the use of bibliographic management software) just weren’t that well 
suited to the assignments I was working on! This was an important insight. 
I realised that a piece-meal approach to research, using mainly internet 
search engines, and dipping in and out of databases when I thought they 
might help, worked far better for me. 

One prescriptive way of searching wasn’t helpful – rather I experimented 
with a variety of strategies and found my own path. What did help of 
course was my knowledge of the products my library had, and the various 
gateways which provided quicker access to relevant information. This has 
now become a key influence when I am designing teaching activities. 
Designing resources which encourage experimentation and the sharing of 
experiences and knowledge is my primary aim. This is much easier in a 
workshop or online setting, but the lecture theatre also provides 
opportunities to convey this message clearly. 

Using these guiding principles that information and students matter allow 
me to be confident that I behave in an authentic manner when I enter the 
lecture theatre. I will now consider how this is reflected in my current 
practice, and ways in which I endeavour to ensure that this is useful to my 
audiences.  

Current practices 

A study into student perceptions of faculty teaching by Johnson and La 
Belle (2017) identified the following behaviours as key factors for teaching 
to be viewed as authentic: 

● Approachability 

● Passionate 

● Attentiveness 

● Capability 

● Knowledge 

I have found this a helpful framework to introduce some of the practices 
that I currently employ within the lecture theatre. The study also touches 
on the somewhat complex issue that the act of striving for authenticity, 
may itself be somewhat in-authentic. I would agree with this notion, and it 
is not my intent for any of these methods to be viewed as anything other 
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than ways in which my values and beliefs (discussed above) are currently 
represented. 

Approachability 
 
Johnson and La Belle (2017) define this behaviour as a “willingness to 
share their life with students and have students’ lives shared with them”. 
As librarians who may meet students only once this may seem difficult, but 
sharing something personal, that is relevant to the topic, can be a good way 
to humanise our presence in the lecture theatre. This allows us to engage in 
“story-telling”, a well-established method of providing meaning to the 
concepts we are about to introduce (Harrington and Zakrajsek, 2019, pp. 
22-24).  

Self-disclosure, reflecting on our own experiences within the library, and a 
bit of humour can often be a good way to begin. I still occasionally get lost 
in the building in which I work. It is a very old building with many hidden 
nooks and crannies. By acknowledging this I hope to demonstrate to 
students that it is perfectly acceptable for them to find things difficult 
initially, and more importantly that they should ask for help whenever they 
need it. Talking about our own studies, and sharing some of the 
frustrations we have encountered, is another good way to demonstrate 
empathy with our audience.  

Allowing short pauses, time for discussion, and feedback are also hugely 
important. Technology can be a great help here. Audience response tools 
such as Mentimeter, Kahoot or Padlet (others are available!) can all help to 
create an environment where the audience becomes an active part of the 
discussion even in very large group sizes. I have found these tools 
refreshingly easy to incorporate within my lectures. The activities I might 
use them to facilitate are far from ground-breaking. These would typically 
be “ice-breakers”, knowledge checks, or opportunities for reflection and 
feedback. Their real value comes from allowing me to make connections 
and develop a rapport with even the largest of audiences. This can lead to 
opportunities to adjust content to be fully in-tune with students’ wants and 
needs, both within the lecture itself, and in the design of follow up 
materials and activities. 

Approachability can also be demonstrated by encouraging students to 
become active members of our Library community. Demonstrating that 
we welcome collaboration with our resources, and asking our students to 
suggest improvements. These can all help to demonstrate our commitment 
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to the overall learning experience. We may only have a short window, but 
we can make a big impact by fostering a sense of inclusivity, and that the 
Library is a great place to ask questions. These are all small simple things, 
which are easy to implement, but can have a real impact towards 
emboldening our audience to take control of their own learning. 

Passionate 

The Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.) defines “passionate” as demonstrating 
“strong beliefs or emotions”. Thinking about why “information matters” 
provides us with many opportunities to do this when lecturing. There is a 
danger of straying into monologue when we communicate emotive topics, 
so using concrete real-life examples of how information works, and asking 
students to reflect on this, can help avoid this. 

The way in which high-profile research findings are communicated 
through media can be a very effective demonstration tool. In 2019 I used a 
piece published in a national newspaper on research undertaken into the 
risks of using cannabis oil as a treatment for mental health (Boseley, 2019). 
Using timely (frequently updated) examples which are reported across a 
wide range of media outlets can create a familiar point of entry. This is 
likely to resonate with the audience. The article referenced above provided 
an opportunity to demonstrate to students, how they could access the full 
research findings (published in The Lancet) using their current levels of 
information privilege. As a reflection activity I asked students to consider 
how they themselves might feel if they were considering using the 
treatment. How would they feel if they were “locked out” of the latest 
information via the subscription model? This provided a natural 
opportunity to introduce life-long learning skills (such as how to access 
content after graduation via open access). 

Using a real-life example which connects new concepts to a familiar 
experience is likely to increase long-term retention of this information. 
(Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017). Our students may not ultimately become 
committed activists for the open access movement, but in demonstrating 
our passion for the subject we have at least begun the conversation in a 
memorable way, while simultaneously introducing something useful and 
relevant. 

There are many opportunities to introduce larger, societal themes in our 
teaching. This will demonstrate our own passions and by extension our 
authenticity. Carberry (2017) demonstrated how we might raise issues of 
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gender inequality within the engineering industry while simultaneously 
showing how a database indexing process works! There are opportunities 
in the unlikeliest of places. 

Recent political, social and economic upheaval will provide us with 
countless opportunities to demonstrate the importance and value of 
“information literacy” in the modern world. It is important not to allow 
our passions to run away with us, but as our potential audiences show 
increasing levels of engagement with civic and political concerns (Barrett & 
Pachi, 2019) we should certainly look to tap into this zeitgeist, and create 
examples and activities which reflect this.  
 
Seismic political, economic and social activity such as Brexit, Donald 
Trump’s presidency, or corona-virus may not be much fun to live through. 
They do however provide opportunities to talk about information literacy, 
in a way that gets students to sit up and take notice, which are unrivalled in 
my career! 

Attentiveness 

 
Attentive teachers are described as “attending to the needs of their 
students academically and personally” (Johnson & La Belle, 2017). Much 
of the work involved with this is done outside the theatre in the 
preparatory stage. Developing a close working relationship with those who 
request library involvement is a good way to ensure that what we deliver 
will resonate with our audiences. Ultimately, my aim will always be to 
create a shared programme of integrated instruction which is informed by 
faculty knowledge of students’ development needs and prior experiences 
(Montiel-Overall, 2005). It is vital that this is seen as an ongoing process of 
development, and is regularly re-visited and refreshed.  

I will try to meet faculty during periods when demands are theoretically 
less intensive (such as the summer or Christmas period) and more time can 
be given to proper planning, collaboration, and reflection. This also allows 
me to learn more about the demands of the particular programme and 
think about how to best ensure that any teaching materials we use or 
develop around assessment or other activities (such as group work), can 
help students to develop the skills needed to successfully engage with their 
course material. 

To truly meet the academic and personal needs of our students it is 
important to remember that the lecture should only form a part of the 
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whole learning experience. Lectures can introduce students to various skills 
and resources, and demonstrate why these are important for the course 
unit or topic being studied. Online content which is integrated into course 
virtual learning environments can then allow students to develop the 
requisite skills, as they work naturally through their course materials.  

Framing a lecture on locating information resources, or critical reading, 
around the actual assignment questions or readings which have been set is 
a strategy I have found useful for increasing engagement. Pal et al. (2015) 
demonstrated how the use of examples directly relevant to the programme 
of study can allow the lecture to play a vital role in ensuring that resources 
are viewed as an integral part of course units. This can ensure that students 
engage fully with material throughout the course. 

Using an actual assignment question within the theatre setting can often 
work well. If I am looking to introduce the skill of creating a 
comprehensive searching strategy, I will ask students to identify keywords 
and synonyms related to the assignment title using audience response 
tools. This can then be made available to students after the lecture, and 
provide a helpful collaborative kick-start to the research process. 

Viewing the lecture theatre as a place for inspiration, rather than 
explanation probably best describes this approach. It’s important that we 
highlight the relevance and potential usefulness of skills, resources, and 
strategies. It is equally important that we create opportunities which will 
allow our students to determine just how useful a particular strategy or 
resource is for themselves. 

Capability 

 
In order for many of the strategies outlined above to work, much work 
needs to be done that is not actually related to the act of lecturing. If we 
want our students to feel confident that they can go away and begin 
developing skills for themselves, then our resources must enable this 
effectively. This will demonstrate the Library’s credibility and capability as 
a means of support and guidance throughout our students’ academic 
careers. 

I am very lucky in that any curriculum based teaching I am asked to deliver 
ultimately forms part of a larger overall academic skills development 
programme (MLE). We have over twenty online resources (covering a 
wide range of academic skills) which have been designed to fit naturally 
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into our virtual learning environments. Additionally, there is a 
comprehensive face-to-face workshop programme and one-to-one support 
which students can access throughout the year. These resources have a 
strong basis in constructivist theory and crucially involve students as co-
creators (Blake, Aston & Grayson, 2020).  

As a result of this I can be confident that I no longer need to provide 
complicated, convoluted examples of specific database search strategies 
within the lecture theatre. As I learned to my cost earlier in my career, 
these are very difficult to demonstrate to a large audience in a way that is 
engaging, or can effectively be retained in short-term memory. There are 
simply too many steps involved. Information literacy skills are best 
developed in an active learning setting; we can replicate some simple 
elements in the lecture theatre (I might for example ask students to find 
and bookmark their online library subject guide as part of a lecture), but 
most skills are best developed incrementally and according to the students’ 
own requirements and demands. 

I would demonstrate the Library’s capability, perhaps by showing a brief 
snapshot of how a specific article or dataset contains information which 
would be useful in the answering of an assignment question. Rather than 
go through a prolonged step-by-step process of access explanation, I 
would prefer to demonstrate how our online resources can help with the 
process of accessing, understanding, and critically engaging with the 
sources I have introduced. 

We are blessed within the library community with a plethora of open 
educational resources that we can integrate within our own teaching. The 
suppliers of databases unsurprisingly often provide reasonable explanations 
of how to use their products. As long as we are demonstrating how this 
has the potential to help, then I think the lecture is providing a useful 
service. Bibliographic management software is a good example. I would 
struggle to imagine anything more tedious than a lecture focused 
demonstration of a product such as EndNote. However, EndNote (other 
packages are available!) has a pretty great highlight reel. A quick real-time 
demonstration of the magical “cite-while-you-write” feature is in my 
experience more than enough to pique a student’s curiosity and interest in 
the time saving properties provided by the software. 

Is it the end of days for libraries if a student then goes on to use EndNote’s 
own YouTube channel to learn more? I don’t think it is. The most 
important way we can demonstrate “capability” is by providing clear 
guidance for students about where they can go for extra help once they 
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have experimented with some of the ideas we have introduced. Even a 
simple nod to your library’s own enquiry service, will encourage students 
to see future value in what has been introduced, and to feel assured that 
they have a place where they can safely ask further questions.     

Knowledge 

Evidence suggests that students are inspired by teachers who demonstrate 
passion and authority when introducing their subject. Those who aren’t 
just regurgitating content from a syllabus, but instead demonstrate active 
engagement and insight with their subject matter. (Harrington & Zakrajsek 
2017; Johnson and LaBelle 2017). For many academics engaged in active 
research this will not be a problem, but for librarians this can present more 
of a challenge. If we are presenting to students within their own 
curriculum, then there is a very good chance that they will know far more 
about the course specific subject matter than we do! 

However, I see my passion and subject as information. Why it matters, 
how it works, how it is changing… These are increasingly crucial questions 
in the modern world and we can help our students to form an 
understanding of this by the way we teach, the examples that we use, and 
crucially by asking the right questions. Hinchcliffe provides a useful 
framework for thinking about the changing role of information literacy, 
and the responsibilities of those who are involved in designing and 
delivering instruction in this area: 

…civic engagement and democratic participation demand critical 
information literacy practices that enable one to interrogate how 
information structures, system, and technologies encode power 
and privilege in order to reveal injustices which can be collectively 
organised around and remedied through action and policymaking. 
(2020, pp.xx-xxi) 

Knowledge and discussion of these themes seem ideally suited to 
stimulating our students’ curiosity. They allow us to exude the type of 
passion and commitment for our subject which will raise it above a 
perfunctory level. Encouraging students to think about the type of 
information they may need to use and why, or questioning the ethics of 
how information is produced and distributed, or how information can be 
used to convince people to vote against their own best interests… All of 
these are high-level concepts which will encourage the development of 
truly critical thinking. 
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We may not have “the time” to fully immerse ourselves in the increasing 
levels of intersection between political science, media studies, sociology, 
and information literacy but we should at least look to develop an 
awareness of these themes and incorporate them into our teaching. 
Reading books such as this one, professional networks and conferences are 
all good places to get inspiration with this.  

A future for the lecture? 

There are many aspects of lecturing that I have avoided within this 
chapter. Strategies for confident public speaking, innovations with 
technology, and creative ways you might introduce active learning within 
the lecture theatre. These are all important themes, but are written about 
extensively elsewhere. 

The importance you might attach to any (or all) of the above elements are 
things which will ultimately be best determined by yourself. 
Experimentation, practice, plus watching and listening to others will help 
with this. What I hope I have demonstrated is that allowing a larger 
“authentic” part of ourselves into the lecture theatre is something we 
should actively pursue. 

Lecturing faces a decidedly uncertain future in the light of changes to the 
way teaching will be delivered in response to corona-virus pandemic of 
2019/20. As we increasingly move towards online solutions for this, I 
think it is important that the human element of the lecture be retained in 
some capacity, whatever we ultimately end up creating. 

One of the lecture’s key benefits is that it demands a certain element of 
“performance” from the person who designs and delivers it. This lends 
itself naturally to communicating passion and commitment, and 
considering the needs, interests, and background of our audience. It would 
be a shame if these elements were lost, and we must ensure technology is 
used in a way that allows us to incorporate these elements. 

What is often perceived as the lecture’s greatest weakness – the constraints 
placed upon it by time – can in fact be turned into a strength if we divert 
our energies into creating short but memorable instruction which connects 
with larger societal themes. Hinchcliffe highlights the key role information 
literacy should provide, as a tool which allows students who increasingly 
“hunger for change in the world” (2020, p. xxi) to reveal injustices, and to 
challenge established systems of power and privilege. The “one-shot” 
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lecture provides us with an opportunity to lay the foundations for this. 
“You only get one shot so make it count, You might never get this moment again!” 
(Soulshock & Karlin et al., 2009). 

We may prefer to use other forms of instruction (there is nothing wrong 
with that), but viewing our lectures as an opportunity to inspire and 
empower our audiences, will go a long way towards making the experience 
more meaningful for both librarians and their students. Authentic 
librarianship demands that there is simply no other way to do this but our 
own. 
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