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ISG (Scotland) was really fortunate to have Tara Brabazon as the 
speaker for its Annual Lecture. This was a rare Scottish appearance of 
Tara, who is Professor of Media at the University of Brighton, 
Programme Leader of the Master of Arts Creative Media and Director of 
the Popular Culture Collective. She is currently a features writer for the 
Times Higher Education.  The Annual Lecture took place at Augustine’s 
United Church, and Chair of the event was Cate Newton, Director of 
Collections and Research at National Library of Scotland. 
 
Tara began by saying that very recently she examined the first PhD 
written by one of her students wholly in the Google era, an event which 
she wondered what it would result in. Instead of traditional academic 
writing, the PhD student had used blogs, online journalism and 
undergraduate textbooks as the main sources.  
 
Tara then gave an outline of her lecture on information literacy, which 
she believes is the core expertise of citizenship, its various models and 
the new model she believes is needed in the age of social media. 
 
Horizontal modelling of literacy 
Change has become synonymous with progress, but change does not 
always equal progress. Commerce and celebrity, rather than education, 
have offered models of success. If a platform or media is used in leisure 
then it is believed that unquestionably it will be intrinsically beneficial in 
work or education. 
 
There is a value to new platforms, but it is important to ask what they do 
well. Social media is being planted into education without identifying how 
best to use it.  
 
Mary Macken-Horarik’s transformational four-tier model of literacy has 
had a large influence on Tara. These tiers are: 

 Everyday – home and family; 

 Applied literacy – school development; 

 Theoretical – disciplinary literacy developed at university-level; 

 Reflexive – negotiation; questioning literacy. 



In order to reach a reflexive level of literacy, i.e., be able to critique, etc., 
you have to first gain the other three stages of literacy, tier by tier. 
 
The problem is how to move from one stage to the next. Someone may 
be trapped in one tier of information literacy and not know that there are 
other stages. The answer is intervention from teachers and librarians. 
But how do we intervene? The goals for teachers and librarians are to:   

 Create a consciousness of diverse literacy models; and  

 Create the capacity to move between literacy stages. 

It is very difficult if there are students on a particular course who are at 
different levels of information literacy. Earlier forms of literacy have to be 
embedded, so that everyone is included. A ‘literacy scaffolding’ should 
therefore be created, with strategies being taken from the curriculum. 
For example, Tara gets her students to create an annotated 
bibliography, giving them a list of various types of sources they must 
find. This encourages students at whatever level of literacy to think 
about the relationship between ‘form and content’ and ‘content and 
context’.  
 
Vertical modelling of literacy 
There are now media transformations in the information literacy 
environment, for example: the domestication of software; and content 
management. There is also an increase in the read-write web. A new 
literacy model has therefore been created for Web 2.0, which is being 
propelled by the relationship between de-intermediation and re-
intermediation.  

 De-intermediation - including the selling of hardware, software and 
music. Links have been removed from the traditional supply and 
distribution chain.  

 Re-intermediation – An example is real estate, which is now taking 
place using social media, with Google and Wikipedia being the 
new gatekeepers. Re-intermediation takes traffic away from 
specialist sites 

Again, information literacy can be gained by using a scaffold, creating 
height and depth. Tara points out that media policy is lagging behind. 
Media literacy units exist in the EU, BBC and Ofcom organisations. The 
BBC defines media literacy by focussing on three ideas: 
Use; Understand; and Create 
 



In Tara’s view this is a very simplistic way of defining media literacy. 
There is no mention of formal education, no trace of horizontal modes or 
multi-modality management. The issue is going to be how to give 
citizens the ability to decide where to put information successfully. 
 
As a way of explaining the nature of social media, Tara talked about 
Jean Baudrillard’s book ‘Simulacra and Simulation’.  It looks at the 
difference between truth and falsehood, using a false quote from the 
Divinities to illustrate this. 

 Simulacrum - living through other people’s representations, known 
as virtual tumbling; 

 Representation; 

 Real. 

Something happens, unhooks and goes round Twitter, then bounces 
about until it re-hooks. There is a lot of information, but it is not in 
context. Conversely, teachers and librarians work with information which 
is in context. 
 
 The library is real; the online library is a representation; and Google is 
the simulacrum. 
Google is real; YouTube is a representation; and Twitter is the 
simulacrum. 
 
How do we know if someone understands the slice of information 
literacy they are in? Macken-Horarik did not deal with creation in her 
literacy model, so the answer may be to go back to the BBC’s focus on 
‘use; understand; and create’, which, while being simplistic, does give 
people motivation to create something and make it hook back to 
academic knowledge, therefore creating an exegesis. Give students a 
chance to create something, and then make them show why they 
created it by asking them to write about it, i.e. get them to validate 
creativity and creation. 
It is also important to validate intellectual generosity and refer to other 
people’s work. Tara often teaches students how to reference work 
properly, as well as how to draft. She has recently noticed that students 
do not seem to read and write up notes from their reading.  When they 
write their paragraphs do not seem to connect to each other. She asks 
to read their notes, but found that a third of her students had not read at 
all. Some only highlight what they have read or just put asterisks at the 
important parts of the text. (At this point Tara exclaimed to the audience 



that ‘It is not colouring in!’) This form of ‘reading’ is an example of 
simulacrum literacy, but not horizontal literacy. 
 
The literacy matrix 
There is now an increased engagement with content, e.g. iTunes U; 
print-on-demand; Open Access journals; information literacy 
programmes. In order to create a workable relationship between content, 
audience and media platform, the academic, horizontal model and 
tumbling, vertical model need to be connected in a non-clunky way. 
Going back to Tara’s PhD student, he/she needs to write about blogs in 
an academic way, and not write like a blog posting. Blogs and other 
social media need to be reflected upon and interpreted.  
Technology makes teaching more efficient; it changes how we learn and 
what we learn. Change is not the problem. Information can move, but 
does it need to?  
 
Questions 
There were then some interesting questions after the lecture. It was 
pointed out that there has been a loss of interpretive skills, i.e. forming 
an argument. Tara provided some good advice on improving these skills.  

 Ask students to read someone else’s work and get them to work 
out what that person is arguing. Then ask the student to say what 
they think, thereby forming their own argument. She firmly believes 
that interpretation starts with reading. 

 When supervising PhDs, Tara asks her students what they are 
arguing, why should she read this, why should she care? This 
really helps her students focus on the important points. Initially, 
this is done orally, i.e. getting students to talk first, and again 
provides scaffolding.  

 Tara uses podcasts and spends a lot of time interacting with 
students. Start where they are, not where they want to be. By 
talking through their argument they discover that the knowledge is 
within them and that this can be written down. This will give them 
confidence in reading and writing.  

 Use different platforms to communicate with students – Facebook; 
Google Wave, etc. The teacher’s/librarian’s job is to find a way to 
make a connection with people. 

Another point raised is that there are differences between how creative 
and scientific people work. A digital literacy model therefore needs to 
cater for both groups. Let students, in no matter what discipline, ‘throw a 



stone in the pond’ and then write an exegesis to connect the artefact, i.e. 
what they have created, and the academic, i.e. reflection and 
interpretation in the context of the real world.  
 
Conclusion 
Tara’s lecture made me really think about the use of social media and 
how to improve digital literacy. Not only was the lecture fascinating, it 
was also highly entertaining, with Tara generating a few laughs along 
the way.  ISG (Scotland) and, I am sure, all those attending would like to 
thank her for coming up to Edinburgh and giving us a new perspective 
on information literacy.  
 
Report by Celia Jenkins 


