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Thinking Beyond Library and Information Science:  

Interdisciplinary Inspiration for Children and Youth Services Curricula  

There is a growing recognition within the library and information science (LIS) 

community that libraries have moved beyond a focus on collections to a much broader focus on 

the people and communities that they serve (Lankes, 2018; Percell, Sarin, Jaeger, & Bertot, 

2018). The changing role of information institutions and practitioners in today’s society 

necessitates a corresponding change in the curricula offered by programs that train future 

information professionals, including ALA-accredited master’s programs. This holds true when 

considering the training and development of information professionals generally, as well as 

children and youth services (CYS) librarians specifically.  

Historically, programs and courses geared towards aspiring CYS librarians have shown 

an inordinate focus on becoming familiar with literature for children and youth, often at the 

expense of learning about children and youth themselves. Surveys of instructors of LIS courses 

in CYS demonstrate that those focused on children’s and young adult literature dominate course 

offerings in this area (Adkins & Higgins, 2006; Welch, 2014). Interestingly, this contrasts with 

what CYS instructors perceive to be the most important topics conveyed in their teaching, which 

include topics such as customer service skills, general knowledge about children and youth, and 

the daily operations of CYS librarianship (Welch, 2014).  

Significantly, as Percell et al. (2018) note, “A love of books or libraries is not enough for 

the next generation of information professionals” (p. 4). In line with calls to “re-envision” 
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(Percell et al., 2018) or “renew” (Lankes, 2018) LIS practice and education in ways that allow 

for transformations in conceptualizing the roles and responsibilities of libraries as information 

institutions, it is vital for LIS curricula centered on CYS to move beyond a focus on children’s 

and young adult literature to a focus on the children and youth themselves (Agosto, 2013; Long, 

2018). Such a focus should encompass the needs, interests, and voices of children and youth as 

well as the unique ways in which libraries are positioned to engage with and serve this 

population (Agosto, 2013; Barriage, 2018a). As Bernier (2020) states, LIS should turn its 

attention to “how the library can matter in the life of youth” rather than “how YAs fit within the 

life of the library” (p. xxv). While there is evidence that some instructors and institutions have 

started to make this shift in their CYS curricula, there remains room for growth; as shown in a 

recent review of CYS course descriptions, courses in children’s and young adult literature and 

materials continue to be the most prevalent type of CYS course offerings in ALA-accredited 

master’s programs (Barriage, DiGiacomo, & Li, 2020). Indeed, this emphasis on literature and 

materials is also the case at our own institution, where three out of four CYS-focused courses 

concentrate primarily on literature. Thus, we are not ourselves set apart from these trends—

rather our present focus represents efforts at local change. 

One strategy for moving CYS education forward is to look to other disciplines concerned 

with youth, information, and learning more broadly to see what aspects of their theories and 

pedagogy can be incorporated into teaching and learning about CYS in library contexts. LIS has 

historically been overly dependent on theories and concepts from the fields of developmental 

psychology and education, which has led to static conceptualizations of children and youth 

(Bernier, 2019, 2020). As prominent LIS youth services scholars have noted, other disciplines 

outside of LIS have much to offer in informing the advancement of CYS education, research, 
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and practice (e.g., Agosto, 2018; Bernier, 2019; Chelton, 2020; Rothbauer, 2020). As Bernier 

(2019) notes, “Scholarship drawn from more diverse fields and research traditions. . . offers rich 

opportunities and fresh perspectives” for CYS curricula and praxis (p. 133). Examples of fields 

of study outside of LIS that have been identified as having the potential to enrich CYS curricula 

include critical social theories such as critical youth studies (Bernier, 2019; Rothbauer, 2020), 

critical race theory (Austin, 2020; Kumasi, 2020), and queer theory (Austin, 2020), as well as 

disciplines such as ethnic studies (Austin, 2020) and the learning sciences (Percell et al., 2018).  

Interdisciplinary Inspiration for Children and Youth Services Curricula 

In this paper, we explore the opportunities provided by incorporating theoretical 

approaches and concepts from the fields of childhood studies, learning sciences, and educational 

technology. In particular, we draw on our experiences in the Spring 2020 semester teaching three 

special topics courses as part of the online Master of Science in Library Science (MSLS) 

program at the University of Kentucky: Information Behavior of Children and Youth; Informal 

Learning in Information Organizations; and Games, Literacy, Meaning, and Learning, 

respectively. In these courses, we draw on our knowledge and expertise within fields external to 

LIS in order to encourage our students to think deeply and critically about how they think about, 

interact with, and provide services for children and youth. While two of the three courses are not 

solely focused on children and youth, all include content relevant to CYS professionals, 

including content in alignment with the Association for Library Service to Children’s (ALSC, 

2015) Competencies for Librarians Serving Children in Public Libraries and the Young Adult 

Library Services Association’s (YALSA, 2017) Teen Services Competencies for Library Staff.  

Within each of our sections, we first highlight the ways in which our different disciplinary 

expertise influences the material we teach in our special topics courses; we then discuss the 
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potential that incorporating concepts and theories from these and other disciplines has for 

broadening CYS curricula more generally.  

Incorporating Childhood Studies Concepts and Theories into LIS Coursework - Sarah 

Barriage 

Childhood studies. Childhood studies, an interdisciplinary field of study that focuses on 

children and childhood, grew out of increasing criticism of the ways in which the fields of 

sociology and psychology traditionally conceptualized and researched children and their lives 

(Smith & Greene, 2014). Within this field, childhood itself is positioned as socially 

constructed—much like race and gender (Connolly, 2008)—and, therefore, as a variable of 

social analysis (Prout & James, 1990). Children are situated as active and competent social actors 

in their own lives (Melton, Gross-Manos, Ben-Arieh, & Yazykova, 2014; Thomas, 2014) who 

are worthy of study in their own right, rather than solely as future adults (Prout & James, 1990). 

Children’s voices are privileged within this paradigm through their direct participation in 

research that is concerned with understanding their experiences and perspectives (James, 2004; 

Thomson, 2008). 

As part of my doctoral training, I completed a minor area of study informed by the 

childhood studies paradigm focused on research methods with children and youth. This paradigm 

has greatly influenced my research, which focuses on the information behavior of children and 

youth, both methodologically (e.g. Barriage, 2018b; Barriage, in press) and theoretically (e.g., 

Barriage, 2018a). The lessons I’ve learned from childhood studies have also informed my 

teaching, in which I aim to be student-centered in much the same way that my research aims to 

be child-centered. 
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Special topics course: Information Behavior of Children and Youth. In the Spring 

2020 semester, I developed a special topics course titled Information Behavior of Children and 

Youth (see Table 1 for course description and learning outcomes). While the focus of this course 

was on information behavior, an area of research firmly planted within LIS, ideas and 

approaches from childhood studies influenced both the content of and my approach to teaching 

this class. 

 

Table 1 

Information Behavior of Children and Youth Course Description and Learning Outcomes 

Information Behavior of Children and Youth 

Course 
description 

Includes an overview of the current research relating to the information 
behavior of children and youth in both school and everyday life, an 
examination of the different approaches to studying children and youth in 
the research literature, and consideration of the ways in which such 
research can inform the provision of information services for this 
population. 
This course will be of interest to students intending to pursue careers as 
school library media specialists, children or teen services librarians, or as 
information professionals in knowledge organizations that provide 
materials and/or services to children and youth. 

Learning 
outcomes 

At the end of the course, students should be able to: 
• Understand and articulate the different theoretical approaches to 

researching children & youth 
• Recognize the ways in which the adoption of such approaches 

influences research design and interpretation 
• Analyze, synthesize, and evaluate research findings about the 

information behavior of children and youth in a variety of 
contexts/settings 

• Apply relevant research findings in developing appropriate 
evidence-based programs and/or information services for children & 
youth 
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Childhood studies influence on course content. Childhood studies had a strong influence 

on the overall spirit of the course, particularly in the ways in which students were encouraged to 

think about children and youth, as well as library programs and services for this population. 

The semester began by reading and discussing Agosto’s (2013) vision of teen-centered 

librarianship. In this chapter, Agosto (2013) articulates the importance of privileging teens’ 

voices in LIS research and practice, which is echoed in the YALSA (2017) and ALSC (2015) 

competencies and is very much in line with the childhood studies paradigm (Hill, 2006; James 

2004, 2007). While Agosto (2013) focuses on teen librarianship specifically, in our class we 

discussed how such an approach could also be extended to both school and children’s 

librarianship. This piece served as a touchstone for the entire semester, with students returning to 

the idea of the importance of incorporating the voices of children and youth into their library 

programs and services as we explored various topics throughout the semester. 

Additionally, weeks devoted to understanding theories of child development included 

readings that outlined sociological and sociocultural approaches to child development 

(specifically, Corsaro, 2014 and Thomas, 2014), and contrasted them with readings focused on 

theories from fields such as developmental psychology, with which the students were more 

familiar and which have been applied within the field of information behavior (specifically, 

Byrnes & Bernacki, 2013; McKechnie, 1997; Spink & Heinstrom, 2011). Other readings 

included those that provided an analysis of how children have been positioned within LIS 

research (Lundh, 2016; Rothbauer & Gooden, 2006). 

These readings in the beginning weeks of the semester set the foundation for subsequent 

weeks that focused on empirical and theoretical readings related to the information behavior of 
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children and youth, providing a framework for the students to think critically about the claims 

made in the LIS literature and how both research and practice in this area can move forward. As 

one student noted in their final reflective journal entry, “The greatest tidbit I’m taking from the 

course is the idea that youths are experts in their own cultures, and their input, social structure, 

intellectual curiosities, and social habits should be considered first when forming new programs 

and services.” 

Childhood studies influence on course structure & pedagogy. In addition to 

incorporating concepts and theories from childhood studies into the course content, the 

childhood studies approach to understanding and interacting with children also influenced the 

ways in which I taught my class. Several of the central tenets of research with children are 

mirrored in the ways in which I approached teaching this course. 

Within childhood studies, scholars are attentive to the power dynamics at play between 

child participants and adult researchers within the research setting (Corsaro, 2014; Greene & 

Hill, 2005; James, 2007). One means of addressing the power imbalance between participants 

and researchers is to structure the research interaction in such a way that participants are afforded 

greater ownership and control over the process (O’Kane, 2008; Valentine, 1999; Woodgate, 

Tennent, & Barriage, 2020). In my special topics class, one way in which students were given 

more ownership over the class was through the development of guidelines that governed online 

discussions.  During the first week of the semester, students were asked to collectively develop 

discussion thread participation guidelines. Students described enjoyable and unenjoyable 

experiences they had had in online courses in the past, and used these experiences to suggest 

guidelines for their classmates to follow when participating in discussion threads. Guidelines 

developed by the students included those related to post length and timing, addressing classmates 
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by name in responses to make it clear to whom a particular post was directed, including in-text 

citations to course material and other sources, and incorporating work and life experiences in 

responses when relevant. These guidelines shaped the students’ discussions throughout the 

semester.    

Another means of affording students greater control within the virtual classroom was 

through student-led discussions. After we completed the first few weeks of the course that 

provided students with an introduction to foundational concepts in information behavior and 

child development, students were asked to sign up for a week in which they were expected to 

select an article relevant to that week’s topic, develop a discussion question to pose to a subset of 

their classmates, and lead and moderate a small group discussion. Through this process, students 

took on some of the responsibilities typically borne by the instructor and shaped the class 

discussions during their assigned week. In the end of semester reflective journal entry, one 

student stated: 

No other course that I have taken has done that, and I think it’s a really valuable 

opportunity for students to have more ownership over their learning. It also just 

demonstrates your respect for us as students because you have trusted us to make a 

contribution and share it (the same way we shared our project). 

Additionally, scholars in childhood studies have emphasized the importance of giving 

children choice in their means of participation and communication (Fargas-Malet, McSherry, 

Larkin, & Robinson, 2010; Hill, 2006). In the three major assignments in this course (an analysis 

of empirical literature, student-led discussions, and the culminating project involving the design 

and presentation of an evidence-based program/service for children and youth), students had 

choice related to the topics of focus and, for the culminating project, the format. For example, in 
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the culminating project students chose which age group to focus on, what type of program or 

service to develop, and the format and hypothetical audience of their presentation. By allowing 

students some degree of choice in their final projects, they were able to draw on and make use of 

their various interests and strengths. Examples of formats of presentations included PowerPoint 

presentations with audio voiceovers, brochures that could be distributed to parents, social media 

posts advertising programs, and a program guide for developing a teen community council. 

As illustrated above, the childhood studies approach to understanding and interacting 

with children can influence the ways in which we teach our adult students. By paying attention to 

the power dynamics at play within our classrooms, be they virtual or face-to-face, and making 

conscious decisions to structure our interactions with students in ways that respect their agency 

and draw on their existing interests and strengths, instructors can foster a student-centered 

approach to teaching and learning. This approach also serves to model for students how they can 

incorporate a user-centered approach in their professional practice. Such an approach to teaching 

is not limited to courses specific to CYS, but rather could be incorporated into virtually any 

course within LIS programs. 

A Learning Sciences Approach to LIS Course Design – Daniela DiGiacomo 

The learning sciences. As a contemporary design science with roots in educational and 

cultural psychology, the learning sciences is, at its core, the study of how people learn. 

“Relevance to practice” is a criterion of rigor in the learning sciences (Gutiérrez & Penuel, 

2014), and learning sciences scholars aim to conduct investigations and design interventions in 

“ecologically valid” ways in a range of learning environments (Cole, Hood & McDermott, 

1982). Long concerned with the social dimensions of learning, the learning sciences has taken a 
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recent turn to take more seriously the political, economic, and racial dimensions of learning (The 

Politics of Learning Writing Collective, 2017).  

As an emerging LIS professor who was trained in the sociocultural learning sciences 

tradition, I identify with the aforementioned turn. My program of research, including my 

teaching, aims to extend and build upon the growing  body of scholarship that investigates how 

educational environments can be organized to support more humanizing, equitable, and justice-

conferring learning experiences, especially for students from marginalized or minoritized 

communities (see, for example, DiGiacomo & Gutiérrez, 2016; Espinoza & Vossoughi, 2014; 

Vakil, McKinney de Royston, Suad Nasir, & Kirshner, 2016). A sociocultural learning sciences 

approach to LIS teaching and pedagogy, then, focuses on how to equip students with the 

theoretical and practical tools to be able to understand, transform, and design information 

settings in ways that build on, rather than against, the richness that characterizes our human 

diversity. 

Special topics course: Informal Learning in Information Organizations. 

Understanding learning and its social organization is a primary need for LIS educators and 

professionals, especially (but not exclusively) for those who work with children and youth. 

Responsive to this need, in my first year as an LIS Assistant Professor, I proposed a special 

topics course to the University of Kentucky’s MSLS program called Informal Learning in 

Information Organizations. The course was an exploration of theories of learning as they relate 

to issues of culture, child and youth development as well as the design of space and place.  

I designed the course to align with several of YALSA’s (2017) core youth competencies, 

including “Interactions with Teens,” “Learning Environments,” “Learning Experiences,” and 

“Cultural Competency and Responsiveness.” By the end of the course, I expected that students 
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would be able to demonstrate the learning outcomes (included in Table 2 below), each of which 

are critical for their own ability to design equity-centered learning environments in their own 

settings.  

 
 
Table 2 
 
Informal Learning in Information Organizations Course Description and Learning Outcomes 
 

Informal Learning in Information Organizations 

Course 
description 

How people learn has implications for how learning environments should be 
designed. This course examines theories of informal learning— primarily drawing 
upon research from the sociocultural tradition of learning and human 
development—and considers how they can be practically implemented into 
information organization contexts. Being grounded in a sociocultural tradition 
means that this class will center issues of equity, diversity, and justice as they relate 
to the organization and design of information organization contexts and settings 
(e.g. libraries, museums, youth programs, new media centers, non-profit 
organizations).  By gaining a deep understanding of how people learn across their 
lifespan, students will be able to consider how to create a community of learners in 
a range of settings in which people from various backgrounds participate. Topics 
covered include issues related to culture and cognition, identity development, adult-
youth partnerships, access to/relationships with new digital media, and design 
thinking. 

Learning 
outcomes  

• Reflect on one’s own lifelong learning trajectories and how this has shaped 
one’s understanding of how people learn in various settings. 

• Articulate one’s own theory of learning and identify the necessary conditions 
for learning in a range of information organizations. 

• Design spaces and activities within information organizations in ways that 
leverage the multiplicity and fluidity of people’s identities. 

• Appreciate and attend to the relationship between culture, learning, and issues 
related to diversity and equity in information organizations. 

 
Influence of learning theory on course content. In this course, I aimed to make explicit 

the link between informal learning research and best pedagogical and design practice for library 
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and information organizations. To do so, the first few weeks of course content were focused on 

diving into foundational cultural psychology literature that still serves as inspiration for much of 

the contemporary learning sciences field. That literature includes readings from Lev Vygotsky 

(known for his theorization of the “zone of proximal development;” see Vygotsky, 1934/1978), 

Sylvia Scribner, Jean Lave, Michael Cole (whose early studies of “cognition in the wild” laid the 

groundwork for the field of informal learning; see Scribner & Cole, 1973; Lave & Wenger, 

1991), and Barbara Rogoff (known for advancing the theory of learning as shifting participation 

in meaningful sociocultural activity, see Rogoff, 1990). As they engaged in these readings, I 

asked the students to consider their own learning trajectories (in and outside of formal schooling) 

as they made connections to the theories. In so doing, I aimed for them to learn about and 

through mediated praxis—a central design principle of a constellation of empirically tested and 

robustly designed afterschool, library based learning programs (Cole & The Distributed Literacy 

Consortium, 2006; Gutiérrez & Vossoughi, 2010; Vásquez, 2013) 

At the center of my design lens for course content was the reality that my LIS students 

were being and becoming LIS professionals in their respective communities. Attuned to this, I 

made real-world application a central feature of readings, discussions, and assignments. 

Throughout their engagement with the material and each other, I asked students to consider 

questions such as how conceptions of culture and learning might inform the development of 

afterschool literacy programs in public libraries or makerspaces in school libraries, especially 

those that serve predominantly minoritized communities.  

As its capstone project, the course required students to submit a “design proposal” that 

outlined authentic plans for an innovative program/activity/space within an information 

organization that built upon and explicated one or more of the central theories of learning 
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covered throughout the semester. This project required students not only to synthesize within and 

across the readings, but to take seriously the issue of what learning theory was driving the 

organization of their LIS program/activity/space. By asking the students to consider, for 

example, the ways in which their maker activity encouraged more symmetrical participation 

structures between experts and novices, or how their reading circle encouraged a sense of social 

belonging, I aimed to build upon their expertise and sense of agency as designers of robust, 

equitable learning opportunities in whatever LIS context they would eventually come to support.  

Influence of learning theory on course pedagogy. As a learning scientist, it is difficult 

for me to think about teaching without first thinking about learning. Accordingly, for the design 

of this special topics course, my goal was two-fold: 1) to organize a learning environment where 

all students’ lived experiences and sense-making repertoires were valued and leveraged; and 2) 

to encourage students to design for and organize equity-centered learning environments in their 

own professional, educational, and information-based settings. As a pedagogue, this means that 

my focus whilst teaching is on the social organization of the learning ecology of which I am a 

part, including a constant attention to making visible the various dimensions of that organization 

in practice. I attempted early on and throughout the course to model what I meant by learning, 

including stating norms and aims in the syllabus such as: 

it will be my goal in this class to create a ‘community of learners’ (Rogoff, 1994) 

amongst us—a generative space in which each of our ‘cultural repertoires of practice’ 

(Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003)— is leveraged and integrated in equitable ways. Valuing 

each other’s contributions and multiple ways of meaning-making and reflecting on one’s 

own assumptions about what it means to learn and be a community member, are central 

aspects of creating a successful community of learners. 
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Of note, my guiding sociocultural theory of learning also informed the norms I set for the 

course and the ways in which I organized for student participation, which included a gradual 

transfer of responsibility for leading discussions and suggesting guided reading questions to the 

students themselves. At the end of the course, for example, it was the students themselves that 

were leading the group discussions, with me acting as a supportive guide and providing 

feedback.  

A focus on the social organization of learning—in both content and pedagogy—directs 

attention to the shape and malleability of in-situ participation structures and activities, as well as 

the necessary social conditions of learning. These conditions include: room for repair, an 

opportunity to personally contribute to the practice, a sense of social belonging, and multiple 

roles for learners to try on (Nasir, 2012). For this special topics course, I worked to instantiate 

these necessary social conditions for learning by privileging discussion over lecture, emphasizing 

meaning-making in real-world situations or vis-à-vis practicum experiences over rote 

memorization, and attending to early asymmetrical power dynamics among participating 

students. In this way, I understood my role as more of an “organizer” of robust and engaging 

interactional opportunities in which all involved participants can learn, reflect, share, and grow 

(see O’Connor & Allen, 2010; Penuel & DiGiacomo, 2018). 

Inequitable learning experiences happen by design. Designed learning within information 

spaces and places are no exception. By focusing on how to equip students with the theoretical 

and practical tools to be able to understand, transform, and design information settings in ways 

that build on human diversity, we need to think carefully as LIS educators about the types of 

mediational tools, including innovative technologies, that best support consequential learning 

and identity development—that is, learning in which one’s relationship to the material shifts 
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within and throughout engagement in the learning process (Beach, 1999). Cognizant of the 

challenges in constructing learning environments that leverage the multiplicity of students’ 

cultural repertoires of practice (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003), and attuned to the power relations 

that shape typical student-teacher relations (Matias, 2016), we also need to recognize our own 

need to continually reflect on our practices and identities as teachers, because it is precisely 

through the social interactions that constitute our teacher-student relationships that LIS students 

learn to become educators themselves. 

Educational Technology and Multiple Literacies in an LIS Course on Games - Spencer 

Greenhalgh 

Literacies as an educational technology phenomenon. Educational technology is a 

diverse field united by an interest in the role of technology in learning and teaching. As a 

phenomenon, educational technology has a long history. For example, Nickerson (2005) argues 

that the first cognitive technologies include alphabet and number systems, and Molenda (2008) 

suggests that even modern research in this area has roots “stretching back to the 5th century” 

before the Common Era (p. 5). The Association for Educational Communications & Technology 

(AECT), my disciplinary organization of choice, began in 1923 as a Division of Visual 

Instruction interested in the educational potential of slideshows and filmstrips (AECT, n.d.). The 

evolution of AECT over time has mirrored broader evolutions in how educational technologies 

are thought of, used, and researched. Not only does a modern AECT convention feature research 

focused on more modern technologies, but it also shows the diversity of perspectives that have 

emerged on the relationship between technologies and education. AECT researchers may focus 

on cultural influences, online and distance learning, designing instructional materials and 
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experiences, teachers’ effective integration of technologies, or even corporate use of 

technologies for training purposes.  

My own perspective is centered on a broad view of literacy adopted by educational 

technology—and other education—researchers. Beginning in the 1970s (e.g., Scribner and Cole, 

1978), education research began treating literacy as a social phenomenon rather than a cognitive 

one. That is, literacy is “not just what you say, but how you say it… not just how you say it, but 

what you are and do when you say it” (Gee, 1989, p. 6, emphasis in original). Those who see 

literacy as a social phenomenon therefore acknowledge multiple literacies: “socially recognized 

ways of generating, communicating and negotiating meaningful content through the medium of 

encoded texts within contexts of participation” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 64).  

This expansive view of literacy is not yet universally accepted (even among education 

researchers) but nonetheless remains helpful. The field of educational technology has 

increasingly emphasized the contexts—rather than just the outcomes—of educational 

technologies (Romero-Hall, 2021); many researchers who have followed these developments 

work to uncover the hidden meaning in new “texts” situated in new social contexts—texts and 

contexts that many would dismiss as meaningless. For example, Greenhow and Gleason (2012) 

have argued for the existence of Twitteracy, a foundational concept for my research on informal 

learning with social media (e.g., Greenhalgh, Rosenberg, Staudt Willet, Koehler, & Akcaoglu, 

2020). Likewise, after spending decades arguing for a broader definition of literacy, Gee (2003) 

used that definition to suggest that what happens when youth play video (and other) games is 

more meaningful than many parents and teachers think. For example, in recent work 

(Greenhalgh, 2020), I have described how players’ decisions to engage with ethical issues in an 

analog educational game is dependent on several factors related to game design and context. 
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Special topics course: Games, Literacy, Meaning, and Learning. My LIS class on 

Games, Literacy, Meaning, and Learning is centered on the first two terms in its title. The 

content of the course focuses on tabletop and digital games as the sites of literacy activities (i.e., 

gaming equivalents of “reading” and “writing”), and its pedagogy guides students in becoming 

literate as that term relates to games (i.e., by practicing that “reading” and “writing”). That 

public, school, and academic libraries throughout Kentucky now have gaming collections 

suggests some specific value of these subjects for LIS students; however, the course content and 

pedagogy are heavily influenced by my own disciplinary training and interdisciplinary 

influences.  

Table 3  

Games, Literacy, Meaning, and Learning Course Description and Learning Outcomes 

Games, Literacy, Meaning, and Learning 

Course 
description 

This course examines video, board, and roleplaying games as activities that 
involve literacy practices. You will learn how to think about literacy 
practices beyond just reading and writing and how to evaluate the design of 
a game. Building on these skills, you will then learn how to identify the 
literacy practices associated with meaningful games, meaningful game 
contexts, and game design activities for youth and/or adults. Practical 
considerations for using games in libraries and other contexts will also be 
addressed. 
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Learning 
outcomes 

The following “I can” statements will guide all of the learning and 
assessment activities throughout this course. Although all of the statements 
build on each other, each module of the course will focus on one statement 
in particular. By the end of that module, you should feel comfortable 
making that statement about yourself and will demonstrate your ability to 
meet that objective through a module project. 

• I can describe how the design of a game connects with particular 
literacies. 

• I can explore and describe the contexts within and surrounding 
games. 

• I can design a meaningful game by applying and reinforcing 
relevant literacies. 

• I can explain how the design of a game produces meaning. 
• • I can develop a plan for fitting games into my professional 

context. 

 
Literacies and course content. Although the librarians and other information 

professionals in this class have a professional interest in literacy and, often, a personal interest in 

games, they are typically unaccustomed to thinking of them together. The phenomenon of games 

in libraries is hardly new; indeed, Mayer and Harris’s (2010) guide to tabletop games in school 

libraries is now old enough that many of its game recommendations are out of print. And yet, 

games are not yet everywhere, and some libraries (or their communities) may be resistant to 

adding a game collection or starting game-related programming. Framing games as another kind 

of meaningful text with their own literacies can help my students justify games’ presence in 

libraries. However, it also requires drawing from the education and educational technology 

literature that has long been making these arguments in relation to both formal and informal 

learning settings (e.g., Gee, 2003; Kafai & Burke, 2016) 

Educational technology researchers are far from the only group making a case for the 

value of games. Indeed, my educational technology approach to games and literacies has long 
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been influenced by other disciplines and contexts, which thereby also introduce themselves into 

my LIS course. For example, Feminist Frequency’s (n.d.) Tropes vs. Women in Video Games 

YouTube videos and associated curriculum provide opportunities to discuss representation of 

women in games. Marshall’s (2020) Ancestry & Culture: An Alternative to Race in 5e is 

marketed as a supplement for the latest edition of Dungeons and Dragons and offers an 

accessible-but-thorough challenge to racist ideas implicit in tabletop roleplaying games’ 

treatment of “fantasy races.” In a more traditionally academic vein, Bogost (2007), Sicart (2009), 

and Flanagan and Nissenbaum (2014) provide thorough guides for how to respectively identify 

and critique the rhetoric, ethics, and values embedded in games. 

 Literacies and course pedagogy. To treat playing and designing games as literacy 

practices is not merely a rhetorical effort to justify their inclusion in library settings. To accept 

that one can “read” games is to accept that one can read them closely—and that some will hold 

up better than others. It is also to accept that one must be attentive to these messages if one is 

“writing” a game. Above all, it is to suggest that “learning is the strengthening of those [literacy] 

practices” (Greeno, Collins, & Resnick, 1996, p. 23) and that my role as course instructor is to 

give students opportunities that will allow for that strengthening. 

Many course assignments therefore involve practicing “close readings” of games. For 

example, the popular board game Scrabble seems like an obvious choice for developing 

traditional literacies (i.e., reading and writing). However, in the second week of my class, 

students read about Nigel Richards, a New Zealander who won the Francophone World Scrabble 

Championships despite not speaking French (see Willsher, 2015). This story invites a deeper 

look at what literacies Scrabble actually promotes and suggests that the game is more about 

mathematics and memorization than it is about meaningful language. My goal is not to establish 
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that Scrabble has no value but rather to invite students to think critically about what value it has. 

In the light of the North American Scrabble Players Association’s decision to remove several 

slurs from its list of tournament-approved words (see Orland, 2020), my next offering of the 

class will likely involve even deeper consideration of what implicit messages Scrabble sends 

about acceptable language. To take this approach to games can be as difficult, unpleasant, and 

challenging as a close read of a beloved-but-imperfect children’s book. However, it is a 

necessary part of accepting games as spaces for literacies—and libraries as sites for games. 

Just as writing can be held to demonstrate greater mastery of traditional literacies than 

reading, designing a meaningful game takes more effort and application of course concepts than 

critiquing an existing game. The final project for this course is therefore for students to design a 

simple-but-functional meaningful game of some kind and to write a brief essay describing how 

the game design process reflects the literacy practices discussed throughout the semester. There 

are also practical benefits to asking my students to design a game (rather than simply critique an 

existing one). In the educational technology literature, Kafai and Burke (2016)—among others—

have advocated for greater attention to the learning and literacies that youth and adults can 

acquire through game design. Yet, just as many more people read books than write them, it may 

be easier for my students—and their patrons—to think of themselves as players of games than 

designers. Requiring my students to design their own games shows them they are capable of 

doing so and therefore empowers them to offer game design programming at the institutions 

where they are employed—and to then empathize with children, youth, and adults who are trying 

game design for the first time. 

Discussion 
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Given the current role that libraries play for children and youth, there is a need for LIS 

programs to expand CYS-focused classes beyond a focus on books (Agosto, 2013; Long, 2018). 

As a team of interdisciplinary scholars, we have sought to demonstrate through our special topics 

courses how leveraging insights from other disciplines can be helpful in expanding what remains 

the contemporary focus in CYS course content. In this section, we identify some of the cross-

cutting themes that have emerged from our descriptions. By highlighting common insights—

independent of our individual classes and disciplines—we identify some starting points that may 

be particularly helpful for those revisiting their own CYS curricula. 

Each of the disciplines we draw from emphasizes the value of learning from children and 

youth. Indeed, this is the stated goal of the field of childhood studies, which intentionally 

privileges children’s voice and experiences and views them as worthy of study in their own right. 

Similarly, the sister disciplines of the learning sciences and educational technology both draw 

from researchers such as Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole (1973) in arguing that there is 

cognitive and developmental value in everyday phenomena that have traditionally been 

dismissed as unimportant. Inspired by these influences, we argue that LIS programs should 

encourage their students how to learn what is important from children and youth rather than only 

determining what is important for them.  

This expanded perspective may be even more helpful when it is accompanied with a 

situated examination of power and privilege, another common analytical lens across our fields. 

Indeed, we all draw from disciplines whose very names suggest an attention to—and challenging 

of—power. For example, the learning sciences’ championing of “informal learning” is an 

argument that schools and other institutions of formal learning do not have the last say on what is 

valuable to learn. Similarly, to speak in terms of “literacies” rather than “literacy” implicitly 
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rejects the idea that dominant populations’ meaning-making practices are the only valid ones. 

Finally, to define a field as “childhood studies” calls attention to questions of whose voices are 

privileged—questions that can be easily applied to other dynamics beyond those between 

children and adults. In the same vein, CYS curricula will benefit not only from learning from and 

with children and youth, but also from asking necessary questions related to culture, identity, 

power, privilege, and relationships.  

These adjustments in approach to CYS curriculum naturally lead to an expansion beyond 

the resources and materials that have long dominated courses in this area. Spencer’s focus on 

games as sites for literacy is an example of considering the value of materials beyond books—

yet, it remains focused on materials. While materials are not unimportant, childhood studies and 

learning sciences propose even more radical departures from CYS courses’ traditional focus. 

Sarah’s emphasis on children’s information practices and Daniela’s on learning environments 

underline the importance of teaching LIS professionals how to look beyond artifacts to the 

contexts in which children and youth participate.  

In keeping with our dual focus on content and pedagogy, each of these themes has 

implications not only for CYS course content but also for how instructors teach that content. The 

power relations examined in our disciplines exist along multiple dimensions, including between 

professors and their students; if we are teaching our students to be attentive to these relations, it 

is up to us to name and model them as they exist in our classes. Accordingly, we each find ways 

of honoring our students’ agency, interests, and voices—such as inviting them to lead 

discussions, shape class norms, and pursue their own priorities with final projects. Similarly, our 

collective recognition that information practices extend beyond reading and writing has inspired 

creativity in our teaching and assessment methods. Our students consume—and produce—a 
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range of different media during our courses, with the hope that this range of experiences will 

support authentic connections with the current and future practices of our students in their roles 

as information professionals.  

While our primary focus in this paper has been on classes focused on CYS, we expect 

that the lessons we have drawn from other disciplinary connections have relevance across LIS 

curricula. Indeed, interest in games and media beyond books is hardly limited to children and 

youth, and much of the foundational work in informal learning and literacies takes a life-long, 

life-wide perspective on the study and design of learning (Bell, Tzou, Bricker, & Baines, 2012). 

While childhood studies may seem to have less obvious application outside of CYS courses, it 

has many parallels with feminist theory (Thomson, 2008) and other disciplines that focus on 

marginalized populations—and therefore can be applied in a number of different contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

In this article, we drew on our experiences teaching three special topics courses in the 

MSLS program at the University of Kentucky. In doing so, we set out to explore the potential 

benefits to CYS courses of incorporating theoretical approaches and concepts from the fields of 

childhood studies, learning sciences, and educational technology. As a team of junior faculty, we 

take seriously the ways in which our course content and pedagogy informs the next generation of 

LIS researchers and practitioners. In particular, we are concerned that CYS courses focused on 

the lived experiences and diverse realities of children and youth remain the exception—rather 

than the norm—across LIS curricula and programs (see Barriage et al., 2020). It is for this reason 

that we decided to pursue a collective reflection of our LIS special topics course design. While 

our disciplinary training is distinct, it is our shared commitment to equity and social justice in 
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LIS scholarship that brought us together; and with an awareness that these values should not only 

inform our research, but also our teaching. We hope that in reading this article, our fellow LIS 

scholars might be inspired to pursue additional interdisciplinary collaborations and seek out 

opportunities to learn from others whose training and perspectives are different from their own. 

This is, from our vantage point, how we grow and improve, together.  
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