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Abstract 

 
 
The authors describe a learning exercise for an English composition information literacy 
instruction session that merges technology with active learning and is fun and engaging. 
Librarians introduced digital cameras into library instruction. Students filmed one anoth-
er as they searched the online catalog to locate call numbers, investigate subject head-
ings, and find books on the shelves. This exercise infused technology and fun with the 
important skill of using the library’s catalog to locate sources of information. Students 
gained comfort with using the library, they enjoyed the experience, and they interpreted 
the exercise in creative ways. 
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In this article, we describe a learning exercise that merges technology with active 
learning and is fun and engaging. Digital cameras are used to facilitate an interactive, 
learning-by-doing approach. Our instructional strategy was to put a digital camera into 
the hands of freshmen during their first visit to the library. They filmed one another as 
they completed an exercise designed to introduce them to the library catalog. We began 
piloting the digital camera exercise in a two-hour summer English composition course. 
After a successful summer pilot, we expanded the digital cameras exercise into many of 
the fall semester English composition sessions. 
 
The library at the University of Montevallo supports the needs of 3,200 undergraduates 
and 400 graduate students. The typical first-year composition class size is 20-25 
students. All of the first year composition students experience information literacy 
instruction with a librarian. We have a strong tradition of experimenting with active 
learning methods, including collaborative group work, cooperative and critical thinking 
exercises, and hands-on learning.  
 
Literature Review 
 
Moulaison’s (2008) examination of library catalog searches found that nearly “30 
percent of searches resulted in failure (zero hits)...Despite different types of queries, 
use of limits, and browses that could potentially get users the information they require” 
(p. 236). Librarians are asking the question, “How necessary is it to provide training for 
today’s library catalog users?” (Kules & Capra, 2012, p. 114). We believe that the skill of 
using the library’s catalog to locate sources of information should be introduced to 
students early in their academic career. Some libraries have issued cameras to 
students for various reasons, such as assessment of space usage or to identify areas of 
confusion (e.g., Foster & Gibbons, 2007; Doshi & Hunt, 2010; Grayson, 2010).  
However, there are few examples in the literature that describe librarians incorporating 
cameras into instruction.  
 
Hargis and Marotta (2011) describe a project, supported by the Center for Teaching and 
Learning at the University of the Pacific, in which Flip cameras were purchased and 
distributed to ten new faculty interested “in exploring new methods of engaging students 
through the use of innovative technology tools” (p. 37). Overall, the ten members 
reported that the digital cameras helped students to learn, student presentations were 
more professional, and students appreciated the immediate feedback from the filming. A 
participant from the education department expressed that an “unanticipated outcome 
was the extent of student engagement and excitement when the Flip was used” (Hargis 
& Marotta, pp. 39-40). 
 
Bill Wolff (2009) describes another project involving Flip cameras and student learning. 
As part of a grant in the Writing Arts program at Rowan University, Wolff (2009) gave 
students in his writing, research, and technology course 20 Flip cameras to complete an 
oral history project. Wolff states “I have never seen a group of students become so 
enamored with a piece of technology so quickly as when I handed out the Flip Video 
Cameras” (Wolff, 2009, para. 6).  
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Lights, Camera, Action 
 
Our strategy was students would use the Flip camera to film one another searching the 
library catalog and locating a book. Our objectives included: the students would 
recognize how information is organized in a catalog record, identify the call number, 
demonstrate knowledge of subject headings, modify search strategy, locate the physical 
item, and bring the book back to the teaching area. The first portion of the class was a 
short introductory lecture covering basic information about how a university library is 
organized. Students were given a handout and an explanation of the Library of 
Congress classification system. Eyes glazed over; we lost them. It was time for action! 
Students perked up when we told them they would be assigned to a group. Each group 
received a printout of a detailed catalog record for a book. Using the printed record, we 
reviewed the various components of the catalog record (title, author, subject headings, 
and call number). Once the students were assembled into groups of two or three, each 
group was given a camera. The Flip camera was ideal because of its ease of operation, 
the fact that no cords were needed to charge the device or to download the videos, its 
portability, and the low cost.  The Flip camera is no longer on the market, but similar 
devices are available such as camera features on smartphones and tablets or digital 
video recorders. 
 
The cameras caused quite a stir of interest; the students’ faces showed surprise 
followed by hushed whispering. Once they realized that they would be using the 
cameras, they immediately started filming. One long-time instructor said she “had never 
seen a class so lively at 8am.” The camera instructions were kept very basic; we 
explained how to turn it on, how to record, and how to stop recording. We gave no 
direction on how they were to interpret the assignment.  
 
Once students were comfortable with the cameras and had decided who would film and 
who would narrate, we sent them to search the online catalog. We instructed them to 
film everything. One librarian stayed near the computers to help with searching the 
catalog, another librarian greeted students as they made their way to the bookshelves. 
Library student assistants were stationed throughout the shelves for further assistance. 
Each group was instructed to bring their book back to the teaching area. The first, 
second, and third groups to finish were welcomed with applause and an exclusive 
interview on camera to explain their winning strategy. We asked open-ended questions, 
such as “what was the easiest part of this exercise?” and, what "was the hardest part?”  
 
Direction and production were in the hands of each group, which led to some 
unexpected outcomes. After watching hours of footage, we saw the students 
interpreting the assignment in three distinct ways. The predominant interpretation of the 
task was the teacher/coach role. Students interpreted the exercise as an opportunity to 
instruct their peers through film and produced a step-by-step video on how to find a 
book. For example, one student said about the assignment, “I learned how to interact 
with others when giving a tour or helping others find something, especially books.” 
Another student showed enthusiasm and invited the viewer to join in the hunt, telling the 
audience “come on, let’s go up the stairs and find a book together”. A third student told 
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the camera, “Today, we are going to show you how to find a book.” This interpretation of 
students acting as teachers could fit within a framework of cognitive apprenticeship in 
modern learning theory, particularly the methods coaching and scaffolding (Anderman & 
Anderman, 2009). 
 
The second interpretation of the task we observed relates to gaming. With no 
prompting, the students shaped the exercise into a game. Based on our observations 
during the exercise and later on film, several students commented that they were on a 
treasure hunt. Several groups made a reference to The Amazing Race, a popular 
television show that films groups of people engaging in a race to find clues and win 
prizes. The quest for the book is the challenge; the book is the prize. Once they located 
the book, students were observed doing “high fives” and dancing in the aisles with the 
book in hand. One student filming the exercise directed the student who found the book 
to do a “happy dance” with the book in her hands. The gaming interpretation was 
entertaining to watch; there were degrees of enthusiasm, seriousness, silliness, but 
overall most of the students seemed to have fun! Creating a game was not our 
intention; however, the pedagogy of gaming in library instruction is an angle for further 
research. 
 
In the third interpretation, students treated the exercise as though they were shooting a 
movie. The students assigned various roles, including actors, directors, and 
cameramen. In one group, the cast members introduced themselves and explained their 
roles to the audience. For instance, a student asked the “director” to introduce himself; 
his partner then said, “But I’m supposed to stay behind the scenes.” The actors went 
into character, often emulating a documentary style. One team adopted the style of “The 
Crocodile Hunter.” In a hushed voice and a faux Australian accent, a student said, 
“Today on this episode of the Book Hunter, we are going to find a book.”  
 
Feedback 
 
At the conclusion of each session, we asked the students to answer four short 
questions. We used their answers, along with the camera footage to assess student 
attainment of our objectives: students will learn how to use the library catalog and locate 
the material in the library. Based on the student’s responses and reviewing their films, 
we believe that our objectives were met.  
 
 
Here are some examples of the students’ answers: 
 
Question 1: What was the most valuable aspect of the library session? 

● “It showed me how to find books both in the computer and bookshelves.” 

● “I learned a lot about where the books are and how they are organized.” 

● “I learned how to use the call number to find a book quickly.” 
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● “I learned how the library was operated, I also learned where and how to find 
book[s] in the library.” 

 
Question 2: What do you still need to learn about the library? 

● “What books can support certain topics.” 

● “Just need more practice looking for books.” 

● “I need to practice more with using the database.” 

● “Nothing that I know of.” 

 
Question 3: What did you like about using the Flip camera? Not like? 

● “I loved using the Flip camera!” 

● “Flip camera was a lot of fun and kept us on track on our mission [to] find a 
book.” 

● “Yes, LOL! It was cool working with the camera.” 

● “It just added excitement to the assignment.” 

 
Question 4: I wish the librarian... 

● ”Would keep up the good work.” 

● “Talked a little slower.” 

● “Stays as helpful as they are.” 

 
Conclusion  
 
This article describes a successful active learning exercise using digital cameras to 
teach students to locate a book in the library. All students successfully recognized 
subject headings, linked to additional subject headings to locate books on the same 
topic, and demonstrated the ability to find a book. From start to finish, students filmed 
their progress.  
 
Our message to colleagues interested in merging technology with active learning is 
don’t be afraid to take a risk. Students engaged with the digital camera and one another 
naturally. As Prensky (2008) suggests, instead of the usual powering down in school 
that can happen in a traditional classroom, we found a way to let them power up. We 
became an evaluator rather than a lecturer, with the students taking an active role in 
their own learning.  
 
Here are some tips to make this a successful teaching and learning experience. 

● Partner with an open-minded and willing professor. 
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● Create a low-stress environment; emphasize that students will not be graded.  

● Infuse the notion of fun throughout the exercise. 

● Empower the students to teach one another. 

● Use a simple and inexpensive digital video camera. 

● Arrange the students into groups of two or three. 

● Allot at least 50 minutes. 

 
We can envision this type of exercise as part of a credit-bearing information literacy 
course. Our best experiences came when there was time for the students to view their 
videos. With more time, the students could gain digital literacy skills and create 
instructional videos to share on appropriate social media outlets. Building on this 
exercise, students in our information literacy program now use the apps Instagram and 
Vine to take photos and create videos. Students learn in the context of working on a real 
task. Students were responsive and interested in this digital video exercise; they saw 
themselves as active participants in learning. We were able to incorporate emerging 
and digital technology to teach a traditional library skill.  
 
 
Class video compilation 1: 
http://youtu.be/YoVE3YJ_f_k 
Class video compilation 2: 
http://youtu.be/zS2R1P_Sy5Q 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://youtu.be/YoVE3YJ_f_k
http://youtu.be/zS2R1P_Sy5Q
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