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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT STATEMENT 

MY BACKGROUND & PATH TO UCLA 

 During my undergraduate studies at UC Berkeley, I double majored in Film Studies and 

Rhetoric. Upon graduating from UC Berkeley, I had the great fortune of getting hired in the 

mailroom at DreamWorks Animation. Over the course of my five years working at 

DreamWorks, I quickly moved out of the mailroom and into multiple roles in production 

management on feature animated films and television shows. Much of my job involved tracking 

assets and work productivity, creating systems to track these assets, presenting reports of my 

findings to leadership, and facilitating pitch presentations. I also had the opportunity to create 

curriculum, teach classes, plan educational field-trips and speaker series. While I loved certain 

aspects of my job, particularly those involving teaching, presenting, and designing and managing 

information, I eventually decided to leave the company as I was no longer as passionate about 

filmmaking, and I desired a job with more work-life balance and a focus on service. 

 I decided to pivot my career towards academia. I tried my hand at teaching as a substitute 

teacher and librarian at a local high school and as the teacher of my own class at an adult class 

about using social media platforms safely. I also began to volunteer at my local library as a 

computer class assistant. Through my experiences, I saw that there was a need for more 

computer classes geared towards less tech-savvy people. Moreover, I found that while I enjoyed 

the teaching profession, I liked the idea of being a librarian more as it would allow me to be a 

life-long learner and researcher, to help others of all ages and backgrounds by providing them 

with relevant resources for their goals, by teaching and creating outreach events possibly about 

how to use computer programs, and by designing information systems that would help users find 

the information they needed. So, I applied and was accepted into UCLA's MLIS program, which 



I have been loving ever since. Moreover, I have been focusing my studies on digital librarianship 

with the end goal of working in an academic (or possibly public) library in the digital sphere, so 

that I can design easy-to-use information systems for patrons’ use and teach classes about how to 

safely navigate computers and technology while maintaining one’s privacy. 

 

MY COURSEWORK 

 To gain the skills and theory needed to pursue my digital librarianship career aspirations, 

I have been taking coursework from the library studies, archival studies, and informatics tracks. 

In the library studies and archives studies tracks, I have taken coursework that has provided me 

with experience in children’s library services and programs, library reference, descriptive and 

subject cataloging, current issues in librarianship, archival studies, and in the history of books. In 

the informatics track, I have taken coursework that has provided me with experience learning 

about privacy in information technology, digital methods for research and scholarship, metadata, 

content management systems, and public health informatics. By taking an interdisciplinary 

approach to my coursework, I have been able to learn a wide range of curriculum that has 

exposed me to theories of the different disciplines and that has enabled me to learn software 

skills essential to the fields, such as CONTENTdm, Protégé, HTML, Voyant, WordPress, 

Google Sites and Maps. I hope to continue fostering these skills and learning more tools as I 

continue pursuing my Graduate Certificate in Digital Humanities. 

 

MY WORK EXPERIENCE 

 While in school, I have also been gaining practical experience in the library and 

information field through my work experience. During my first year in the program, I was a 



Graduate Student Researcher (GSR) for Professor Shawn VanCour. In this role, I searched 

archives and online databases for records supporting Professor VanCour’s research on television 

history, created digital files of the records, stored the digital files in an online database I created, 

developed reports of my findings, and suggested areas for further research. Through this 

experience, I learned how to search for and use archival records and got an up-close look into 

scholarly research. While my experience with Professor VanCour was great, when my 2017-

2018 academic year GSR appointment ended I decided to pursue different work opportunities 

that would provide me with new experiences in the library and information science field. 

One such job was working for the UCLA Digital Archivist, Shira Peltzman, in the role of Digital 

Archives Program Scholar in the UCLA Library’s Center for Primary Research and Training. I 

have been in this role from June 2018 to the present, and during this time I have been processing 

born-digital materials for the Eiko Ishioka Collection. This experience has been amazing as it’s 

allowed me to get hands-on experience processing digital materials and learning all the 

interesting software and hardware that is required for the task, such as BitCurator, KryoFlux, 

Forensic Toolkit, Archivematica, ArchivesSpace, and Google Spreadsheets. Moreover, in this 

role, I have been allowed to sit in on archival staff meetings, workshops and hiring presentations, 

which has provided me with a look into the real-life of a UCLA Digital Archivist. This 

experience has also further inspired my interest in working in libraries and archives in the digital 

space. 

 Another job that I took on during the 2018-2019 academic year was the role of a College 

Academic Mentor for the College of Letters and Science’s College Academic Counseling 

division. In this role, I am an academic mentor to undergraduate students in the College of 

Letters and Science. My tasks involve advising students one-on-one about academic school 



policies, program planning, and career resources, as well as creating and teaching workshops 

about these topics. This position has been wonderful as it has allowed me to work with the 

undergraduate population (which is a population I have thought about serving possibly as an 

academic librarian in the future), and to act as a reference for students by providing them with 

information and resources, which is experience that I believe translates into reference 

librarianship work. 

 In addition to my current 2018-2019 academic year positions at UCLA, I was also able to 

intern at NBCUniversal’s Archives during the Winter 2019 Quarter (which was great as I have 

considered working in a film library or archive due to my background in and passion for film and 

television). During my internship, I assisted archival staff with various tasks, including 

performing inventory checks for items in the collection and updating their database records 

accordingly, creating catalog records and condition reports for costumes and props, and 

displaying costumes for various exhibits. This experience helped me to develop the knowledge 

and real-life skills necessary to work in a corporate studio archive. Additionally, during this 

Spring 2019 Quarter, I will be a library volunteer at El Camino College in Torrance, CA, where I 

will be assisting library staff with instruction, reference, and taking an inventory of items in their 

collection. As I have been very interested in working in a community college library 

environment, I am very excited about this opportunity and what I will learn this quarter. 

 

MY EXPERIENCE IN PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

 While my jobs and coursework have provided me with knowledge of and experience in 

the library and information science field, I have also taken on active roles in organizations 

related to the field, including my role as the President of UCLA’s Student Chapter of Special 



Libraries Association (SLA) and my role as the Co-Chair of the Information Studies 

Department’s Student Governing Board. For these organizations, I have planned numerous 

networking happy hours and library tours, budgeted funds, updated websites, and acted as a 

student representative and organizational point-person. This experience has allowed me to meet 

other students and professionals in the field and to gain experience in program planning and 

management, which I believe is critical for any position in the library and information science 

field. 

 

MY FUTURE DEVELOPMENT 

 As I mentioned earlier, my goal is to work in a digital library role at an academic 

university. Thus, I plan to continue to learn more about digital methods and visualization tools 

through my future classes for the Graduate Certificate in Digital Humanities. Additionally, many 

of the professional organizations that I am involved with offer online and in-person workshops 

and classes that I would like to take to further my library and information science skills. I also 

plan to get more involved in these professional organizations in order to network, to research, 

and to hopefully collaborate with others on projects related to Digital Humanities Librarianship. 

  

  

 

 



JOANNA SMITH’S CURRICULUM VITAE 

EDUCATION:  

University of California, Los Angeles:  
 

o Master of Library & Information Science, 2017-Present 
 

o Digital Humanities Graduate Certificate, 2018 – Present 
 
University of California, Berkeley:  
 

o Bachelor of Arts in Film Studies & Rhetoric, 2006–2010 

 

RELEVANT WORK EXPERIENCE: 

Digital Archives Program Scholar, UCLA Library Special Collections, June 2018–Present: 

• Process and make accessible digital files on optical discs within an archival collection. 
My tasks involve making copies of the discs’ files, observing the files through forensic 
imaging software, searching for confidential information to redact, creating description of 
the files’ contents to be used in the collection’s finding aid, transferring the files into 
publicly accessible platforms, and creating documentation about my processes.  

College Academic Mentor, UCLA College Academic Counseling, September 2018–Present: 

• Serve as an academic mentor to undergraduate students in the College of Letters and 
Science. My tasks involve advising students one-on-one about academic school policies, 
program planning, and career resources, as well as creating and teaching workshops 
about these topics. 

Library Volunteer, El Camino College, April 2019–Present: 

• Perform various library services, including taking an inventory of items in collection, 
assisting with library instruction and helping answer reference questions.  

 

 



Archives Intern, NBCUniversal Archives & Collections, January 2019-March 2019: 

• Assist with various archival tasks, including performing inventory checks for items in the 
collection and updating the database records accordingly, creating catalog records and 
condition reports for costumes and props, and displaying costumes for various exhibits. 

Graduate Student Researcher, UCLA Information Studies Dept., October 2017–June 2018: 

• Search archives and online databases for records supporting one UCLA professor’s 
research on TV History, create digital files of the records found and store them in an 
online database I created, develop reports of my findings, and suggest areas for further 
research. 

Substitute Teacher / Librarian, Torrance Unified School District,  October 2016–June 2018: 

• Supervise students, provide thoughtful lesson plans, and implement discipline as needed. 
In the library setting, I also assist student and faculty patrons in use of the library and 
multimedia workstations, maintain the facility and its collection, and respond to inquiries. 

Information Studies Lab Clerk, UCLA Information Studies Dept., July 2017–September 2017: 

• Assist student and faculty patrons in use of the library and multimedia workstations, 
maintain the facility and its collection, and respond to inquiries. 

Social Media Teacher, South Bay Adult School, September 2016–November 2016: 

• Propose and develop class titled “Savvy Social Media and Internet Safety”, create 
curriculum for class, and teach interactive lessons about social media platforms for 8 
students. 

Film & TV Production Coordinator, DreamWorks Animation, 2011–2016: 

• Coordinate and manage daily operations for team of 30+ employees, working closely 
with the Animated Film’s Leadership to implement schedules, take and deliver detailed 
meeting notes, track assets and the team’s work productivity in databases, and ensure 
smooth process working towards screenings for Studio Heads. Responsible for creating 
and maintaining online database referenced by 10+  teams, planning events ranging from 
team meetings to company-wide events, troubleshooting software issues, and training 
staff. 

 



Film Department Manager, ASUC SUPERB Productions, 2007-2009: 

• Produce bi-weekly film screenings at UC Berkeley. My tasks involve creating the film 
schedule, booking the venue and projectionist, renting film reels, marketing the events, 
and managing 7 interns. 

  

LEADERSHIP: 

• President of UCLA’s Student Chapter of Special Libraries Association (2017-Present) 
 

• Co-Chair of UCLA Information Studies Department Student Governing Board (2017-
Present) 
 

 

AWARDS: 

• 2018 Beta Phi Mu Sarah Rebecca Reed Scholarship Recipient 
 

• 2018 P.E.O. Program for Continuing Education (PCE) Grant Recipient 
 

• 2018 Southern California Chapter’s Special Libraries Association Karen Gersten-
Sternheim Memorial Scholarship Recipient 

  

SKILLS: 

• Google Suite; Microsoft Suite; Archivematica; ArchivesSpace; IDEA ALM; 
CONTENTdm; Protégé; BitCurator; Guymager; KryoFlux; Forensic Toolkit (FTK);  
Voyant; Open Refine; WordPress; HTML; GitHub; Zotero; Adobe Photoshop; Adobe 
Acrobat Pro; Final Draft; Final Cut Pro; iMovie; Facebook; Twitter; LinkedIn; Zoom. 
 

 



50-WORD ISSUE PAPER SUMMARY 

 In today's digital world, many children turn to smart devices to answer their questions, 

and some educational institutions are even encouraging children to do so. In this paper, I will 

examine how children’s public librarians might incorporate Amazon Echo devices into their 

library reference work and the consequences of this. 
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Introduction 

 If you have ever interacted with children, you likely know how curious they are. My 

three-year old nephew is proof of this. His favorite question is “Why?”, and when you answer his 

question, he then replies with another “Why?”. This typically goes on for a while until he is 

satisfied with an answer. Like my nephew, many children are naturally curious and love to ask 

questions, which is great because this drives them to explore, discover, and learn new things1.  

One institution that fosters children’s curiosity is the public library. In this space, kids can ask 

children’s librarians any questions, ranging from “Why?” to reference questions to readers’ 

advisory questions (reader’s advisory is the process of helping someone find something to read2). 

Moreover, children can ask questions at the public library without fear of judgement or charge 

and with the confidence that they will receive appropriate information and resources for their 

information needs from the children’s librarians. But in the future it seems that there will likely 

be an impending shortage in public librarians, particularly children’s librarians3. As such, 

children’s public librarians will likely need to take on more responsibilities in order to make up 

for the smaller staff size. Moreover, this may result in children’s librarians not having as much 

time to focus on answering children’s reference questions. Thus, this begs the question of how 

children’s librarians will be able to continue to manage answering their children patrons’ 

questions in addition to performing their other tasks. One solution that some libraries, including 

the Los Angeles Public Library (LAPL), are currently implementing is providing online 

                                                
1Bruce Perry, “Curiosity: The Fuel of Development,” Scholastic, accessed March 26, 2019, 
http://teacher.scholastic.com/professional/bruceperry/curiosity.htm. 
2 Sullivan, Michael.Fundamentals of children's services (Chicago: American Library Association, 2013), 145. 
3 Sullivan, Michael.Fundamentals of children's services (Chicago: American Library Association, 2013), 6-7. 
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reference tools on the children’s sections of their websites4,5, such as the readers’ advisory tool 

NoveList K-8Plus6, or online databases and websites, such as the website titled “Great Websites 

for Kids” which is sponsored by the Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC) and 

which serves as a directory for credible websites about different subjects that are catered to 

children users7. In offering these online reference resources, public libraries are providing 

children with another avenue through which they can find credible and appropriate information 

catered to kids and through which they can access resources outside of the library.  

But one might wonder if public libraries may want to venture further into the technology 

landscape for assistance in answering their children patrons’ reference questions, potentially 

going so far as to have questions answered by smart devices, such as the Amazon Echo devices. 

These Echo devices, which are hands-free voice controlled wireless speakers, allow one to 

perform a range of activities, including playing music, purchasing items on Amazon, setting 

timers, answering questions, and more...all one has to do is ask Alexa, which is Amazon’s voice-

control system for the Echo devices, to perform the desired task8,9. Furthermore, if people would 

like their Amazon Echo devices to perform more capabilities than what is already built into their 

devices, they can find and download other “Alexa skills”, which are additional voice-driven 

                                                
4  Sullivan, Michael.Fundamentals of children's services (Chicago: American Library Association, 2013), 6-7. 
5 “Welcome to KidsPath | Los Angeles Public Library,” Los Angeles Public Library, accessed March 28, 2019, 
https://www.lapl.org/kids. 
6 “NoveList K-8 Plus | Book Recommendations from the Readers’ Advisory Experts | What Is NoveList? | 
NoveList | EBSCOhost,” EBSCO, accessed March 26, 2019, https://www.ebscohost.com/novelist/our-
products/novelist-k8. 
7 “Great Websites for Kids Has Been Retired. | Great Websites for Kids,” Association for Library Service to 
Children, accessed March 26, 2019, http://gws.ala.org/. 
8 Grant Clauser, “What Is Alexa? What Is Amazon Echo, and Should You Get One?,” Wirecutter, last 
modified January 29, 2019, accessed March 28, 2019, https://thewirecutter.com/reviews/what-is-alexa-what-is-
the-amazon-echo-and-should-you-get-one/. 
9 “All Things Alexa”, Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, https://www.amazon.com/Amazon-Echo-And-
Alexa-Devices/b?ie=UTF8&node=9818047011. 
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Alexa capabilities, onto the devices10. While it may seem far-fetched to some to rely upon 

Amazon Echo devices to answer children patrons’ questions in public libraries, smart device 

technology is already creeping its way into the public library environment. For example, some 

public libraries, such as the Arapahoe Library district in Englewood, Colorado, are currently 

renting out Amazon Echo devices to their patrons11. Additionally, many public libraries, 

including the Los Angeles Public Library (LAPL), are now promoting the hoopla Alexa skill that 

can be downloaded onto Amazon Echo devices in order to play rented library audiobooks and 

music albums directly on one’s Amazon Echo, Dot, Spot, and Show devices.12,13. With Amazon 

Echo devices already making their way into public libraries as rentable items and as vehicles for 

people to listen to music or audiobooks, it seems plausible that these Echo devices could be used 

in the public library settings for reference help in the near future. Moreover, in the Center for the 

Future of Libraries’ article, “Voice Control”, it states, 

As voice-controlled devices become more popular, they will likely become a more 

readily available tool for reference...in her 2016 Internet Trends Report, Mary Meeker 

estimated that half of all web searches will be conducted through voice and image 

searches within the next four years14.  

With this information that voice-controlled devices, such as the Amazon Echo devices, may 

become more relied upon for reference, it seems possible that public libraries may try to 

                                                
10 “Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs,” Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
11 “Echo Dot,” Arapahoe Libraries Catalog, accessed March 25, 2019,  
https://arapahoelibraries.bibliocommons.com/item/show/1939706115?_ga=2.22983035.1950403603.15537437
36-286404343.1553743736. 
12 “Alexa, Meet hoopla!”, hoopla, accessed March 27, 2019, http://hub.hoopladigital.com/whats-
new/2018/7/alexa-meet-hoopla. 
13 “Alexa, Meet hoopla!”, Los Angeles Public Library, accessed March 27, 2019, https://www.lapl.org/alexa-
meet-hoopla. 
14 “Voice Control,” Center for the Future of Libraries, accessed March 25, 2019,  
http://www.ala.org/tools/future/trends/voicecontrol. 
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introduce them into their children’s library sections for reference help in the future. In fact, some 

elementary schools are already utilizing smart devices, such as the Amazon Echo, in their 

classrooms and libraries for educational pursuits. In the article, “Alexa, how can you improve 

teaching and learning?”, Kate Roddy discusses how some charter schools are using smart devices 

in their classrooms to teach students digital fluency in today’s technological world and to teach 

students how to be self-sufficient and self-reliant by encouraging them to ask the smart devices 

for answers to their questions, before asking their teachers15. Roddy also writes about one 

librarian at St. Anne’s-Belfield School in Charlottesville, Virginia, who has a Google Home 

voice-controlled smart device (which is essentially the Google brand equivalent of the Amazon 

Echo device)16, sitting on her library check-out counter.17 This librarian encourages her students 

to ask the Google Home device various “questions concerning authors, book titles and other 

library resources”18.  As such, one can see that some elementary schools and libraries are 

utilizing these smart devices for such pursuits as receiving reference help and teaching kids how 

to understand and use technology. One could argue that these positive examples of children 

using these smart devices for educational activities might demonstrate the potential value of 

installing smart devices, such as the Echo devices, into children’s public libraries for reference 

help, especially if it would help provide busy children’s librarians with an extra voice to answer 

questions.  

                                                
15 Kate Roddy, “Alexa, How Can You Improve Teaching and Learning?,” EdScoop, December 19, 2017, 
accessed on March 25, 2019, https://edscoop.com/voice-command-technology-alexa-how-can-you-improve-
teaching-and-learning/. 
16 “Google Home,” Google Store, accessed March 28, 2019, 
https://store.google.com/us/product/google_home. 
17 Kate Roddy, “Alexa, How Can You Improve Teaching and Learning?,” EdScoop, December 19, 2017, 
accessed on March 25, 2019, https://edscoop.com/voice-command-technology-alexa-how-can-you-improve-
teaching-and-learning/. 
18 Ibid. 
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Yet, there would also be many negative consequences of using these Echo devices in the 

children’s space of public libraries. In this paper, I will discuss how public children’s librarians 

perform their reference work and what their guiding principles are. Then, I will compare the 

librarians’ reference process with that of the Amazon Echo devices’ process, and in doing so, I 

hope to reveal some of the concerns and negative side effects of using Amazon Echo devices for 

reference work.  Ultimately, I aim to demonstrate that in today’s world, Amazon Echo devices 

should not be used in a reference capacity in children’s sections of public libraries, and that there 

is no replacement for children’s public librarians in regards to their reference work.   

 

Guiding Principles and Responsibilities of Children’s Librarians’ Reference Work 

 Before discussing the consequences of utilizing Amazon Echo devices in the children’s 

sections of public libraries, I first want to discuss what children’s library reference work entails 

and the principles by which children’s librarians are guided. To begin with, the American 

Library Association’s (ALA’s) Reference and User Services Association (RUSA), defines 

reference work as “reference transactions and other activities that involve the creation, 

management, and assessment of information or research resources, tools, and services”19. 

Furthermore, RUSA states that reference transactions are defined as “information consultations 

in which library staff recommend, interpret, evaluate, and/or use information resources to help 

others to meet particular information needs”20. Thus, reference work involves helping patrons 

find, access and utilize resources that will meet their information needs. Moreover, the services 

that reference librarians offer and how they approach their work heavily depends upon the type 

                                                
19 “Definitions of Reference,” Reference and User Services Association (RUSA), January 14, 2008, accessed 
March 17, 2019,  http://www.ala.org/rusa/guidelines/definitionsreference. 
20 Ibid. 
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of patrons they serve, which in this case is children patrons from ages newborn to twelve. Per 

interviews with library staff at the Katy Geissert Civic Center Public Library in Torrance, 

California, and per the article “Reference and Information Services for Children and Young 

Adults”, the reference services most utilized by children patrons include getting help finding 

resources for school assignments, receiving instruction on how to use tools and information, 

getting access to self-help guides, getting access to good reference collections, and receiving 

reader’s advisory help21, 22.  

 As mentioned earlier, in order to provide children with the appropriate resources for their 

information needs, children’s librarians often initiate reference transactions or interviews. 

However, reference interviews with children patrons can be more complicated as children may 

be less skilled at formulating questions which may lead to the children’s information needs going 

unanswered23,24. Virginia Walters discusses this in her book, Twenty-First-Century Kids, 

Twenty-First-Century Librarians, stating that complications in the reference interviews with 

children may arise from a number of factors, including “need-source mismatch”, in which “the 

source from which the child sought information turned out to be inappropriate” as the source 

could be too general or too specific for the child’s information needs25. Other factors that may 

contribute to complications in the reference interviews with children could include “knowledge 

deficiency” where children don’t know enough about a subject to identify a suitable search term, 

“skill shortcomings” that may prevent the child from being able to retrieve information such as 

                                                
21 Shirley A. Fitzgibbons, “Reference and Information Services for Children and Young Adults”, The 
Reference Librarian, 2, no. 7-8, (2010): 6, accessed March 10, 2019,  https://doi.org/10.1300/J120v02n07_01. 
22 Katy Geissert Civic Center Library staff, in-person interview with author, March 10, 2019. 
23 Sullivan, Michael. Fundamentals of children's services (Chicago: American Library Association, 2013), 
136-138. 
24 Walter, Virginia A. Twenty-first-century kids, twenty-first-century librarians (Chicago: American Library 
Association, 2010), 40. 
25 Ibid. 
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having trouble searching in the library catalog,  “psychological barriers” that may prevent 

children from starting searches because they either don’t know if the information exists or they 

are overwhelmed by the demands of the information search, or “social unease and inhibition” 

that is created by emotional barriers that arise when children must ask an adult for information, 

especially if they distrust the adult or it’s uncomfortable for them to ask for help.26 Due to the 

number of factors in reference interviews that may prevent children from effectively 

communicating what type of information and resources they need, children’s librarians must find 

ways to overcome these hurdles in order to succeed in their reference roles.  

In Fundamentals of  Children’s Services, Second Edition, Michael Sullivan discusses 

how children’s librarians can overcome complications in the reference interviews with children 

by determining what information the child actually needs, for what purpose, and in “what form 

the answer must take to fit the child’s needs”27. Additionally, the librarians must ensure that the 

information or resources that they provide to the children are “acceptable in form, format and 

usability”.28 As such, children’s librarians should be mindful of the characteristics of the 

resources they recommend to children, including thinking about if the reading level of the 

resources match those of the children, as well as if the number of resources and the format and 

length of the resources (i.e. print or digital formats and the number of pages) match the 

children’s information needs29. Furthermore, in order to get the answers they need to determine 

the appropriate resources for their patrons, children’s librarians may ask different types of 

questions. To begin with they may ask “closed questions” that offer the children limited answer 

                                                
26 Walter, Virginia A. Twenty-first-century kids, twenty-first-century librarians (Chicago: American Library 
Association, 2010), 40. 
27 Sullivan, Michael. Fundamentals of children's services (Chicago: American Library Association, 2013), 
136-138. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
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options in order to identify which library resources the children need30. Next, the librarians may 

ask “open questions” that allow the children “to respond in their own words and...not limit 

answers to the narrow range of choices presented by the closed question”.31 Then, the librarians 

may go on to ask “neutral questions” which are a subset of open questions that while “open in 

form, they, guide the conversation along dimensions that are relevant to all information-seeking 

situations”32. By asking various types of questions during their reference interviews with 

children, the children’s librarians can better understand the needs of their children patrons and 

can more effectively direct the children to the appropriate resources. 

Furthermore, while performing these reference interviews with their young patrons, 

children’s librarians follow the guiding principles outlined in the American Library 

Association’s Bill of Rights33. While there are a few different guiding principles in the ALA Bill 

of Rights, I want to focus on the guiding principles of intellectual freedom and of privacy for 

children patrons34. Regarding intellectual freedom, Michael Sullivan states that,  

Free inquiry and free thought are cornerstones of democracy. Libraries are places where 

people can decide for themselves what they will think, and children deserve this right as 

well. Libraries are not places where particular beliefs and points of view are presented to 

the exclusion of others...one parent does not have the right to restrict what ideas another 

                                                
30 Brenda Dervin and Patricia Dewdney, “Neutral Questioning: A New Approach to the Reference  
Interview,” RQ, 25, 4 (1986): 508, accessed on March 11, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25827718. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Brenda Dervin and Patricia Dewdney, “Neutral Questioning: A New Approach to the Reference  
Interview,” RQ, 25, 4 (1986): 508, accessed on March 11, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25827718. 
33 “Library Bill of Rights,” American Library Association, accessed March 26, 2019, 
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill. 
34 Ibid. 
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parent’s child is explored to, and frankly, neither do librarians. For this reason, children’s 

libraries present a diverse collection of materials that reflect a heterogeneous society.35  

Per Sullivan, librarians should not restrict the types of materials available to children. This is also 

reflected in the ALA Bill of Rights, stating, 

I. Books and other library resources should be provided for the interest, information, and 

enlightenment of all people of the community the library serves. Materials should not be 

excluded because of the origin, background, or views of those contributing to their 

creation II. Libraries should provide materials and information presenting all points of 

view on current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed or removed 

because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval. III. Libraries should challenge censorship in 

the fulfillment of their responsibility to provide information and enlightenment...V. A 

person’s right to use a library should not be denied or abridged because of origin, age, 

background, or views36.  

As one can see in the ALA Library Bill of Rights, particularly in section “V”, it states that a 

person’s right to use the library and any of its services and materials should not be denied 

because of one’s age. Therefore, children’s librarians should always try to answer children’s 

questions and provide them with resources, even if they disagree with the questions or if the 

children’s parents disagree with the questions.  

 Another important guiding principle of children’s librarians is that of protecting their 

children patrons’ privacy. The ALA Library Bill of Rights states that, 

                                                
35 Sullivan, Michael. Fundamentals of children's services (Chicago: American Library Association, 2013), 18-
19. 
36 “Library Bill of Rights,” American Library Association, accessed March 26, 2019, 
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill. 
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VII. All people, regardless of origin, age, background, or views, possess a right to privacy 

and confidentiality in their library use. Libraries should advocate for, educate about, and 

protect people’s privacy, safeguarding all library use data, including personally 

identifiable information.37 

Thus, children’s librarians should keep their interactions with their children patrons confidential, 

regardless of the questions the children ask or regardless of the types of resources the children 

request. As one can see, children’s public librarians not only try very hard to answer their 

children patrons’ reference requests, but they also do so in such a way that protects the children’s 

rights to intellectual freedom and privacy at the same time. Now that we have examined the 

children’s librarians’ reference process and their guiding principles of intellectual freedom and 

privacy, let’s explore how Amazon Echo devices would take on the same type of reference task. 

 

The Echo Device’s Problematic Reference Process  

 In the examples mentioned earlier about Amazon Echo devices being used in classrooms 

and libraries, the children were asking Alexa for information. I am considering these interactions 

between Alexa and the students to be reference interviews. In order to begin a reference 

interview with Alexa, children patrons must first say the Echo devices’ chosen wake word, 

which can be “Alexa, Amazon, Computer, or Echo” or they can also press the device’s activation 

button38. When the children do this, recordings of what they ask Alexa is sent to Amazon's cloud, 

                                                
37 “Library Bill of Rights,” American Library Association, accessed March 26, 2019, 
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill. 
38 “Alexa, Echo Devices, and Your Privacy,” Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html/?nodeId=GVP69FUJ48X9DK8V?ref_=ods_aucc_dp
_farfield_rd. 
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where Amazon processes the children’s requests in order to respond39. But unlike in reference 

interviews between children’s librarians and their patrons, in which the librarians would ask the 

patrons multiple closed, open and neutral questions to figure out what information or resources 

best suited the children’s information needs, Alexa would likely not ask any questions but just 

provide the children with answers from an undisclosed source, which the children would likely 

accept without hesitation. This is problematic for many reasons. The article “Voice Control” 

published by the Center for the Future of Libraries , discusses this, saying,  

As users increasingly accept the responses produced by voice-controlled technology, 

there may be concern for the relevance and authority of the information pulled for these 

responses. In a conversation interface, users will not always have the option of sorting 

through multiple possible responses (as they would in a web search), of immediately 

knowing the source of the information provided, or of seeing some of the details that 

might alert them to problems with the information. Rather, the technology simply picks 

the programed source for news, reference, etc., and conveys it to the listener, with some 

options for customization of sources built into the app.40      

Thus, when asked questions, Alexa provides answers from predetermined sources that may not 

be appropriate to the information needs of the children users and that may not be credible. 

Moreover, if these children patrons, who we have already established have trouble 

communicating their information needs, receive inappropriate answers from Alexa, these 

children may just accept Alexa’s answers and move on, even if Alexa’s answers don’t meet their 

                                                
39 “Alexa, Echo Devices, and Your Privacy,” Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html/?nodeId=GVP69FUJ48X9DK8V?ref_=ods_aucc_dp
_farfield_rd. 
40 “Voice Control,” Center for the Future of Libraries, accessed March 25, 2019,  
http://www.ala.org/tools/future/trends/voicecontrol. 
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information needs. Unfortunately, unlike children’s librarians who dig further and ask more 

questions of children to ensure they provide the children with the proper information, Alexa does 

not. Additionally, the fact that Amazon has selected and programmed the sources from which 

Alexa pulls its answers is an issue, as these sources may be biased and may not demonstrate 

different perspectives on a topic. This is not only an issue of influencing the children’s 

knowledge but it is also a problem of intellectual freedom by limiting what informational 

resources the child has access to. Furthermore, in regards to children asking readers’ advisory 

questions about recommendations of books to read, one has to wonder if the Echo device is 

programmed to direct children to particular books that would provide Amazon with some sort of 

monetary kickback.  

Moreover, by teaching children that they can rely upon Alexa for information, we are 

hindering the development of their research skills. Per the “Voice Control” article,  

Children and young people will grow with voice-controlled technology, becoming more 

accustomed to having these devices answer homework questions, settle disputes, and 

entertain them. All of these situations could have an impact on children's social, 

interpersonal, and language development as well as their intellectual development, 

moving them toward more simplistic inquiry and acceptance of simple answers instead of 

taking on more complex questions and answers.41 

As this article mentions, by allowing children to rely upon smart devices for simple answers, we 

are not encouraging children to go through the process of researching answers for themselves by 

examining multiple types of resources. Instead, children would be encouraged to just settle for 

what they are told by these smart devices, which is scary.   

                                                
41 “Voice Control,” Center for the Future of Libraries, accessed March 25, 2019,  
http://www.ala.org/tools/future/trends/voicecontrol. 
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Another thing to be concerned with in the Echo device’s reference process is the lack of 

protection for the children’s privacy. In regards to protecting the privacy of the children patrons 

during their reference interactions with Alexa, the Echo device fails. As mentioned earlier, 

whenever users interact with Echo devices, recordings of what the users ask Alexa are sent to 

Amazon's cloud in order to improve and personalize users’ experiences and Amazon’s 

services.42,43 Thus, if children interact with Alexa on a public profile, their questions and their 

voices are recorded and stored in Amazon’s cloud44. However, Amazon does state that if the 

Echo device is aware that children are using the Echo device, such as when a child profile is 

being used, then,  

Children may share and we may collect personal information that requires verifiable 

parental consent under the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act (collectively, "Child 

Personal Information"). Child Personal Information could include, for example, name, 

birthdate, contact information (including phone numbers and e-mail addresses), voice, 

photos, videos, location, certain activity and device information, and certain other types 

of information described in our Privacy Notice.45 

Thus, when children interact with Alexa using children’s profiles, some of their private 

information cannot be collected without parental consent, which is good. But if they are not 

using children’s profiles, then their information is collected and recorded. Also, Amazon’s 

language about what information they collect and what information third-parties collects is hard 

                                                
42 “Alexa, Echo Devices, and Your Privacy,” Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html/?nodeId=GVP69FUJ48X9DK8V?ref_=ods_aucc_dp
_farfield_rd. 
43 “Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs”, Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
44 Ibid. 
45 “Children's Privacy Disclosure”, Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019,  
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=202185560. 
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to understand. So, one could understand how it might be hard for some children’s librarians 

using Echo devices in their libraries to not fully comprehend what information is or is not being 

collected on their patrons. This is problematic because if information is being collected about 

children patrons’ reference interactions, it may not only go against the Children’s Online Privacy 

Protection Act (COPPA) as mentioned above, but it would also go against ALA’s guiding 

principles of protecting its patrons’ privacy when asking reference questions and looking for 

information. And while children’s librarians could technically go in and manually delete the 

children patrons’ voice recordings from the Amazon cloud after each use46, this would create 

extra work for the already busy children’s librarians to take on. Additionally, if children are 

aware that their conversations with Alexa could possibly be recorded, it might change their 

expectations for what they can do and ask Alexa in the public library space47, which could then 

prevent them from fulfilling their research needs or cause them to go looking for information 

from less credible institutions. Thus, between Alexa violating its users’ intellectual freedom and 

privacy rights, and its inability to effectively carry out reference interviews, it seems problematic 

to use these Echo devices in children’s spaces of public libraries for reference help. 

 

The Future of Children’s Librarians’ Reference Work 

 After examining how children’s librarians and Alexa perform their reference work, it’s 

apparent that Echo devices are no replacement for children’s librarians. Children’s librarians 

honor their patrons’ rights to intellectual freedom and privacy and help their patrons find 

appropriate resources for their information needs. Whereas Alexa simply provides an answer to 

                                                
46 “Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs”, Amazon, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
47 “Voice Control,” Center for the Future of Libraries, accessed March 25, 2019,  
http://www.ala.org/tools/future/trends/voicecontrol. 
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its user and then records the interaction and sends it to Amazon cloud, unless it is a child’s Alexa 

profile. As such, it may seem unlikely that public libraries would introduce these Echo devices 

into their libraries for reference due to the negative consequences of using the devices. But it 

may not be as big of a stretch as one thinks. As mentioned earlier, some public libraries have 

Echo devices you can rent out, and many public libraries now allow some of their digital items to 

be rented and utilized via the new hoopla Alexa skill. Furthermore, the “Voice Control” article 

discusses how smart devices, such as the Echo devices, are becoming more commonplace in 

businesses and universities, saying, 

Voice-controlled technology may increasingly appear in public and shared spaces. 

Several hotels, including Marriott and Wynn Resorts, are testing devices from Apple and 

Amazon in hotel rooms....Schools might also find ways to use smart speaker. Saint Louis 

University has unveiled plans to provide all 2,300 student residences on campus with 

Echo Dots, all of which can access an SLU Alexa skill that provides answers to "more 

than 100" common questions, including the location of a building, event timing, or 

library hours.48 

With hotels and universities implementing these smart devices into their infrastructure and with 

these devices providing answers to multiple questions, it seems possible that at some point in the 

future, smart devices like the Amazon Echo device or the Echo Dot Kids, which is an Echo 

device designed with kids in mind49, may be utilized in children’s spaces of public libraries in 

reference capacities. If this does happen, children’s librarians must come together to create 

regulations and policies regarding how to use these devices responsibly in order to protect their 

                                                
48 “Voice Control,” Center for the Future of Libraries, accessed March 25, 2019,  
http://www.ala.org/tools/future/trends/voicecontrol. 
49 “Echo Dot Kids Edition, a smart speaker with 1 year of FreeTime Unlimited - blue case”, Amazon, accessed 
March 26, 2019, https://www.amazon.com/amazon-echo-dot-kids-edition/dp/B077JFK5YH. 
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children patrons’ rights to privacy and intellectual freedom. Moreover, children’s librarians 

should be transparent with their children patrons and the children’s parents about the drawbacks 

of using such smart devices for reference help. Children’s librarians could even create LibGuides 

or other literature about these devices and teach classes about how people can safely use these 

devices. Additionally, if these Echo devices or other smart devices do get installed in public 

libraries, children’s librarians must ensure that all recordings are deleted. Also, the children’s 

librarians could see if they may be able to establish private Alexa profiles for all patrons as 

opposed to using one public Alexa profile for all patrons. While these suggested steps to take if 

Amazon Echo devices do eventually get installed in children’s public library spaces are very 

rough, they may at least serve as a starting point.  
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coursework that showcases my scholarship in digital recordkeeping, in online communities and 

their values, and in library services and programs (especially for children and youth patrons). To 

navigate to a specific coursework sample listed below, please click on the sample or use the 

header menu to navigate to the specific sample. 

 

Samples of My MLIS Coursework: 

• Major Paper 

• Core Coursework 

• Elective Coursework - Sample 1 
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MAJOR PAPER 

“Alexa, Who Committed the Double Homicide?:  

Concerns and Implications Arising from the Possible Use of Amazon’s Echo Device’s 

Recordings as Evidence in a Murder Case” 

Course: IS 431 - Archives, Records and Memory (Fall 2018) 

Justification: In Fall 2018, I took IS 431 “Archives, Records and Memory” with Professor Anne 

Gilliland and Special Reader María Montenegro. Per the course syllabus, this introductory course 

provides an “overview of historical and evolving conceptual foundations, major professional 

institutions, key practices, and contemporary issues and concerns of archival studies and the 

American archival profession as well as of other fields interested in archives, records and 

memory.” At the time, I was in the thick of my work as a Digital Archives Program Scholar for 

the UCLA Library’s Center for Primary Research and Training (CFPRT) program, and I felt that 

this was a very important class to take in order to understand the fundamentals of archives and 

records, especially in the digital realm. 

The final assignment for the course was a paper that would count for 50% of our grade. We were 

allowed to choose one of three prompts to write about. The prompt that I chose was: 

There have been many prominent legal cases and public controversies in recent years 

relating to digital records (e.g., NSA interception of digital communications; WikiLeaks; 

reliability of global warming research data; digital reconstruction of shredded Stasi 

informant files; analysis of police bodycam videos; Hilary Clinton and State Department 



email). Prepare a paper on a real-life digital case of your choice that analyzes the relevant 

archives, records, or recordkeeping implications and concerns. 

As I was (and still am) very interested in digital records and archives, this particular paper 

prompt appealed to me. I chose to write about a double murder case in which an Amazon Echo 

device’s voice recordings were potentially going to be used as evidence in the case. Below you 

can find the paper’s abstract and a pdf copy of the full text of the paper, which is titled “Alexa, 

Who Committed the Double Homicide?: Concerns and Implications Arising from the Possible 

Use of Amazon’s Echo Device’s Recordings as Evidence in a Murder Case”. 

I felt it important to include this paper in my portfolio as it relates to my interests in digital 

recordkeeping, especially regarding the issues of privacy and transparency in recordkeeping in 

the digital age. 

Abstract: This paper discusses a double murder case, for which recordings from an Amazon 

Echo device at the scene of the crime were ordered to be handed over to the police as they may 

contain evidence of the crime. I will discuss how the recordings from Amazon’s Echo devices 

are no longer simply being used to improve one’s everyday interactions with Alexa, but how 

they are also now being used to provide evidence that could convict someone of a crime. As 

such, I will argue that Amazon, in its recordkeeping role, needs to better follow the SAA’s Code 

of Ethics and step up to be more transparent with its clients about how these Echo device 

recordings can be used and by whom. 
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Executive Summary 

This paper will discuss a double murder case, for which recordings from an Amazon 

Echo device at the scene of the crime were ordered to be handed over to the police as they may 

contain evidence of the crime. I will discuss how the recordings from Amazon’s Echo devices 

are no longer simply being used to improve one’s everyday interactions with Alexa, but how 

they are also now being used to provide evidence that could convict someone of a crime. As 

such, I will argue that Amazon, in its recordkeeping role, needs to better follow the SAA’s Code 

of Ethics and step up to be more transparent with its clients about how these Echo device 

recordings can be used and by whom.  

 

Introduction 

During the holiday season, many people are trying to find the perfect gifts for their loved 

ones. For many, the seemingly perfect gift may come in the form of an Amazon Echo device, 

which is a voice-controlled smart speaker which uses “speech recognition to perform an ever-

growing range of tasks on command”1,2. These Echo devices are controlled by “Alexa”, which is 

Amazon’s digital voice assistant3. Moreover, “there’s no activation button to press. Simply say 

the trigger word (either ‘Alexa,’ ‘Echo,’ ‘Amazon,’ or ‘Computer’) followed by what you want 

to happen, and it will usually be done—as long as you’ve set up everything properly and are 

using the correct command”4. But how does Alexa achieve this complex task? Well, once Alexa 

                                                
1 Baguley, Richard, and Colin McDonald. “Appliance Science: Alexa, How Does Alexa Work? The Science of 
the Amazon Echo - CNET.” CNET.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. 
https://www.cnet.com/news/appliance-science-alexa-how-does-alexa-work-the-science-of-amazons-echo/. 
2 Clauser, Grant. “What Is Alexa? What Is Amazon Echo, and Should You Get One?” Wirecutter: Reviews for 
the Real World (blog). Accessed December 17, 2018. https://thewirecutter.com/reviews/what-is-alexa-what-is-
the-amazon-echo-and-should-you-get-one/. 
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid. 
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recognizes its trigger word (or “wake word”), which is often “Alexa”, it will start recording your 

voice5. Moreover,  

When you have finished speaking, it sends this recording over the Internet to Amazon. 

The service that processes this recording is called Alexa Voice Services (AVS). Run by 

Amazon, this converts the recording into commands that it interprets. It's more than a 

simple voice-to-text service: it is a fully programmable service that can work with other 

online services to do a surprising range of things”6.  

This range of things spans from playing music to controlling one’s smart home to getting 

information, news, weather, and more using just one’s voice7. But that’s not all Alexa does. As 

in order “to answer your questions, fulfill your requests, and improve your experience” and 

Amazon services, Alexa also records all her “Alexa Interactions”8. Per Amazon, the term “Alexa 

Interactions”,  

Means all information related to your use of Alexa and Alexa Enabled Products, 

including your voice and other inputs, responses provided to you through Alexa, 

information we receive in connection with Third Party Services and Auxiliary Products 

you use, and information and content you provide or receive through the Alexa App9. 

Alexa then sends these Alexa Interactions recordings off to Amazon’s servers in the cloud10. As 

such, Alexa and Amazon appear to also be in the business of recordkeeping, which is “the 

                                                
5 Baguley, Richard, and Colin McDonald. “Appliance Science: Alexa, How Does Alexa Work? The Science of 
the Amazon Echo - CNET.” CNET.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. 
https://www.cnet.com/news/appliance-science-alexa-how-does-alexa-work-the-science-of-amazons-echo/. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Amazon. “Echo & Alexa - Amazon Devices - Amazon Official Site.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 
2018. https://www.amazon.com/Amazon-Echo-And-Alexa-Devices/b?ie=UTF8&node=9818047011. 
8  Amazon. “Amazon.Com Help: Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 
2018. https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
9 Amazon. “Amazon.Com Help: Alexa Terms of Use.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201809740. 
10Ibid. 
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systematic creation, use, maintenance, and disposition of records to meet administrative, 

programmatic, legal, and financial needs and responsibilities”11. While some consumers may not 

be aware of Alexa’s recordkeeping capability, police most certainly are, and they have even 

begun trying to obtain Alexa Interactions recordings from Amazon to help them solve murder 

cases in which Echo devices were the only potential witnesses at the scene of the crime.  

In this paper, I will examine one case in which police have requested that Amazon hand 

over any recordings of Alexa Interactions that may have been recorded by the Echo device found 

at the scene of the crime. In doing so, I aim to demonstrate that the recordings of Amazon’s 

Alexa Interactions go beyond simply being used to improve one’s everyday interactions with 

Alexa, and that these recordings have the power to potentially provide evidence to convict 

someone of a crime. Moreover, I will argue that Amazon, in its recordkeeping role, needs to 

better follow the SAA’s Code of Ethics and step up to be more transparent with its clients about 

how these Echo device recordings can be used and by whom.  

The Case 

In Farmington, New Hampshire, Timothy Verrill has been accused of stabbing Christine 

Sullivan and Jenna Pellegrini to death on January 27, 2017, “over the suspicion that one of them 

was a police informant”12. Per ABCNews.com and Slate.com, on January 29, 2017, Sullivan’s 

boyfriend, Dean Smoronk, returned to his home (which he shared with Sullivan), only to find 

Sullivan and Pellegrini’s bodies under a tarp in the backyard13,14. Fortunately, because the home 

                                                
11 Pearce-Moses, Richard. A Glossary of Archival and Records Terminology. Archival Fundamentals Series. 
Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2005. 
12 Ferguson, Andrew Guthrie. “Amazon Echo Murder Case: Should Law Enforcement Get Access to Alexa?” 
Slate.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. https://slate.com/technology/2018/11/amazon-echo-alexa-murder-
case-new-hampshire-warrant.html. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Osbourne, Mark. “Judge Orders Amazon to Hand over Echo Recordings in Double Murder Case - ABC 
News.” ABCNews.go.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. https://abcnews.go.com/US/judge-orders-amazon-
hand-echo-recordings-double-murder/story?id=59100572. 
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was very high-tech, its built-in digital devices were able to provide investigators with some 

digital clues15. Andrew Guthrie Ferguson discusses this more in his article, “Amazon Echo 

Murder Case: Should Law Enforcement Get Access to Alexa?”, stating,  

 The high-tech home required a biometric reader for entry. The door was programmed to   

allow only three people to enter: Smoronk (the homeowner, who was out of town),   

Sullivan (one of the victims), and Verrill (the suspect). Second, video security cameras 

caught Verrill entering the house a few hours before the slayings wearing a flannel shirt. 

Investigators recovered a flannel shirt wrapped around three large knives buried in the 

yard after the stabbings. The cameras also caught Verrill dismantling the cameras during 

the hours just beforehand. Finally, video surveillance cameras outside local Lowe’s and 

Walmart stores showed Verrill purchasing salt and ammonia cleaning products, the 

residue of which was found inside the house (apparently in an effort to clean up the 

bloody scene). These clues and others offer a compelling circumstantial case that Verrill 

was present at the house during the time of the killings, with the women, and likely tried 

to clean up the incriminating evidence. But the evidence doesn’t tell us what happened 

during those fateful hours.16  

Thus, the evidence discovered by these digital recording devices (including the biometric reader 

for entry,  the video security cameras at the house, and the security cameras at the Lowe’s and 

Walmart stores) are extremely helpful to the investigators, but they don’t provide evidence of 

what actually happened at the crime scene. But there is one more device that could have 

potentially witnessed what happened, and that device is the Amazon Echo. Ferguson goes on,  

                                                
15 Ferguson, Andrew Guthrie. “Amazon Echo Murder Case: Should Law Enforcement Get Access to Alexa?” 
Slate.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. https://slate.com/technology/2018/11/amazon-echo-alexa-murder-
case-new-hampshire-warrant.html. 
16  Ibid. 
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Enter the Amazon Echo and the hope that the government would be able to turn Alexa 

into a prosecution witness...For police detectives who know a homicide has occurred in 

the general proximity to a smart device, the recordings offer a potential gold-mine of 

clues. ‘Alexa, how do I bury a body?’ would be a solid piece of incriminating evidence 

after a killing17.  

As Ferguson states, if Alexa has recordings of the murderer asking Alexa how to bury a body or 

even recordings of the murderer just talking, this could be a big piece of evidence for the police. 

In order to get access to the recordings to see if they actually contain anything helpful, the police 

had to make a case that probable cause evidence would exist in the Amazon Echo recordings18.  

Apparently, they were able to make a strong case as Strafford County Superior Court Justice 

Steven M. Houran ruled that,  

The court finds there is probable cause to believe the server(s) and/or records maintained 

for or by Amazon.com contain recordings made by the Echo smart speaker from the 

period of Jan. 27 to Jan. 29, 2017 … and that such information contains evidence of 

crimes committed against Ms. Sullivan, including the attack and possible removal of the 

body from the kitchen.19,20. 

While this may have been a big win for police as they could potentially find the evidence in these 

recordings to reveal what happened at the crime scene, Amazon isn’t planning to hand over the 

                                                
17Ferguson, Andrew Guthrie. “Amazon Echo Murder Case: Should Law Enforcement Get Access to Alexa?” 
Slate.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. https://slate.com/technology/2018/11/amazon-echo-alexa-murder-
case-new-hampshire-warrant.html. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Andersen, Travis. “N.H. Judge Orders Amazon to Provide Echo Recordings in Double Murder Case - The 
Boston Globe.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2018/11/13/judge-orders-
amazon-provide-echo-smart-speaker-recordings-chilling-double-murder-
case/WBzq9nx0ivSwJ8UttdQaJI/story.html. 
20 Ferguson, Andrew Guthrie. “Amazon Echo Murder Case: Should Law Enforcement Get Access to Alexa?” 
Slate.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. https://slate.com/technology/2018/11/amazon-echo-alexa-murder-
case-new-hampshire-warrant.html. 
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recordings that easily, as Amazon has stated that it “will not release customer information 

without a valid and binding legal demand properly served on us. … Amazon objects to 

overbroad or otherwise inappropriate demands as a matter of course”21. While at this time, 

Amazon is not planning to hand over its recordings until forced to, the fact that a judge has 

ordered Amazon to do so, will still likely be cause for concern for many Echo device owners.  

Moreover, one of the biggest revelations that this case has likely brought up to Echo 

device owners is that Alexa is constantly listening for its wake word and that it is keeping 

records of all its Alexa Interactions. Since these Alexa Interactions recordings are essentially 

invisible to the consumers’ eye (unless you know where to look for them to review them or 

delete them on the Alexa app), before this case many people probably didn’t even realize these 

recordings existed, and furthermore, that they are stored on the Amazon cloud server.22 The fact 

that these Echo devices, which are marketed as being able to help perform simple tasks for 

people, could be used against someone in the court of law is probably not what consumers 

expected when they decided to bring these Echo devices into the comfort and privacy of their 

own homes. But as times have changed and the use of Amazon’s Alexa Interactions recordings 

have changed, it seems necessary for Amazon to practice recordkeeping ethics by updating its 

marketing and its policies to be more transparent with its customers about what these recordings 

can be used for and by whom.  

The Need for Amazon to Take On More Ethical Recordkeeping Practices 

As Amazon has essentially taken on the role of an archival institution through its record 

creation and record storage of the Amazon Alexa Interactions recordings created by the Echo 

                                                
21 Ferguson, Andrew Guthrie. “Amazon Echo Murder Case: Should Law Enforcement Get Access to Alexa?” 
Slate.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. https://slate.com/technology/2018/11/amazon-echo-alexa-murder-
case-new-hampshire-warrant.html. 
22 Amazon. “Amazon.Com Help: Alexa Terms of Use.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 2018. 
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201809740. 
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devices, Amazon should be held to the Society of American Archivists’ (SAA’s) Code of    

Ethics23. Per Professor Gilliland’s “Lecture 1” from the Information Studies 431 course in Fall 

2018, an archive can be defined as “non-current but still useful organizational records created or 

received by a person, family, or organization, public or private, in the conduct of their affairs and 

preserved because of the enduring value contained in the information they contain or as evidence 

of the functions and responsibilities of their creator”.24  (Furthermore, if one wanted to get really 

specific, one might even argue that Amazon is in fact a  media archive, which are 

”physical/digital repositories of film, sound, animation, photograph, VR, social media, etc.”, as 

the files it stores are digital recordings25). But regardless, following this definition of an archive, 

Amazon can be seen as an archival institution that participates in a recordkeeping process, in 

which Alexa creates records in the form of Alexa Interactions recordings, which are then sent to 

and stored upon an Amazon cloud server that is maintained by Amazon.  

Now that we have established that Amazon could be considered an archival institution, 

let’s discuss a few principles in SAA’s Code of Ethics and examine if Amazon appears to follow 

suit with these ethical principles26. First, regarding professional relationships, SAA’s Code of 

Ethics states that “in their professional relationships with donors, records creators, users, and 

colleagues, archivists are honest, fair, collegial, and equitable”27. Furthermore, regarding the 

principle of “Access and Use”, SAA states, 

                                                
23  Society of American Archivists (SAA). “SAA Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics | Society of 
American Archivists.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-
statement-and-code-of-ethics. 
24 Gilliland, Anne. “Lecture 1”, Lecture, Information Studies 431, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA, September 28, 
2018. 
25Ibid. 
26 Society of American Archivists (SAA). “SAA Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics | Society of 
American Archivists.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-
statement-and-code-of-ethics. 
27  Ibid. 
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Recognizing that use is the fundamental reason for keeping archives, archivists actively 

promote open and equitable access to the records in their care within the context of their 

institutions’ missions and their intended user groups. They minimize restrictions and 

maximize ease of access. They facilitate the continuing accessibility and intelligibility of 

archival materials in all formats.  Archivists formulate and disseminate institutional 

access policies along with strategies that encourage responsible use.  They work with 

donors and originating agencies to ensure that any restrictions are appropriate, well-

documented, and equitably enforced. When repositories require restrictions to protect 

confidential and proprietary information, such restrictions should be implemented in an 

impartial manner. In all questions of access, archivists seek practical solutions that 

balance competing principles and interests.28 

Amazon does appear to follow these principles in the sense that Amazon posts information on its 

website about how it keeps records of the Alexa Interactions and why it does so, which is to 

supposedly improve and personalize the Echo device users’ Alexa and Amazon experiences29. 

Moreover, by providing the users (who could be considered the originating agencies of the 

records as the users are the ones interacting with Alexa to create the records) with the ability to 

review and delete the files, Amazon provides the users with the opportunity to decide which files 

are stored in the Amazon archive and which are not30. While Amazon does provide information 

about the recordings and how to access and delete them online, one has to go looking for this 

information which doesn’t seem very transparent on Amazon’s part. Furthermore, because the 

                                                
28 Society of American Archivists (SAA). “SAA Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics | Society of 
American Archivists.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-
statement-and-code-of-ethics.  
29 Amazon. “Amazon.Com Help: Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 
2018. https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
30 Ibid. 
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actual digital recordings are essentially invisible to the eye, many people may not know the 

recordings exist or they may easily forget about them.  

Additionally, Amazon doesn’t make it very clear or easy to figure out who has access to 

these recordings. If one attempts to look on Amazon’s “Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs” 

webpage to find out who has access to these files, the language is tricky to understand and 

Amazon often refers you to another page of Terms and Conditions to find out more 

information31. So, unless you understand business and legal jargon, you likely won’t be able to 

completely understand who actually has access to these recordings or you likely won’t 

understand the fact that your records could potentially be taken into evidence for a crime, such as 

in the case of the double homicide mentioned earlier. Thus, if Amazon wants to follow SAA’s 

Code of Ethics better, one action it could take is to make the language on their website regarding 

the access and use of these recordings more understandable, and Amazon could also make it 

clearer that there is a possibility that these recordings could be used as evidence in the court of 

law.  

The next principle I’d like to discuss in SAA’s Code of Ethics is that of privacy32. On this 

topic of privacy, SAA states, 

Archivists recognize that privacy is sanctioned by law. They establish procedures and 

policies to protect the interests of the donors, individuals, groups, and institutions whose 

public and private lives and activities are recorded in their holdings. As appropriate, 

archivists place access restrictions on collections to ensure that privacy and 

confidentiality are maintained, particularly for individuals and groups who have no voice 

                                                
31 Amazon. “Amazon.Com Help: Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 
2018. https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
32 Society of American Archivists (SAA). “SAA Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics | Society of 
American Archivists.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-
statement-and-code-of-ethics. 
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or role in collections’ creation, retention, or public use. Archivists promote the respectful 

use of culturally sensitive materials in their care by encouraging researchers to consult 

with communities of origin, recognizing that privacy has both legal and cultural 

dimensions. Archivists respect all users’ rights to privacy by maintaining the 

confidentiality of their research and protecting any personal information collected about 

the users in accordance with their institutions’ policies33. 

Thus, per SAA’s privacy principle, Amazon should not only be establishing procedures and 

policies to protect the users of the Echo devices but they should also be putting restrictions on  

access to the recordings as is appropriate.  

In this regard, Amazon’s Echo devices, which use Alexa to create the records, do appear 

to respect the users’ privacy as Alexa is only supposed to wake up and begin recording when its 

wake word is said. However, there have been many cases where Alexa has spontaneously 

spoken, screamed in the night, or even laughed creepily and begun recording with no 

provocation or announcement of the Echo device’s wake word34.  In these examples, Alexa’s 

weird behavior can likely be explained by the idea that “given how sensitive Alexa has to be to 

process wake words, sometimes Alexa will react to a sound (even one we might not hear or 

notice) and interpret that as a wake word” even if it is not actually the wake word.35 But 

regardless, this means that Alexa may be recording people’s conversations without the Echo 

device owner’s consent or knowledge, which then means that there may be recordings on 

Amazon servers that people don’t even realize exist. This definitely does not seem ethical. And 

                                                
33 Society of American Archivists (SAA). “SAA Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics | Society of 
American Archivists.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-
statement-and-code-of-ethics. 
34 Gewirtz, David. “Has Alexa Snapped? Why Your Echo Sometimes Does Creepy Things.” ZDNet. Accessed 
December 17, 2018. https://www.zdnet.com/article/has-alexa-snapped-why-alexa-sometimes-laughs-or-does-
other-creepy-things/. 
35 Ibid. 
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while people can review and delete their recordings to maintain their privacy, Amazon’s 

language on the website seems to discourage that people delete the recordings, as it states, 

“Deleting voice recordings may degrade your Alexa experience”36. Thus, people may believe 

deleting the recordings would be detrimental to using their Echo devices, and as such, they may 

choose not to delete recordings against their better judgment.  

But on the topic of privacy, Amazon has also shown their allegiance in trying to protect 

the privacy of the Echo device users by trying to keep their recordings out of the hands of the 

police. This can be seen in the double homicide case in Farmington, New Hampshire mentioned 

earlier, as Amazon is not planning to hand over any recordings until they are legally forced too. 

Additionally, another example of Amazon putting their foot down when asked to hand over Echo 

device recordings was in an Arkansas murder case, in which James Bates, was “charged with 

first-degree murder in the 2015 death of Victor Collins after a night of drinking and watching 

football. Collins was found floating face-down in Bates' hot tub, police said”.37 The prosecutors 

in this case wanted access to the recordings on an Amazon Echo that was present on the evening 

of Collins’ death38. But when asked for the recordings, Amazon “initially rebuffed the 

prosecution's request but later provided the data after Bates said he would voluntarily hand over 

the recordings”, which actually helped clear Bates of the charges as there was not enough 

evidence to convict him39. In this instance, the Echo device’s recordings may have helped 

Bates40. And even though Bates gave permission for Amazon to hand over the files, Amazon did 

try to protect and keep private the recordings from Bates’ Echo device. Though some might 

                                                
36Amazon. “Amazon.Com Help: Alexa and Alexa Device FAQs.” Amazon.com. Accessed December 17, 
2018. https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/customer/display.html?nodeId=201602230. 
37 Chavez, Nicole. “Murder Charge Dropped in Amazon Echo Case - CNN.” CNN.com. Accessed December 
17, 2018. https://www.cnn.com/2017/11/30/us/amazon-echo-arkansas-murder-case-dismissed/index.html. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid.  
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argue that in this situation Amazon was let off the hook and not required to produce the 

recordings against Bates’ will (which could be a different story in the double homicide case in 

New Hampshire). Thus, one might argue that Amazon can only keep the recordings private to a 

certain extent, and that Amazon is not above the law. For many people, this may come as a shock 

that these recordings which they may have thought were forever private, may not be and that 

Amazon may not be able to do anything about it in certain cases. Moreover, Amazon’s lack of 

informing Echo device users about the possibility that their recordings could be used against 

them in the court of law, may be seen by many as a lack of transparency on Amazon’s part. As 

such, in following with SAA’s Code of Ethics, Amazon should make it clearer that they can only 

keep these files private to a certain extent.  

Moving on, let’s discuss another principle in the SAA Code of Ethics that is closely 

related to privacy. The principle I speak of is the principle of “trust”, upon which SAA states,  

Archivists should not take unfair advantage of their privileged access to and control of 

historical records and documentary materials. They execute their work knowing that they 

must ensure proper custody for the documents and records entrusted to them. Archivists 

should demonstrate professional integrity and avoid potential conflicts of interest. They 

strive to balance the sometimes-competing interests of all stakeholders41. 

Thus, like archivists, Amazon should ensure proper custody of the documents and records 

entrusted to them. This is especially important, as we now know that these files could potentially 

be used in the court of law. While Amazon doesn’t appear to provide much, if any, information 

about how they store the Alexa Interactions recordings on the Amazon cloud servers or what 

type of description or metadata they keep on these files, it is very important that Amazon creates 

                                                
41 Society of American Archivists (SAA). “SAA Core Values Statement and Code of Ethics | Society of 
American Archivists.” Accessed December 17, 2018. https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-
statement-and-code-of-ethics. 
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and keeps this information with the records at all times. In his article, “Trust and context in 

cyberspace”, Geoffrey Yeo discusses the principle of provenance, saying, “the principle of 

provenance requires records and archives to be managed in a way that secures and preserves 

knowledge of their origins and the circumstances of their creation”.42 Thus, the provenance and 

its equally important counterpart, which is the context, of any Alexa Interactions recordings 

could provide more insight into the recordings, especially in regards to why the recordings were 

created and in what kind of situation. Yeo continues on saying that, “where records are 

concerned, documentation of provenance and context forms a basis for enhancing their 

transparency and thus for evaluating their trustworthiness”, especially in the “digital 

environments where resources can be reused and remixed at will”.43 Only in supplying context 

and provenance can these Alexa Interactions recordings be considered trustworthy. Take for 

example a recorded Alexa Interaction, in which someone asks Alexa, “Alexa, where can I get a 

bat?”. Alexa may provide an answer of where to buy a baseball bat. But really the Echo device 

owner meant where does one get a mammal version of a bat. So, the Echo device owner may ask 

the question again specifying that they are looking for a mammal bat. While this is a simple 

misunderstanding by Alexa, if someone took the first part of the conversation out of context, 

they might consider that this person wanted a baseball bat (which if someone was on trial for a 

murder where a person was beaten to death with a baseball bat, then this could be a piece of 

evidence that the prosecution might use against the person). While this may not be the greatest 

example, it demonstrates the importance of why Amazon should be making sure that any 

recordings they have are kept in context and with provenance of the recordings. This way, if 

anyone (be it police or someone else) were to ask for recordings of Alexa Interactions, then this 

                                                
42 Geoffrey Yeo (2013) Trust and context in cyberspace, Archives and Records, 34:2, 214-234, DOI: 
10.1080/23257962.2013.825207.  
43 Ibid. 
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person would have a more complete understanding of the situation in which the Alexa 

Interactions were recorded. Additionally, another reason why it is so important for Amazon to 

provide context and provenance for any recordings is in the event of recordings being deleted. 

For example, if people delete some of their Alexa Interactions recordings this could alter how 

other recordings that were not deleted might appear. Thus, it is extremely important for Amazon 

to follow SAA’s Code of Ethics and give their customers reason to trust them in their 

recordkeeping practices, which they can do by providing detailed records of the provenance and 

context of the Alexa recordings themselves. So, if in the event that these recordings were to ever 

be used in the court of law, then people could better understand the bigger picture of what was 

happening when the recordings were being created.  

Conclusion 

The use of the recordings created by the Amazon Echo devices have changed over time. 

While Amazon still uses these recordings to make customers’ use of the Echo devices more 

personalized, Amazon is no longer the only one wanting access to these recordings. As the 

double homicide case in New Hampshire has shown, police now see the potential evidentiary 

value in these Echo devices’ recordings, and as such, want access to these recordings as well. 

Furthermore, the murder cases in New Hampshire and Arkansas that were discussed earlier, have 

demonstrated that the police are potentially able to get access to these recordings. As such, 

owners of Echo devices may finally be realizing that not only are their interactions with Alexa 

being recorded and stored on a cloud, but also that these recordings could be released to law 

officials.  

Furthermore, these homicide cases in New Hampshire and Arkansas have exposed 

Amazon as an archival institution that stores these Echo devices’ recordings. Thus, it seems 

appropriate that Amazon should be held to the same SAA Code of Ethics as other archives, 
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especially in relation to the principles of use and access, privacy, and trust. Though Amazon has 

taken steps to try to protect the privacy of the Echo device users and limit access to the Alexa 

Interactions recordings, it doesn’t appear to be enough, especially now that recordings can 

potentially be used in the court of law. While I don’t have all the answers as to what Amazon can 

do that would be deemed “enough” in regards to applying the SAA Code of the Ethics to 

Amazon’s work with its Echo devices’ recordings, I would like to think that some good first 

steps that Amazon could take would include being more transparent with customers about who 

can access the recordings and how the recordings can be used, as well as making sure to create 

files accompanying the recordings that note the recordings’ context and provenance.  
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Justification: In Spring 2018, I took IS 212 “Values and Communities in Information 

Professions” with Professor Ramesh Srinivasan and Special Reader Joyce Gabiola. Per the 

course syllabus, this course was a “forum to discuss, understand, and critique value systems and 

power structures embedded in information and work in diverse societies. Exploration of 

importance of thinking locally, from grassroots, in design, evaluation, and engagement with 

information institutions and technologies, ranging from archives and libraries to Internet”. In this 

course, I especially enjoyed learning about the values of digital online communities. 

The course’s final assignment was to write a paper worth 40% of our grade with the prompt: 

This course is surveying a significant body of literature that considers questions of ethics, 

values, cultures, communities, and societies in relation to the information institutions, 

systems, and technologies of our world. For your final paper for this course, we would 

like for you to do one of the following: (a) develop an argument around some of these 

themes in relation to one another using material from within the readings themselves, or 

(b) pick an example or case that you would like to briefly introduce and examine it 

relative to a thesis that is systematically argued and defended relative to course readings 

and concepts. 

I chose Option B to “pick an example or case that you would like to briefly introduce and 

examine it relative to a thesis that is systematically argued and defended relative to course 

readings and concepts.” I chose this topic because I wanted to examine the values and 



community actors within the Facebook online community, which I have been a member of for 

half of my life. Below you can find an abstract and a link to the full text of the paper, which is 

titled “The Danger of Invisible Actors in the Facebook User Community”. 

I felt it important to include this paper in my portfolio as it explores my scholarship about digital 

online communities in a new light by examining the values of these online communities and the 

invisible actors that may threaten them. 

Abstract: In this paper, the argument will be made that there is a dire need to take action now to 

demand that Facebook be more transparent with its policies and processes regarding content 

review in order to ensure that people are aware of these invisible biased actors lurking in their 

Facebook user community and of the danger that these invisible actors present to changing the 

Facebook user community’s values to align with the companies’ political values. I will also 

demonstrate that there are potential solutions that the Facebook user community, the Facebook 

company, and the government, can take to lessen the biases inherent in the current Facebook 

content review process and to rebuild the Facebook user community’s trust in Facebook as an 

information hub. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In the past, citizens and researchers have often depended upon libraries and 

archives to provide them with factual and accurate information and resources. The 
credibility of these information institutions lies not only in the credentials of the 
library and archival staff but also in the core values of the American Library 
Association and Society of American Archivists that guide the daily operations of 
information institutions. But in today’s digital age, fewer people are opting to obtain 
information from libraries and archives. Instead, many are searching for 
information online through privatized search engines and online social media 
platforms. These online information hubs offer access to information at the touch of 
one’s fingertips, making information search and retrieval fairly easy, convenient 
and quick. Moreover, many people choose to look to social media platforms, like 
Facebook, for their news because on Facebook, they are getting their information 
not just from a journalist, but rather from a community of “Friends”. These 
“Friends” are people that they have personally selected to join their online 
community, who they most likely trust and with whom they share similar political 
and moral values.1 Furthermore, as Facebook’s Mission Statement positions itself 
as a platform for Facebook users to learn what’s going on in the world by sharing 
with other “Friends” in their Facebook user community, Facebook appears to simply 
be a neutral medium for the Facebook user community of “Friends” to express 
themselves with one another in an unregulated manner.2  

Yet, what many people may not realize is that there are invisible actors 
infiltrating their Facebook user communities that are biased and political. These 
actors include Facebook algorithms as well as Facebook Commercial Content 
Moderators (CCM’s) who review content that is flagged as breaking with Facebook’s 

                                                
1 “Facebook Help Center.” Accessed June 9, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/help/1540345696275090/?helpref=hc_fnav. 
2 “Facebook - Resources.” Accessed June 9, 2018. https://investor.fb.com/resources/default.aspx. 
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Community Standards.3, 4 These Facebook Community Standards aim to “outline 
what is or is not allowed on Facebook” in an effort to keep abuse off the Facebook 
service around the world, and to uphold Facebook’s Community Standards’ 
principles of “Safety: People need to feel safe in order to build community. We are 
committed to removing content that encourages real-world harm, including (but not 
limited to) physical, financial, and emotional injury”, “Voice: Our mission is all 
about embracing diverse views”, and “Equity: Our community is global and 
diverse”.5  But Facebook even admits that these standards are designed to be 
comprehensive, saying that in regards to their Voice and Equity principles,  

Voice…We err on the side of allowing content, even when some find it 
objectionable, unless removing that content can prevent a specific harm. 
Moreover, at times we will allow content that might otherwise violate our 
standards if we feel that it is newsworthy, significant, or important to the 
public interest. We do this only after weighing the public interest value of the 
content against the risk of real-world harm. 
Equity…Our policies may seem broad, but that is because we apply them 
consistently and fairly to a community that transcends regions, cultures, and 
languages. As a result, our Community Standards can sometimes appear less 
nuanced than we would like, leading to an outcome that is at odds with their 
underlying purpose. For that reason, in some cases, and when we are 
provided with additional context, we make a decision based on the spirit, 
rather than the letter, of the policy.6 

Thus, Facebook states that while it seeks to uphold its principles of Safety, Voice 
and Equity, it may or may not intervene to keep up or take down potentially 
questionable or harmful content depending on what the content is and if it may be 
better to keep it up for the greater good. That statement gives Facebook quite a 
                                                
3Roberts, Sarah T. “Social Media’s Silent Filter.” The Atlantic, March 8, 2017. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/03/commercial-content-moderation/518796/. 
4“Community Standards | Facebook.” Accessed June 9, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/ 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 



 
 

THE DANGER OF INVISIBLE ACTORS IN THE FACEBOOK USER 
COMMUNITY                         4 

generous amount of power to determine what content is suitable to be shown to its 
users. While Facebook claims to base their policies on input “from community and 
from experts in fields such as technology and public safety”, they do not give much 
information about who these specific community members or experts are.7 This 
ultimately allows much room for this content review performed by the Facebook 
CCM’s and algorithms to reflect the inherent biases of the Facebook Board, of the 
Facebook designers and engineers building these algorithms, of the Facebook 
CCM’s who review the content, and of the community and experts in the field that 
Facebook works with to build and maintain these “Community Standards”. This is 
concerning especially as Facebook positions itself as a neutral platform upon which 
to share information. And while Facebook does list this important information on 
their “Community Standards” webpage, one has to actively seek out the webpage. 
Consequently, many Facebook users probably do not realize how much power 
Facebook holds over what information they see and have access to on their 
Facebook account. While some people may not mind or care, they should. These 
invisible actors (CCM’s and algorithms) are taking the information that their 
Facebook user community shares online and selectively deciding which content to 
keep up or remove to influence the Facebook user communities’ values to align with 
whatever the Facebook company’s financial or political agenda may be. 
Furthermore, since these actors are invisible and many of their actions are often 
unknown and unseen, Facebook’s actions may not be well unregulated.  

In this paper, the argument will be made that there is a dire need to take 
action now to demand that Facebook be more transparent with its policies and 
processes regarding content review in order to ensure that people are aware of these 
invisible biased actors lurking in their Facebook user community and of the danger 
that these invisible actors present to changing the Facebook user community’s 
values to align with the companies’ political values. Moreover, I will also argue that 
there are potential solutions that the Facebook user community, the Facebook 

                                                
7 Community Standards | Facebook.” Accessed June 9, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/ 
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company, and the government, can take to lessen the biases inherent in the current 
Facebook content review process and to rebuild the Facebook user community’s 
trust in Facebook as an information hub.    

 
THE MISSION OF THE FACEBOOK USER COMMUNITY 

 With the dawning of the digital age and the Internet, many new social media 
platforms came onto the scene. These social media platforms were often created 
around the idea of building an online user community, or rather a group of people 
connecting with other like-minded people online that often shared the same political 
and ethical values. One of these social media sites was Facebook, which was 
founded in 2004 as a social network for college students and which was considered 
the “the buttoned-down Ivy League social network — all cool grays and blues. Real 
names and university affiliations were required”8. Facebook set out to connect 
people and to build an online community at Harvard, then later at colleges across 
the United States, and finally across the world connecting anyone with an email 
account who wanted to create a free profile. Facebook’s community-building goal is 
further reflected in its Mission Statement that reads, 

 Founded in 2004, Facebook's mission is to give people the power to build 
community and bring the world closer together. People use Facebook to stay 
connected with friends and family, to discover what's going on in the world, 
and to share and express what matters to them.9  

It appears that Facebook’s mission from the beginning has been to connect people, 
to allow others to discover information, and to share information within their online 
user community. Thus, Facebook essentially deems itself as both an online 
community as well as a knowledge center for people to learn and share information.  

 
 

                                                
8 Angwin, Julia and Hannes Grassegger. “Facebook’s Secret Censorship Rules Protect White Men….” 
Text/html. ProPublica, June 28, 2017. https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-hate-speech-
censorship-internal-documents-algorithms. 
9 Facebook - Resources.” Accessed June 9, 2018. https://investor.fb.com/resources/default.aspx. 
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CREATING ONE’S FACEBOOK COMMUNITY 
 When a person joins Facebook, they are told that they should start adding 
“Friends” to their online user community. In its “Friending” section of the Facebook 
Help Center webpage, it states 

You should send friend requests to friends, family and other people on 
Facebook you know and trust. You can add a friend by searching for them 
and sending them a friend request. If they accept, you automatically follow 
that person, and they automatically follow you — which means that you may 
see each other's posts in News Feed.10 

As such, Facebook indicates that the user has control over who is a part of their 
community by selecting with whom they would like to be “Friends”. Additionally, 
Facebook encourages one to send friend requests to people that one knows and 
trusts. The fact that Facebook uses the word “trust” seems to connote that the 
Facebook user communities that people are building are trustworthy. And the fact 
that the Facebook users have hand-selected who is allowed into their own Facebook 
user communities indicates that they only allow trusted Friends into their circle to 
share information. Consequently, if one’s Facebook user community is trustworthy, 
then the information provided by the community is likely trusted to be accurate and 
truthful as well. Facebook further increases this sentiment that the information 
found on Facebook can be trusted because of its Facebook Privacy Checkup feature. 
Per the “Privacy” section of the Help Center, it claims,  

You can use the Privacy Checkup to review and adjust your settings to make 
sure you're sharing with who you want. To be sure you continue sharing with 
who you want, we recommend regularly checking the audience for your 
profile information and posts.11 

Therefore, Facebook further implies that all Facebook users have control over who 
gets to be a part of their personal Facebook communities and thus, who gets to 

                                                
10 “Facebook Help Center.” Accessed June 9, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/help/1540345696275090/?helpref=hc_fnav. 
11 Ibid. 
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share information with them and who they get to share information with as well. 
While Facebook users may think that they have the full power to select who gets to 
partake in their personal online community,  in reality invisible actors are 
infiltrating and influencing their communities from behind-the-scenes.  
 

FACEBOOK’S INVISIBLE ACTORS  
Yet, Facebook conveniently doesn’t seem to share that they have invisible 

actors infiltrating people’s online communities. One type of invisible actor on 
Facebook includes what Sarah T. Roberts terms as Commercial Content Moderation 
(CCM) workers in her article titled “Social Media’s Silent Filter”. Per Roberts,  

In a matter of seconds, following pre-determined company policy, CCM 
workers make decisions about the appropriateness of images, video, or 
postings that appear on a given site— material already posted and live on the 
site, then flagged as inappropriate in some way by members of the user 
community.12  

These CCM workers do the hard work of reviewing content flagged as inappropriate 
according to Facebook’s Community Standards by Facebook users. CCM workers 
then decide if the content should be removed from the Facebook platform. These 
actors are essentially invisible because Facebook users don’t really see their 
presence on Facebook or see their work unless directly affected by it. But these 
CCM workers are a part of every Facebook users’ community and have access to the  
information that every user can see and share on Facebook, even though the 
Facebook users did not add them as “Friends” to their personal Facebook 
community.  

A second type of invisible actors that live in the Facebook user community 
are the Facebook algorithms and machine-learning systems. Per Roberts, these 
systems perform some low-level tasks that can be “automated (imperfectly) by 
processes such as matching against known databases of unwanted content, facial 

                                                
12 Roberts, Sarah T. “Social Media’s Silent Filter.” The Atlantic, March 8, 2017. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/03/commercial-content-moderation/518796/. 



 
 

THE DANGER OF INVISIBLE ACTORS IN THE FACEBOOK USER 
COMMUNITY                         8 

recognition, and ‘skin filters,’ which screen photos or videos for flesh tones and then 
flag them as pornography”.13 Thus, again these algorithms and machine-learning 
systems have access to the Facebook user community and are reviewing Facebook 
users’ content and potentially deciding what information to remove or keep up in 
the community. Additionally, these Facebook algorithms are used to read Facebook 
users’ profiles and to create categories for which advertisers can market to through 
the Facebook ad-platform.14 Thus, these invisible actors have unlimited access to 
and much control over the Facebook users’ profiles and communities. More so, these 
invisible actors have this access and control without needing to be added as a 
“Friend” to any Facebook user’s community.  

While these invisible actors appear to be doing beneficial work to keep the 
Facebook online user community safe and information accurate, the fact that 
Facebook does not openly mention or explain these invisible actors to the Facebook 
user community is deceitful. Moreover, the fact that these invisible actors exist 
points to a larger problem.  
 

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? 
As Facebook’s user base grew, its values appear to have changed a bit. 

Facebook’s initial mission was to allow the Facebook community of Harvard 
University students to connect. Moreover, because the students had to have real 
university accounts, there was a sense of reality to it. You could meet up with the 
student you were talking to on Facebook in real life. It was not originally a source 
for world news or advertisements, but a place for Harvard students to have a 
humane interaction online. There was a sense of trust within the Facebook 
community at this point.  

                                                
13 Roberts, Sarah T. “Social Media’s Silent Filter.” The Atlantic, March 8, 2017. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/03/commercial-content-moderation/518796/. 
14 Julia Angwin, Madeleine Varner. “Facebook Enabled Advertisers to Reach ‘Jew Haters.’” 
Text/html. ProPublica, September 14, 2017. https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-enabled-
advertisers-to-reach-jew-haters. 
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But as Facebook began to expand its user base, its values began to shift a 
little. Facebook began to advertise to users and use their profile data to help 
advertisers target specific groups of people on Facebook. Facebook appears to have 
become a bit more concerned with making money than with its original values of 
community building and maintaining trust. Additionally, as Facebook grew in size 
and allowed users other than college students to join the platform, more Facebook 
sub-communities (ranging communities based around age, religion, politics, and 
more) began to exist on Facebook. These different sub-communities likely had 
varying values. So, the question arises of how was Facebook expected to serve all of 
the different values of these sub-communities? Moreover, why should Facebook get 
to decide what the right values and ethics were? Instead, Facebook has taken the 
safe road and tried to remain neutral. For the most part Facebook decides not to 
intervene and let people post freely.15 However, Facebook has some limits as 
vaguely noted in its Community Standards16. Moreover, Facebook has implemented 
algorithms and CCM workers to find, review and take done what they deem as 
inappropriate content.  

However, the issue and danger here is that in remaining mostly neutral, 
Facebook is not neutral. In deciding whose message gets to stay up or be taken 
down, Facebook is making a political statement. Moreover, because Facebook 
positions itself as a place to discover information, the information it allows to 
remain posted is due to its political biases, and thus it is politically charged to align 
with what the Facebook company believes is right and ethical. Furthermore, 
because these invisible actors are taking down content per vague guidelines decided 
by the Facebook Community Standards and because these invisible actors carrying 
out the guidelines are either algorithms and machine-learning systems (that don’t 
have an ethical scale and are biased by the engineers that made them) or humans 
who have their own biases, it is even more unclear and uncertain about what 

                                                
15 Community Standards | Facebook.” Accessed June 9, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/ 
16 Ibid. 
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Facebook deems as ethically acceptable to post. Therefore, the information and 
advertisements that people take from the information hub known as Facebook is 
biased.  
 

THE DANGERS OF THESE BIASED INVISIBLE ACTORS 
 As mentioned earlier, Facebook’s Mission statement not only claims to help 
people build a community, but it also claims to allow people “to discover what's 
going on in the world, and to share and express what matters to them”17. This 
wording in Facebook’s Mission statement appears to position Facebook as a news 
source and information hub. While many people may not mind or think this is 
dangerous, it is. Unlike traditional media companies that must follow certain 
guidelines or libraries that are expected to comply with the American Library 
Association core values, Facebook has free range on what it allows users to post. 
Moreover, it uses these invisible actors like CCM workers and algorithms to watch 
the Facebook user community and to censor the Facebook user community’s posts 
according to the censorship guidelines of the Facebook leadership. In the article 
“Facebook’s Secret Censorship Rules Protect White Men From Hate Speech But Not 
Black Children”, Julia Angwin and Hannes Grassegger discuss Facebook’s 
censorship rules saying,  

Facebook’s rules constitute a legal world of their own. They stand in sharp 
contrast to the United States’ First Amendment protections of free speech, 
which courts have interpreted to allow exactly the sort of speech and writing 
censored by the company’s hate speech algorithm. But they also differ — for 
example, in permitting postings that deny the Holocaust —from more 
restrictive European standards. 18 

So, for better or for worse, Facebook has the authority to limit free speech as it sees 
fit. Many may have no issue with this as they fully support Facebook removing any 

                                                
17  “Facebook - Resources.” Accessed June 9, 2018. https://investor.fb.com/resources/default.aspx. 
18 Julia Angwin, Hannes Grassegger. “Facebook’s Secret Censorship Rules Protect White Men….” 
Text/html. ProPublica, June 28, 2017. https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-hate-speech-
censorship-internal-documents-algorithms. 
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content that is incorrect and offensive, such as posts denying the Holocaust. Yet, 
what these Facebook users may not be considering is that with this power and 
control, Facebook has the power to sway what information the Facebook user 
community has access to, especially if they rely upon Facebook and their Facebook 
Friends to provide them with information. And while content moderators do good 
work to take down violent or pornographic content, they also take down or leave up 
content per the orders of their Facebook leadership. Thus, they enact the biases and 
influence of the Facebook leadership. This in effect influences what information 
people have access to, and can ultimately affect how a community views a particular 
political topic or agenda.  

While on the one hand Facebook’s CCM workers are intervening in the 
Facebook community by reviewing content and removing posts per the stakeholders’ 
guidelines, on the other hand Facebook algorithms are intervening through data 
collection and profiling of Facebook users to increase Facebook’s power as a hub for 
advertising information. In the article, “Facebook Enabled Advertisers to Reach 
‘Jew Haters’”, Julia Angwin, Madeleine Varner and Ariana Tobin discuss 
Facebook’s advertising platform, stating, “Like many tech companies, Facebook has 
long taken a hands-off approach to its advertising business. Unlike traditional 
media companies that select the audiences they offer advertisers, Facebook 
generates its ad categories”.19 It does so through its algorithm that “automatically 
transforms people’s declared interests into advertising categories”. 20 Many people 
may dismiss this as a potential threat or danger to the Facebook user community, 
saying that they don’t mind Facebook’s algorithm using their self-declared Facebook 
interest because if they are going to see ads on Facebook they might as well be ads 
for stuff they are interested in. But what these people may not realize is that there 
is a larger danger to the Facebook user community that results from the profiling 
created by the algorithm that is used for the target-based Facebook ad-platform. 

                                                
19 Julia Angwin, Madeleine Varner. “Facebook Enabled Advertisers to Reach ‘Jew Haters.’” 
Text/html. ProPublica, September 14, 2017. https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-enabled-
advertisers-to-reach-jew-haters. 
20 Ibid. 
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The danger lies in the fact that the algorithm doesn’t know right from wrong. It 
simply takes the data it finds (regardless of what the data is or if it’s morally wrong) 
and creates possible target groups for advertisers to market to simply based upon 
all the data available (such as interests listed on a Facebook profile) from different 
users’ profiles. Then, the algorithm places users into these groups it has created 
based upon the data available on one’s Facebook profile page. So, for example, in 
“Facebook Enabled Advertisers to Reach ‘Jew Haters’”, Angwin, Varner and Tobin 
are able to target ads to anti-Semitic groups, citing that they believe the Facebook 
“ad categories that we spotted were automatically generated because people had 
listed those anti-Semitic themes on their Facebook profiles as an interest, an 
employer or a ‘field of study’”. 21 Thus, unlike human CCM workers who can 
decipher what “group” names or “group” bases promote offensive or morally 
reprehensible categories to most of the Facebook user community, the algorithm 
simply takes the data and creates “groups” based on it without referring to any 
moral or truthful compass. This means that anyone who may want to purchase and 
place an advertisement on Facebook to promote anti-Semitic ideology can target 
specific Facebook users to potentially build up communities that perpetuate anti-
Semitic ideology, and who knows what kind of violent acts may come of this 
possibility. Moreover, it was not until Angwin, Varner and Tobin contacted 
Facebook to let them know that they were able to target ads to such anti-Semitic 
groups as “How to burn Jews”, “History of ‘why jews ruin the world’”, “Hitler did 
nothing wrong”, and “’Antysemityzm’ the Polish word for anti-Semitism” that 
Facebook appears to have realized these groups existed and took action to remove 
them.22 That is concerning that Facebook didn’t even realize this was happening 
under its watch with its algorithm, especially after Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg 
apparently stated that “’there is no place for hate in our community…It’s a disgrace 
that we still need to say that neo-Nazis and white supremacists are wrong — as if 

                                                
21 Julia Angwin, Madeleine Varner. “Facebook Enabled Advertisers to Reach ‘Jew Haters.’” 
Text/html. ProPublica, September 14, 2017. https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-enabled-
advertisers-to-reach-jew-haters. 
22 Ibid.  
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this is somehow not obvious” in the wake of the violent protests in Charlottesville 
by right-wing groups that included “self-described Nazis”.23  

Additionally, in regards to examining the Facebook algorithms that are used 
to review content and to create target ad groups on Facebook, let’s turn to the 
article “Artificial Intelligence’s White Guy Problem” about the threats of using 
artificial intelligence and algorithms in digital social media sites and platforms, 
such as Facebook. The author of the piece, Kate Crawford, states that,  

Sexism, racism and other forms of discrimination are being built into the 
machine-learning algorithms that underlie the technology behind many 
“intelligent” systems that shape how we are categorized and advertised to…. 
Algorithms learn by being fed certain images, often chosen by engineers, and 
the system builds a model of the world based on those images. If a system is 
trained on photos of people who are overwhelmingly white, it will have a 
harder time recognizing nonwhite faces.24 

Crawford hits home that these algorithms and machine-learning systems contain 
the biases of its creators, thus these Facebook algorithms are biased. Crawford also 
states that “Regardless, algorithmic flaws aren’t easily discoverable: How would a 
woman know to apply for a job she never saw advertised? How might a black 
community learn that it were being overpoliced by software?”.25 So, what is also 
concerning about these algorithms is that they often go unnoticed because people 
don’t know the biases of the algorithms unless they see how the algorithms are 
actually biasing against them. Thus, Crawford nails it on the head saying, 
“Histories of discrimination can live on in digital platforms, and if they go 
unquestioned, they become part of the logic of everyday algorithmic systems”. 26 

                                                
23 Julia Angwin, Madeleine Varner. “Facebook Enabled Advertisers to Reach ‘Jew Haters.’” 
Text/html. ProPublica, September 14, 2017. https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-enabled-
advertisers-to-reach-jew-haters. 
24 Crawford, Kate. “Opinion | Artificial Intelligence’s White Guy Problem.” The New York Times, 
January 20, 2018, sec. Opinion. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/26/opinion/sunday/artificial-
intelligences-white-guy-problem.html. 
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid. 
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SOLUTIONS 

So, what can we do?  While there is no clear or obvious answer in how to 
address this problem, there are some possible solutions. First and foremost, we 
must start with educating people about what is going on. Unless people are aware of 
what’s going on, then the algorithms and CCM workers of Facebook will continue 
their role as invisible actors and nothing will change. Moreover, in educating 
people, it seems likely that the Facebook user community may be more inspired to 
come together to build a coalition to demand change from Facebook to address these 
problems and to demand change from Facebook to be more transparent with its 
policies. 

One such demand for change that the Facebook user community could ask for 
is to hire more diverse teams of engineers. In Kate Crawford’s article, she states ,  

We need to be vigilant about how we design and train these machine-learning 
systems, or we will see ingrained forms of bias built into the artificial 
intelligence of the future. Like all technologies before it, artificial intelligence 
will reflect the values of its creators. So, inclusivity matters — from who 
designs it to who sits on the company boards and which ethical perspectives 
are included. Otherwise, we risk constructing machine intelligence that 
mirrors a narrow and privileged vision of society, with its old, familiar biases 
and stereotypes. If we look at how systems can be discriminatory now, we will 
be much better placed to design fairer artificial intelligence. But that 
requires far more accountability from the tech community. 27 

Thus, one solution is to hire diverse teams for each employee level at Facebook from 
the machine-learning system designers to the company boards. In doing so, 
Facebook will be less likely to create algorithms or machine-learning systems that 
perpetuate the inherent biases of its creators and that threaten the Facebook 

                                                
27 Crawford, Kate. “Opinion | Artificial Intelligence’s White Guy Problem.” The New York Times, 
January 20, 2018, sec. Opinion. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/26/opinion/sunday/artificial-
intelligences-white-guy-problem.html. 
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community at large. But Crawford continues on saying that government and public 
institutions can also help stop this problem, saying, 

Governments and public institutions can do their part as well: As they invest 
in predictive technologies, they need to commit to fairness and due process. 
While machine-learning technology can offer unexpected insights and new 
forms of convenience, we must address the current implications for 
communities that have less power, for those who aren’t dominant in elite 
Silicon Valley circles. Currently the loudest voices debating the potential 
dangers of superintelligence are affluent white men, and, perhaps for them, 
the biggest threat is the rise of an artificially intelligent apex predator. 
But for those who already face marginalization or bias, the threats are here.28 

Crawford suggests that governments and public institutions can help by committing 
to fairness and due process in using in these algorithms in order to protect the 
communities with less power, who may already be threatened by these algorithms.  

Another way that the government could help is to take action to enforce 
Facebook to be more transparent about their invisible actors in its Facebook user 
communities and about their policies.  In her piece, “The Latest Data Privacy 
Debacle”, Zeynep Tufekci discusses the issues of data collection and privacy policies 
with different online companies. She states that,  

There must be strict controls and regulations concerning how all the data 
about us — not just the obviously sensitive bits — is collected, stored and 
sold. With the implications of our current data practices unknown, and with 
future uses of our data unknowable, data storage must move from being the 
default procedure to a step that is taken only when it is of demonstrable 
benefit to the user, with explicit consent and with clear warnings about what 
the company does and does not know.29  

                                                
28 Crawford, Kate. “Opinion | Artificial Intelligence’s White Guy Problem.” The New York Times, 
January 20, 2018, sec. Opinion. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/26/opinion/sunday/artificial-
intelligences-white-guy-problem.html. 
29 Tufekci, Zeynep. “Opinion | The Latest Data Privacy Debacle.” The New York Times, June 8, 2018, 
sec. Opinion. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/30/opinion/strava-privacy.html. 
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The government should enforce Facebook to be more transparent about its invisible 
actors, what they do, and their policies. In doing so, the Facebook user community 
will have more knowledge of what information is correct, what information is 
collected about them, and how this information is used to profile them to 
advertisers.  

For more advice on how we might move forward, let’s turn to Anne J. 
Gilliland’s piece titled “Trust Matters”. In the piece, Gilliland discusses how 
archives can increase their trustworthiness. But many of her points may be 
applicable to actions that Facebook can take too. Gilliland states that archivists,  

Must continually demonstrate and support our trustworthiness to our 
various publics by committing to transparency through documentation of all 
decisions and actions; by exercising personal and institutional reflexivity, 
compassion and altruism, for example, by speaking up on behalf of those who 
cannot and by sharing resources and expertise freely.30 

Gilliland claims that archivists must demonstrate their trustworthiness by being 
transparent in their processes and decisions, and by speaking up for those who 
cannot and by sharing resources freely. Facebook could benefit from following these 
suggestions. If they were to be transparent in their processes and defend those who 
need it most (or rather fix their algorithms that allow for hate groups to be targeted 
to), they would most likely take a step towards regaining the trust of the Facebook 
user community.  

Additionally, Gilliland suggests that “Archivists need to come together across 
national, sector and disciplinary boundaries and think and act both locally and with 
a sense of global responsibility and conscience”. While I am primarily concerned 
with Facebook, Facebook is unlikely to change their policies and ways unless the 
users or the government demand the same of other social media websites. Thus, 
there is a need for the government, Facebook users, the Facebook company, and 

                                                
30 Gilliland, Anne J. "Trust Matters," Provenance (forthcoming).  
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other large technology companies to come together to create an international system 
of an ethics of information online.  
 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Facebook has invisible actors lurking on the Facebook user 
community that many Facebook users may not know about. These actors take the 
shape of CCM’s and algorithms, which are inherently biased. As Facebook positions 
itself as seemingly neutral information hub upon which Facebook users share 
information, this is a problem as these invisible actors are reviewing content and 
taking some of it down or advertising to groups that the Facebook algorithms have 
made that reflect and align with the biases of the CCM’s, the algorithms’ creators, 
and of the Facebook leadership at large. Thus, the Facebook community users need 
to take action now to demand that Facebook be more transparent with its policies 
and processes regarding content review in order to ensure that people are aware of 
these invisible biased actors lurking in their Facebook user community and of the 
danger that these invisible actors present to changing the Facebook user 
community’s values to align with the companies’ political values. Ultimately, there 
is no perfect solution to this problem. But through educating Facebook users about 
these invisible actors and their biases, by demanding that government step in to 
help regulate Facebook and other social media companies to be more transparent 
with their policies, and by asking Facebook to hire more diverse teams of engineers 
and employees at all levels of the company, we might be able to start decreasing the 
biases inherent in the current Facebook content review and advertising processes 
and we might be able to start rebuilding the Facebook user community’s trust in 
Facebook and its processes.    
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ELECTIVE COURSEWORK - SAMPLE 1 

"Importance of Incorporating Graphic Novels into   

Children’s Library Collections & Programming" 

Course: IS 425 “Library Services and Programs for Children” (Fall 2018) 

Justification: In Fall 2018, I took Roger Kelly’s IS 425 "Library Services and Programs for 

Children" course which explored children’s librarianship. I really enjoyed the class as it not only 

allowed me to learn about the children's library patron population and their needs, but I also got 

to tap into my creative side. Per the course syllabus, the final assignment for the course was to 

"choose an aspect of children’s library services, programming, technology or history and write a 

6-10 page paper or prepare a creative project around one of those themes".  As such, I decided 

to  write a paper about the importance of incorporating graphic novels into children’s library 

collections and programming, as well as to create a graphic novel program proposal for a 

children's public library. The full text of the paper and program are below. 

 

I felt it important to include this assignment in my portfolio as it relates to my library studies 

interests and showcases my ability to create programs for young patrons. 



 
 

Smith 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Importance of Incorporating Graphic Novels into Children’s Library Collections & Programming 

Joanna Smith 

IS 425: Final Project 

12/6/2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Smith 2 

Introduction 

Graphic novels are something that I was introduced to later in life. Growing up, I 

envisioned graphic novels to be full of drawings of superheroes saving the day and telling stories 

of little value. But while in college, I had to read Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel Maus: A 

Survivor’s Tale, which, per Penguin Random House Books, “recounts the chilling experiences of 

the author’s father during the Holocaust, with Jews drawn as wide-eyed mice and Nazis as 

menacing cats” . My experience reading Maus not only demonstrated to me the power that 12

images can have in telling complex and deep stories, but it also made me realize that I knew very 

little about the graphic novel storytelling format. Thankfully, after reading Michael Sullivan’s 

book, Fundamentals of Children’s Services, I know have a better idea of what a graphic novel is.

 Per Sullivan, graphic novels are “book-length works in comic book format, with text 3

interspersed among the illustrations that dominate the layout” . Moreover, graphic novels fit into 4

the genre of sequential art, which per Sullivan, “encompasses several formats that share one 

quality: the pictures work with the words (if there are any) to tell the story. The illustrations do 

not add to the work, they are an integral part of the literary process” . This sequential art genre, 5

which tells its stories primarily through images with little text, also includes the comic book and 

manga formats . Per Sullivan, comic books are “a cross between a fiction series and a limited-run 6

magazine, so they cannot be treated exactly like a book or a magazine”, and their main function 

is often “pure pleasure reading” . On the other hand, the manga format consists of “serialized 7

sequential art in the Japanese tradition, often read right to left. Where the graphic novel is like a 

book, either a stand-alone work or one in a definite series, manga is more like a magazine or 

1 “The Complete Maus by Art Spiegelman | PenguinRandomHouse.Com: Books.” PenguinRandomhouse.com. 
Accessed December 6, 2018. 
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/171065/the-complete-maus-by-art-spiegelman/9780679406419. 
2 Spiegelman, Art. 1986. Maus: a survivor's tale. New York: Pantheon Books. 
3 Sullivan, Michael. 2013. Fundamentals of children's services. 
4 Ibid . 
5 Ibid .  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid . 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/171065/the-complete-maus-by-art-spiegelman/9780679406419
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/171065/the-complete-maus-by-art-spiegelman/9780679406419
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comic book, usually printed on lower-quality paper and with lower-quality reproduction 

techniques and existing in long, indefinite series” . While all of these sequential art formats have 8

many similarities, for the purpose of this paper I will primarily be focusing on graphic novels.  

Going back to the topic of graphic novels, specifically to the graphic novel Maus, I want 

to reiterate how much of an impression this graphic novel made on me. I was amazed by how 

Spiegelman was able to portray such a controversial and difficult topic as the Holocaust in such 

an engaging and meaningful way primarily through images . Furthermore, after reading Maus, I 9

was better able to understand how important graphic novels can be to the literary world and how 

much power they can wield. Fortunately, I am not alone in this thinking, as many librarians, who 

also see the value in graphic novels, now include graphic novels in their children’s library 

collections. However, this hasn’t always been the case. In the article “Graphic Novels in 

Libraries Supporting Teacher Education and Librarianship Programs”, Virginia Kay Williams 

and Damen V. Peterson discuss how about three decades ago, “graphic novels were virtually 

unknown to librarians and educators” . But by 1994, “the Library of Congress Authority File 10

included graphic novels as an authorized subject heading” . Moreover,  11

as librarians noticed that teenagers, traditionally a hard audience to reach, read graphic 

novels, the library literature began to feature lists of good graphic novels, tips on 

developing graphic novel collections, and anecdotes about teenagers’ insatiable demand 

for graphic novels. By 2005, several library journals had regular columns on graphic 

novels for young adult collections, and articles on using graphic novels in the classroom 

were appearing in education journals.   12

8Sullivan, Michael. 2013. Fundamentals of children's services. 
9 Spiegelman, Art. 1986. Maus: a survivor's tale. New York: Pantheon Books. 
10 Williams, Virginia Kay, and Damen V. Peterson. “Graphic Novels in Libraries Supporting Teacher 
Education and Librarianship Programs.” Library Resources & Technical Services 53, no. 3 (July 1, 2009): 
166–73. https://doi.org/10.5860/lrts.53n3.166. 
11Ibid.  
12 Ibid . 

https://doi.org/10.5860/lrts.53n3.166
https://doi.org/10.5860/lrts.53n3.166
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It may have taken some time, but many librarians have begun to see the value in and the demand 

for graphic novels in children’s and teens’ library collections, and as a result,  graphic novels 

have even begun to regularly appear on recommended book lists . Michael Sullivan has also 13

observed children’s librarians adding graphic novels to their collections, “especially now that 

many graphic novels are being produced for young readers and for the teen/young adult market .  14

While many librarians may now see the value in incorporating graphic novels into their 

children’s library collection and programming, some people, especially parents, may not. As 

such, in this paper, I will discuss the benefits of and the concerns around including graphic 

novels in children’s library collections and programming. In doing so, I will demonstrate the 

value and importance of including graphic novels in library collections and programming. I will 

also provide a sample library program proposal that incorporates graphic novels.  

Advantages of Including Graphic Novels in Children’s Library Collections 

There are many benefits of including children’s graphic novels in one’s library collection 

and programming. To begin with, children are often drawn towards graphic novels and comics 

because they are not the typical book. Per Michael Sullivan, one such advantage of the graphic 

novel format is that “children identify these works with the materials teenagers are reading, and 

this appeals to them as being grown-up” . As such, the children want to read them. Additionally, 15

Sullivan discusses how “many readers, with learning styles and reading styles that differ from 

the more usual” may be attracted to books in the sequential art genre “even if they may not be 

attracted to any other kind of reading” . If graphic novels can get children excited about reading, 16

especially when these children may not be drawn to books with more text, this seems like a 

victory. Furthermore, the graphic novels may help children improve their literacy skills over time 

13Williams, Virginia Kay, and Damen V. Peterson. “Graphic Novels in Libraries Supporting Teacher 
Education and Librarianship Programs.” Library Resources & Technical Services 53, no. 3 (July 1, 2009): 
166–73. https://doi.org/10.5860/lrts.53n3.166. 
14 Sullivan, Michael. 2013. Fundamentals of children's services. 
15 Ibid . 
16 Ibid .  

https://doi.org/10.5860/lrts.53n3.166
https://doi.org/10.5860/lrts.53n3.166
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and could potentially help build the children’s confidence in taking on books with more 

textual-content in the long-run. In the article, “Graphic Novels in the School Library: Using 

Graphic Novels to Encourage Reluctant Readers and Improve Literacy”, Joel Crowley states that 

“there have been a number of studies that show a correlation between reading for pleasure and 

improvements in literacy”, and that graphic novels can make reading for pleasure on a regular 

basis to improve literacy more appealing . Crowley continues on saying that graphic novels,  17

can be less intimidating to a student than novels that do not have sequential art. This 

problem of being 'put-off' by novels is often exaggerated if the student has low literacy 

levels and struggles with large paragraphs of text. The artwork in graphic novels reduces 

the amount of reading the student has to do and enables them to follow the narrative at a 

quicker pace. The art can also provide visual prompts if they are unable to understand 

particular words. Similarly, we have seen that graphic novels can appeal to students due 

to the fact that many comics are in popular genres and include characters that they know 

and love.   18

Crowley brings up some key benefits of encouraging children to read graphic novels, stating that 

graphic novels, which have less text and more art than a traditional novel, are less intimidating to 

read, especially for children who may have low literacy skills or who do not speak or read 

English well. Additionally, Crowley notes that the art in the graphic novels can help the reader to 

read at a slightly quicker pace and can help the reader to use the art to help them understand 

different words with which they may not be very familiar. Another added benefit that Crowley 

mentions is that because graphic novels often contain stories about popular characters that 

children already know, children are usually more excited to read these novels.  

One more interesting advantage of encouraging children to read graphic novels and other 

forms of sequential art is the meaning-making process that it encourages between text and the 

17 Crowley, Joel. “Graphic Novels in the School Library: Using Graphic Novels to Encourage Reluctant 
Readers and Improve Literacy.” School Librarian, September 22, 2015. 
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A431446127/AONE?sid=googlescholar. 
18 Ibid . 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A431446127/AONE?sid=googlescholar
http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A431446127/AONE?sid=googlescholar
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image . In the article, “The Case for Graphic Novels in Education: Use students’ visual 19

vocabulary as a learning tool”, Jesse Karp discusses how graphic novels can be used to teach 

children how the medium of art can communicate . Karp states that,  20

sequential art combines words, which appeal to the intellect, and pictures, which appeal 

to the emotions, in a way no other art form does. Unlike picture books, the words and 

illustrations in sequential art coexist in one conceptual space (the panel) and are joined 

into a single piece, most commonly by word balloons...to process sequential art (comics 

and graphic novels), we use only our eyes and we absorb the material at our own speed.  21

This concept that sequential art allows children to absorb information at their own speed but also 

in a way that traditional literary texts cannot, is important, especially in today’s technological 

world that communicates information in many different formats which often use visuals in 

addition to text. This idea also surfaces in Amy Carlton’s article, “Graphic Novel Friday Forum: 

Learning with comics and graphic novels”, in which Carlton highlights a talk given by Gene 

Yang, the National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature, about comics in the classroom at 

the American Library Association’s 2017 Annual Conference and Exhibition . In the article, 22

Carlton brings up an interesting point that Yang makes about how in the pre-computer era,  

educators chose text as the primary method of communication because it was portable, 

easy to create, and easy to copy. However, computers have moved us into a multimedia 

world, where ideas are still portable, easy to create, and easy to copy, but can now 

19 "It’s Elementary! Graphic Novels for the K–6 Classroom", American Library Association, April 7, 2008. 
http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/its_elementary_graphic_novels (Accessed December 6, 2018) 

Document ID: e1c20ffa-b2ee-9514-29d2-becefab006c0. 
20 Karp, Jesse. “The Case for Graphic Novels in Education: Use students’ visual vocabulary as a learning tool.” 
American Libraries Magazine, August 1, 2011. Accessed December 5, 2018. 
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2011/08/01/the-case-for-graphic-novels-in-education/. 
21Ibid. 
22 Carlton, Amy. “Graphic Novel Friday Forum: Learning with comics and graphic novels.” American 
Libraries Magazine. June 24, 2017. Accessed December 5, 2018. 
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/graphic-novel-friday-forum/. 
 

https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2011/08/01/the-case-for-graphic-novels-in-education/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2011/08/01/the-case-for-graphic-novels-in-education/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/graphic-novel-friday-forum/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/graphic-novel-friday-forum/
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include sound, images, and video in addition to text. Comics, by their very structure, are 

multimedia and teach students to think in a 21st-century way.  23

Much like comics and the sequential art genre, graphic novels are also multimedia in their 

structure, and as such, they prepare children to think in the 21st-century way.  

In her article, Carlton also briefly notes that “comics can also be used to explain 

social-justice issues in the classroom” . This is evident by many graphic novels that are about 24

historical events, such as Maus that discusses the Holocaust . Jesse Karp also discusses the 25

ability of graphic novels to portray complex topics and historical events in her article “The Case 

for Graphic Novels in Education: Use students’ visual vocabulary as a learning tool” . In the 26

article, Karp discusses how the historical and political issues brought up in graphic novels are 

“deepened through visual art” and can create “a layered experience that affords the opportunity 

to expand the emotional understanding of the subject and inspire empathy—something most 

history texts don’t—or can’t—do”.  Karp makes the case that graphic novels are able to portray 27

historical events in a more complex light as they not only provide information about historical 

events, but they also inspire emotion and empathy for the subjects in the stories. This potentially 

allows people reading graphic novels to have a more diverse perspective on historical events. 

This is just one more advantage and benefit to add to the list for encouraging children to read 

graphic novels and for incorporating graphic novels into children’s library collections and 

programming.  

 

 

23 Carlton, Amy. “Graphic Novel Friday Forum: Learning with comics and graphic novels.” American 
Libraries Magazine. June 24, 2017. Accessed December 5, 2018. 
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/graphic-novel-friday-forum/. 
24 Ibid . 
25 Spiegelman, Art. 1986. Maus: a survivor's tale . New York: Pantheon Books. 
26  Karp, Jesse. “The Case for Graphic Novels in Education: Use students’ visual vocabulary as a learning 
tool.” American Libraries Magazine, August 1, 2011. Accessed December 5, 2018. 
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2011/08/01/the-case-for-graphic-novels-in-education/. 
27 Ibid .  

https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/graphic-novel-friday-forum/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/graphic-novel-friday-forum/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2011/08/01/the-case-for-graphic-novels-in-education/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2011/08/01/the-case-for-graphic-novels-in-education/


 
 

Smith 8 

Concerns with Bringing Graphic Novels into the Children’s Library Collection 

While there are many reasons to include graphic novels in children’s library collections 

and programming, some library patrons may be hesitant about allowing children’s graphic novels 

into the library. One such reason may be that parents think the content of graphic novels are not 

appropriate for children. Per Michael Sullivan, parents may “fear either that the younger graphic 

novels are as violent and risque as the older ones are believed to be or that starting on graphic 

novels leads too quickly to their children reading the older versions” . For librarians, this 28

concern from parents may also be amplified by the fact that it can be hard to choose 

age-appropriate graphic novels as there is often limited information in reviews of graphic novels. 

Per Sullivan,  

Graphic novels often come with suggested audience levels, but there is no national 

standard, so using these levels to place books in separate collections is problematic. 

These fears and challenges need to be overcome, because the format appeals to those 

comic book readers and helps transition them into longer stretches of text and more 

complex story lines.   29

As Sullivan states, it can be hard to figure out what age-level a graphic novel may be appropriate 

for because of the lack of national standard in this regard. However, it is important to resolve this 

problem so that young readers can enjoy these graphic novels, and so that parents can feel 

confident in allowing their children to read graphic novels that are age-appropriate. One example 

of a way to resolve this issue (without having to read every graphic novel in one’s library 

collection) could be by including the Lexile Reading Level Score and any available reviews of 

the graphic novels, such as those from the School Library Journal which often state the grade 

levels for which it feels the graphic novel is appropriate, in the catalog listing , . (I saw that the 30 31

28 Sullivan, Michael. 2013. Fundamentals of children's services . 
29 Ibid. 
30 “The Lexile Framework for Reading.” Lexile. Accessed December 6, 2018. https://lexile.com/. 
31 “School Library Journal.” Accessed December 6, 2018. https://www.slj.com/. 

https://lexile.com/
https://lexile.com/
https://www.slj.com/
https://www.slj.com/
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Santa Monica Public Library’s catalog has done this, and it is very helpful ). By doing so, it 32

allows the parents and child to have a better idea of if particular graphic novels are suitable for 

the child’s age.  

Another concern that may come up in regards to having graphic novels in the library is 

whether or not children will be able to understand the grammar of these novels. The article “It’s 

Elementary! Graphic Novels for the K–6 Classroom” discusses how reading graphic novels are,  

different from reading either a chapter book or even a picture book. Thus, it may be 

necessary to help children learn how to understand the “grammar” of the panels in a 

graphic novel. Also, although the pictures in a graphic novel tell much of the story, the 

language level of the text of many graphic novels includes vocabulary that stretches the 

reader beyond what may at first appear to be the level of difficulty .  33

Thus, these issues that graphic novels contain different grammar and potentially more advanced 

vocabulary than the traditional book is something of which librarians should be aware. But 

librarians can address these problems by holding educational programs and by providing tutorials 

on how to read graphic novels.  

One additional issue that may arise in graphic novels are potential gender issues. Per the 

article “It’s Elementary! Graphic Novels for the K–6 Classroom”, historically the trend of 

graphic novel readers and buyers has been male, and so typically graphic novels are geared 

towards males audiences . However, this article goes on to state that this trend is changing,  “as 34

series such as Babymouse and the Baby-Sitters Club...feature female protagonists and cater more 

toward a female readership” . Thus, there appears to be more graphic novels coming out geared 35

32 “Santa Monica Public Library - Books, Music, Movies.” Accessed December 6, 2018. 
https://smpl.org/Books_Music_Movies.aspx. 
33 "It’s Elementary! Graphic Novels for the K–6 Classroom", American Library Association, April 7, 2008. 
http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/its_elementary_graphic_novels (Accessed December 6, 2018) 
Document ID: e1c20ffa-b2ee-9514-29d2-becefab006c0. 
34 Ibid. 
35"It’s Elementary! Graphic Novels for the K–6 Classroom", American Library Association, April 7, 2008. 
http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/its_elementary_graphic_novels (Accessed December 6, 2018) 
Document ID: e1c20ffa-b2ee-9514-29d2-becefab006c0. 

https://smpl.org/Books_Music_Movies.aspx
https://smpl.org/Books_Music_Movies.aspx
http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/its_elementary_graphic_novels
http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/its_elementary_graphic_novels
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towards female audiences as well. But regardless, librarians should be aware of this issue and 

make it a point to acquire graphic novels in their library collections that feature both male and 

female protagonists.  

While there may be some potential issues with bringing graphic novels into one’s library 

collection, these issues appear to be relatively fixable. But the biggest issue that librarians may 

face will likely be parents who are vehemently against bringing children’s graphic novels into 

the library. If librarians run into patrons like this, one helpful tool they can utilize is the ALA 

article titled “Dealing with Challenges to Graphic Novels”.  The article provides some sample 36

patron questions that librarians might encounter and some good librarian answers that reinforce 

the ideas that the library collection serves the community as a whole, that the library supports the 

freedom of choice for all of its patrons to choose what they want to read, and that ultimately it is 

the parents’ responsibility to supervise what their children can or cannot read.  37

Overall, the concerns about incorporating graphic novels into children’s library 

collections do not outweigh the benefits of bringing graphic novels into the collections. 

Moreover, most of the concerns are solvable, especially through educating the public about the 

benefits of graphic novels. And what better way to educate the public about graphic novels than 

by creating library programs that incorporate graphic novels.  

Incorporating Graphic Novels into Children’s Library Programming 

In the past few years, some libraries have begun to incorporate graphic novels into their 

children’s library programs. EBSCO has created a webpage with a few different ideas for 

incorporating graphic novels into library programming, including doing graphic novel book talks 

to pitch books to patrons, doing workshops for people to make their own comics or to make 

artwork using comic-book pages, putting on a mini comic convention, or doing costume play 

36 “ALA | Graphic Novels: Dealing with Challenges to Graphic Novels.” Accessed December 5, 2018. 
http://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=ifissues&Template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&Co
ntentID=130336. 
37 Ibid. 
 

http://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=ifissues&Template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=130336
http://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=ifissues&Template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=130336
http://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=ifissues&Template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=130336
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where children can dress up as or create their own costumes of their favorite graphic novel 

characters . Another article titled “Graphic Novel Programming for All-Ages and All Budgets”, 38

discusses more ideas for how to incorporate graphic novels into children’s library programs, 

including putting up graphic novel displays, doing graphic novel book swaps where children can 

swap their favorite graphic novels with one another, or even doing graphic novel book 

discussions to discuss the stories.  As you can see there are a lot of creative ways to incorporate 39

graphic novels into children’s library programs that are fun and educational. Attached to this 

paper is a children’s library program proposal that I created, which incorporates graphic novels 

in an exciting manner.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, graphic novels are very valuable assets to have in children’s library 

collections and programming. Graphic novels are not only appealing to young readers, but they 

are often less intimidating to children who may not be the best readers. Moreover, graphic novels 

allow children to read at their own pace and to make meaning out of images and words, which is 

important nowadays as information is often communicated via visuals and text. Additionally, 

graphic novels can tell stories about complex events in ways that traditional text-based novels 

may not be able to. While there may be some concerns around bringing graphic novels into 

children’s library collections, these concerns appear to have potential solutions. Furthermore, by 

incorporating graphic novels into children’s library programming, librarians may be able to 

allow the most skeptical patrons to see the great benefits of allowing children access to graphic 

novels.  

 

 

38 Doyle, Gemma and Kendal Spires. Inc, EBSCO Information Services. “Five Ideas for Graphic 
Novel-Centered Library Programs.” EBSCOpost Blog. Accessed December 6, 2018. 
https://www.ebsco.com/blog/article/five-ideas-for-graphic-novel-centered-library-programs. 
39 Wildsmith, Snow. “Graphic Novel Programming for All-Ages and All Budgets.” Accessed December 6, 
2018. http://www.diamondcomics.com/Home/1/1/3/325?articleID=93746. 
 

https://www.ebsco.com/blog/article/five-ideas-for-graphic-novel-centered-library-programs
https://www.ebsco.com/blog/article/five-ideas-for-graphic-novel-centered-library-programs
http://www.diamondcomics.com/Home/1/1/3/325?articleID=93746
http://www.diamondcomics.com/Home/1/1/3/325?articleID=93746
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ELECTIVE COURSEWORK - SAMPLE 2 

“National Superhero Day Website” 

Course: IS 289 - Digital Methods for Research and Scholarship (Fall 2018) 

Justification: In Fall 2018, I took IS 289 “Digital Methods for Research and Scholarship” with 

Professor Johanna Drucker. Per the course syllabus, the course was “an introduction to digital 

methods for research and scholarship. It covers fundamentals of creating, designing, managing, 

using, and sustaining cultural materials in digital formats”. As someone who is very interested in 

working in libraries or archives in the digital sphere, this class was extremely important in 

helping me to develop digital methods for scholarship and in learning about various software 

tools that I can use in my future work. 

While the final project for this class was very open-ended, we had to use the digital research 

methods and tools we had learned throughout the quarter to solve a real or fictional problem 

related to data for an institution. The final project had to include the data related to the 

institution's project needs, analysis and visualization of the data, a rights statement, workflow 

documentation, and a sustainability plan. 

For this project, I chose to create a Google Site for a fake children’s public library program at 

Santa Monica Public Library for National Superhero Day, upon which there would be superhero-

themed events at the different Santa Monica Public Library branches for children and youth. I 

was inspired to create this webpage based upon my work during the same quarter in my IS 425 

“Library Services and Programs for Children” course, for which I wrote a paper and program 

proposal (also included in this portfolio under the “Elective Coursework Sample 1” section) 



about including graphic novels in children’s library collections and programs. My final project 

for IS 289 was a little unique in that my data points were the graphic novels in the collection, 

which I analyzed in a table and charts on the website. Additionally, the events I proposed for the 

National Superhero Day at the different Santa Monica Public Library branches also served as 

data points, which I then visualized via a Google Map. My website also includes a rights 

statement, workflow documentation, and a sustainability plan. A link to the website is below. 

I felt it important to include this assignment in my portfolio as it relates to my interests in library 

studies, in serving the needs of children patrons, in utilizing digital tools to analyze and visualize 

data, and it showcases my ability to create and use a website for a library institution. 

Website: To view my National Superhero Day website, please click here. 

  

 



LIST OF COURSES TAKEN 

 

Fall 2017: 

• INF STD 211 - Artifacts & Cultures 

• INF STD 260 - Description & Access 

• INF STD 289 - Privacy and Information Technology Policy 

Winter 2018: 

• INF STD 202 - History of the Book 

• INF STD 270 - Systems & Infrastructures 

• INF STD 289 - Public Health Informatics 

• INF STD 461 - Descriptive Cataloging 

Spring 2018: 

• INF STD 212 - Values and Communities in Information Professions 

• INF STD 213 - Current Issues in Librarianship 

• INF STD 462 - Subject Cataloging and Classification 

Fall 2018: 

• INF STD 289 - Digital Methods for Research and Scholarship 

• INF STD 425 - Library Services and Programs for Children 

• INF STD 431 - Archives, Records & Memory 

Winter 2019: 

• INF STD 250 - Techniques and Issues in Information Access 

• INF STD 498 - Internship 

• INF STD 596 - Directed Individual Study or Research 

Spring 2019: 

• INF STD 289 - Content Management Systems 

• INF STD 464 – Metadata 

• INF STD 596 - Directed Individual Study or Research 



RECORD OF ADVISING HISTORY 

 2017 - 2018 ACADEMIC YEAR 

During the 2017-2018 academic year, Professor Christine Borgman was my Faculty Advisor. 

She was a wonderful advisor who encouraged me to think big with my career aspirations and 

who supported me continually throughout the year. Below is a summary of our advising 

interactions during my first year in the MLIS program. 

• Fall 2017 Quarter: I first met Professor Borgman at the MLIS Convocation along with 

her other advisees. I expressed interest in taking her IS 298 "Privacy in Information 

Technology", and she encouraged me to do so. As such, I met with her multiple times 

throughout the Fall Quarter in her class and in her office hours to discuss my coursework, 

my classes for the Winter 2018 Quarter, and my general career interests. 

• Winter 2018 Quarter: I met with Professor Borgman intermittently throughout the 

quarter to ask advice on courses to take in Spring 2018. She also wrote many letters of 

recommendation for me for various scholarships and for job positions. She also 

consistently informed me of events happening on-campus (such as talks or workshops) 

that related to my scholarly interests. 

• Spring 2018 Quarter: I met with Professor Borgman throughout the quarter to review 

course selections for the Fall 2018 Quarter and for my summer plans. Professor Borgman 

also recommended that I take part in the Data Carpentry Workshop offered on-campus, 

which was a great experience. Additionally, throughout the quarter, Professor Borgman 

went out of her way to introduce me to people in the field with whom I shared scholarly 

interests. 

  



SWITCHING FACULTY ADVISORS 

Professor Borgman was retiring at the end of the 2017-2018 academic year, so I had to choose 

another faculty advisor to mentor me during the 2018-2019 academic year. 

 

During the Spring 2018 Quarter, I spoke with Professor Miriam Posner to see if she would be 

willing to take me on as an advisee in the 2018-2019 academic year and she graciously agreed. 

Professor Posner (who works in both the Digital Humanities and Information Studies 

departments) seemed like the perfect faculty advisor for me as I am also pursuing my Digital 

Humanities Graduate Certificate. As such, she would be able to offer me insight into both 

worlds. Moreover, as I took IS 270 "Systems and Infrastructures" with Professor Posner in the 

Winter 2018 quarter, she was already familiar with my work and my scholarly abilities. 

Additionally, Professor Posner had already acted as a reference for me for a few on-campus jobs 

that I applied to, so we had already begun to develop an advisor/advisee-like relationship. 

 

I informed Professor Borgman of my decision to be advised by Professor Posner in the 2018-

2019 academic year (which Professor Borgman thought was a great choice, especially given my 

career interests), and I worked with Professor Borgman and Professor Borgman to submit the 

appropriate paperwork to make the advisor change official with the department. 

  

2018 - 2019 ACADEMIC YEAR 

During the 2018-2019 academic year, Professor Miriam Posner was my Faculty 

Advisor.  Professor Posner has been a wonderful and insightful advisor during this year, who is 



always very responsive, supportive, and encouraging of my scholarly plans. Below is a summary 

of our advising interactions so far throughout my second year in the MLIS program. 

• Summer 2018: I met with Professor Posner over the summer to discuss my classes for 

the Fall 2018 quarter. 

• Fall 2018 Quarter: I communicated with Professor Posner (mostly via email) about 

some changes in the classes I planned to take during the Fall 2018 Quarter. I also spoke 

to her about my Winter 2019 Quarter classes, including the idea of doing an independent 

study course with her to work on my issue paper and the idea of interning for the 

NBCUniversal Archives, to which she was very receptive. 

• Winter 2019 Quarter: I communicated with Professor Posner during the quarter for my 

IS 596 "Directed Individual Study or Research" with her, in which I worked on my issue 

paper for my portfolio. I also discussed my coursework plans with her for the Spring 

2019 Quarter. 

• Spring 2019 Quarter: I have been communicating with Professor Posner a lot this 

quarter about my plans for completing my Digital Humanities Graduate Certificate and 

the MLIS degree. 

  

ADDITIONAL ADVISORS 

Throughout my time at UCLA, I have had a few other unofficial advisors, including: 

• David Cappoli, Director of Web Operations for the UCLA School of Law:         

David Cappoli is the Faculty Advisor for the UCLA Student Chapter of the Special 

Libraries Association (SLA), of which I am the President and have been involved 

throughout my time in the MLIS program. David is also an alum of the UCLA MLIS 



program and used to work for the Information Studies Department. As such, he and I 

have met many times throughout my first and second year in the MLIS program to not 

only discuss SLA-related topics and events, but also my coursework and my career 

ambitions. David has consistently introduced me to different people in the SLA 

Committee, and he has also written letters of recommendation for me. 

 

• Professor Shawn VanCour, Assistant Professor of Information Studies at UCLA:     

I worked for Professor VanCour during the 2017-2018 academic year as his Graduate 

Student Researcher. As such, we often chatted about my coursework and my career 

ambitions. Professor VanCour also wrote me many letters of recommendation and 

offered to be a work reference for me for future jobs. Professor VanCour was a very 

caring and thoughtful supervisor and unofficial faculty advisor. 

 

• Shira Peltzman, Digital Archivist at UCLA: I have worked for Shira Peltzman as a 

Digital Archives Program Scholar in the Center for Primary Research and Training 

(CFPRT) since June 2018. During this time, Shira has not only taught me a number of 

digital archiving skills and software tools, but she has also allowed me to sit in on various 

archival staff meetings and hiring sessions which have been very educational. Shira has 

been very supportive of my educational and work goals in the library and information 

science field, and is always open to offering her advice or trying to make opportunities 

for me to gain more practical experience in the field. 

  

 



ACCESSIBILITY STATEMENT 

I aim to make my website and digital portfolio accessible to all users. In my efforts to do so, I 

have considered and incorporated principles of accessible design into my website and digital 

portfolio as noted below. 

 

Accessibility in the Digital Portfolio: For my digital MLIS portfolio, I decided to create a 

WordPress website in order to utilize a layout theme (I chose the "Small Business" theme) that is 

already deemed "accessibility ready" by WordPress 

(https://en.support.wordpress.com/accessibility/). Per WordPress's Handbook, for a theme to be 

tagged as "accessibility-ready" it must undergo "an accessibility review....Themes with this tag 

may not be made live in the theme repository until they have passed an accessibility audit" 

(https://make.wordpress.org/themes/handbook/review/accessibility/). 

 

In addition to choosing an "accessibility-ready" WordPress theme for my website, I also tried to 

follow the four principles of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) to make my 

website "perceivable", "operable", "understandable", and "robust" for all users when creating and 

adding content for my website (https://make.wordpress.org/accessibility/handbook/which-

questions-should-you-ask/#levels-of-accessibility).  

• To make the website "perceivable", my website can be presented in different ways 

without losing meaning, the text can be resized, and it is easy for users to see it as there 

are not many colors, no images and no multimedia.  

• To make the website "operable", all essential functionality is available from a keyboard, 

there is no time-limit to read anything or use any content, and my header menu is easy to 



navigate to and find content. Additionally, for all linked content, I have listed a clear 

description of what the content is. 

• To make the website "understandable", I have made text readable and comprehensible. 

• To make the website "robust", my website content should be able to be interpreted 

reliably by a wide variety of users. 

Per WordPress, "there are 3 levels of accessibility: 1. A (basic), 2. AA (the global accessibility 

standard), and 3. AAA (for dedicated software)" and "most European Union and other countries 

use the accessibility standard WCAG 2.0 AA or equivalent for their government websites" 

(https://make.wordpress.org/accessibility/handbook/which-questions-should-you-ask/#levels-of-

accessibility). My website aims to meet the AA standard (the global accessibility standard). 

  

Differences in the Downloadable Portfolio: While there are no substantial differences between 

the downloadable portfolio and the digital portfolio, there are a few small differences, including: 

• My digital portfolio is a live document that can be edited and updated. On the other 

hand, my downloadable portfolio is a static document.  

• In my digital portfolio, my “50-Word Issue Paper Summary” and a clickable link to the 

full text of my issue paper are located on one webpage. Whereas in the downloadable 

portfolio, the “50-Word Issue Paper Summary” is on its own page that precedes the full 

text of my issue paper.  

• In my digital portfolio, I have included links to the full text of my papers (as opposed to 

including the full text within the webpage itself). I have done this in order to limit the 

amount of text in the webpages and to maintain the original formats of my past course 

papers. Whereas in my downloadable portfolio, the full text of each paper (in its original 



format from when the paper was submitted for grading) are located on the page 

following each paper’s abstracts. 

 

Feedback: I am always striving to make my website and digital portfolio better and more 

accessible to users. As such, if you encounter any issues or barriers to use of this website, please 

contact me at joanna.smith@ucla.edu. Thanks! 

  




