
THE UBIQUITY OF HASHTAGS HA5 OPENED THE DOORS FOR THE 

TEACHING OF ADVANCED SEARCHING CONCEPTS TO A MUCH WIDER

AUDIENCE THAN IN PAST YEARS.

W h ile  te rm s  s u c h  a s  “c o n tro lle d  
v o c a b u la ry ,” “a u th o r i ty  c o n 
t r o l ,” a n d  “s u b je c t  h e a d in g ” 
a r e  c o m m o n  n o m e n c la tu r e  
in  a  l ib r a r i a n ’s v e rn a c u la r ,  th e s e  w o rd s  

a re  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  r e s t in g  o n  th e  t ip s  o f  
m o s t s tu d e n ts ’ to n g u e s . M any  l ib r a r ia n s  
a c r o s s  th e  c o u n t r y  h a v e  e n c o u n te r e d  
v a c a n t  s ta r e s  a n d  c o v e r t  iP h o n e  c h e c k s  
w h ile  t r y in g  to  te a c h  a d v a n c e d  s e a r c h 
in g  c o n c e p ts . T h e  d if f ic u lty  o f te n  s te m s  
fro m  s tu d e n ts ’ u n fa m il ia r i ty  (a n d  o f te n 
tim e s  d is in te r e s t )  w ith  th is  te rm in o lo g y  
a n d  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e s e  c la s s ic  c o n c e p ts  
d o n ’t  se e m  r e le v a n t  to  t h e i r  d a ily  liv e s . 
B u t l i t t le  do  th e  s tu d e n ts  know , th e y  e m 
p lo y  th e s e  m e th o d s  e v e ry  d a y  th r o u g h  
th e  u se  o f  h a s h ta g s  in  t h e i r  so c ia l m e d ia  
a c c o u n ts . F o r  in s ta n c e s ,  e v e ry  t im e  th e y  
p o p  a  h a s h ta g  s u c h  a s  # m a rc h m a d n e s s  
in to  t h e i r  s e a r c h  b o x  in  o r d e r  to  se e  th e

la te s t  tw e e ts  o n  th a t  s u b je c t,  th e y  a r e  a c 
tu a l ly  u s in g  in d e x e d  m e ta d a ta .

H ash tag s a re  n o t a  new  phenom enon , b u t 
th e y  h av e  becom e in c reas in g ly  p o p u la r  in  
re c e n t  y e a rs  w ith  th e  explosive g ro w th  of 
social m ed ia  s ite s  su ch  as T w itter. T hey  a re  
so m u ch  a  p a r t  o f today ’s pop  c u ltu re  th a t  
peop le  a re  n am in g  th e ir  b ab ies  “h a sh ta g ,” 
g e ttin g  h a sh ta g  ta tto o s, an d  b u y in g  custom - 
designed  h a sh ta g  sh ir ts  a n d  jew elry. A ccord
in g  to  th e  ACRL’s 2013 re p o rt, th e  m ajo rity  
o f college-age s tu d e n ts  use  social m edia, an d  
since  m ost social m ed ia  p la tfo rm s su p p o rt 
hash tags, it’s highly  likely th a t  s tu d en ts  in  an  
academ ic in fo rm ation  lite racy  (IL) class will 
h av e  e n c o u n te re d  an d  used  h ash tag s. With 
such  a  la rg e  cong lom erate  o f s tu d e n ts  fam il
ia r  w ith  h a sh ta g  technology, th e se  m e tad a ta  
tag s  could  be  lib ra r ia n s ’ “in ” w h en  teach in g  
in fo rm a tio n  c la ss if ic a tio n  a n d  a d v a n c e d  
d ig ita l sea rch  con cep ts  in  th e  EL classroom .
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W hat Are Hashtags?
The pound sign (#) followed by a 

word or phrase is a hashtag, for ex
ample #informationliteracy. Hashtags 
are m etadata tags used to organize 
online conversations and images. They 
are a form of social classification, or 
folksonomy, sim ilar to tags used in 
social bookmarking sites such as De
licious (founded in 2003) and blogging 
content management systems such as 
Blogger (founded in 1999) and Word- 
Press (founded in 2003). You could say 
hashtags are the love child of IT and 
social media brought about by Web 2.0. 
They combine the social and back-end 
functionality programming tha t was 
once exclusive to information profes
sionals and fill the need for conversa
tion and image organization that users 
desire. Web 2.0 has brought about the 
increase of user-generated content that 
now drives the web. It involves many 
aspects that can be seamlessly incorpo
rated into today’s classroom, including 
collaboration, active engagement, and 
innovation spurred by users taking a 
more active role in information sharing 
and creation.

Popular P latform s That Support Hashtags

The fact tha t Tw itte r is now a publicly traded company goes to show how popular 
th is  m icroblogging p la tfo rm  has become. T w itte r hashtag success has also 
prompted other social media p la tform s to fo llow  suit. Here are some user statistics:

• Tw itter: 230 m illion  m onthly active users

• Facebook: about 1.2 b illion  m onth ly active users

• P interest: 70 m illion  users

• Instagram : 150 m illion  users

• YouTube: more than 1 b illion v isits each month

• Tum blr: more than 300 m illion  unique vis itors; 120,000 signups every day

• Google+: 400 m illion  active users

hashtag organization and began hy
perlinking them in 2009. Since then, 
users haven’t looked back. They have 
latched on to the hashtag and now use 
it for categorization, the expression of 
feelings, highlighting a specific point or 
idea, and, unfortunately, even to spam.

Twitter uses Scala for its back-end 
programming. Hashtags are a piece 
of logic in the program tha t enables 
hashtags to be clickable and searchable.

WITH SUCH A LARGE CONGLOMERATE OF STUDENTS FAMILIAR 
WITH HASHTAG TECHNOLOGY, THESE METADATA TAGS 

COULD BE LIBRARIANS' 'IN ' WHEN TEACHING INFORMATION 

CLASSIFICATION AND ADVANCED DIGITAL SEARCH CONCEPTS IN 
THE IL CLASSROOM.

hashtags and subject headings are data 
assigned to a piece of information for 
identification and classification purpos
es. The ubiquity of hashtags has opened 
the doors for the teaching of advanced 
searching concepts to a much wider 
audience than in past years. Students’ 
understanding of information organi
zation through the use of hashtags can 
streamline the instruction of authority 
control, controlled vocabularies, subject 
headings, keyword searching versus 
subject searching, and indexing, etc. 
Another benefit to using hashtags in IL 
instruction is that one doesn’t need a 
Twitter account to search and use them 
on the site. Not having to create an ac
count saves time and also makes account 
privacy issues a non-issue.

How Hashtags Evolved
The evolution of the hashtag as people 

see it today started with internet relay 
chat (IRC) networks, which became pop
ular in the late 1990s. This technology 
was inspired web designer Chris Messina 
who introduced the hashtag on Twitter in 
Aug. 23,2007 (twitter.com/chrismessina/ 
status/223115412) by tweeting: how do 
you feel about using # (pound) for groups. 
As in #barcamp [msg]?

The 2007 San Diego forest fires 
made the hashtag a Twitter celebrity 
with Nate R itter’s #sandiegofire. Us
ers were able to see the direct benefits 
of hashtags for gathering groups of 
people in a real-time environment. 
Twitter eventually saw the potential of

Once hashtags are used in a tweet, they 
are stored in a database and are search
able in Twitter’s search API for about a 
week. (These index capacity restrictions 
can be bypassed by using archiving ap
plications such as Topsy and Twitter’s 
archive feature.) Hashtags can also be 
used for data analytics. A very popu
lar Twitter feature has been its lists of 
trending topics, comprising the most 
widely used hashtags, keywords, and 
conversation topics.

Tw itter Hashtags in Inform ation  
Literacy Instruction

Hashtag technology provides a per
fect example when teaching subject 
heading and keyword searching. Both

Using Common Hashtag 
Annoyances to Make a Point

Students are experiencing, first
hand, the problems that come with poor 
digital content organization and user- 
defined classification systems that have 
plagued librarians for years. These an
noyances can be used as a springboard 
to facilitate discussions and IL activi
ties that can lead to a more thorough 
understanding of information architec
ture. Here are a few common hashtag 
annoyances that can be used as cases in 
point in the IL classroom (I am going to 
refer to all these activities in regard to 
Twitter, but most of them are applicable 
on any platform that supports hashtag 
technology.):
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A Page From My Lesson Book

Here is how I incorporated hashtag instruction  in my in form ation  literacy courses. 
I entered into the hashtag conversation w ith  th is  s im ple PowerPoint prom pt:

Subject Headings
What is a hashtag? 

a Why do you use them?

• What are some things that annoy you about hashtags?

Once we discussed what annoyances students had w ith  hashtags, I showed them  
J im m y Fallon's hashtag video on YouTube (youtu.be/57dzaMaouXA). The video 
prom pted m ore discussion and led into a short class activity:

Twitter
1. Search Twitter Using Google for. kennedy inaugural address sitertwitter.com

2. Click on camanpour's tweet
a. What hashtag is listed?

3. Go back to the Google search page and dick on RonaldGrey's tweet
a. What hashtags are listed?

The activity provided a way fo r students to do the fo llow ing:

• Search w ith  hashtags.

• Learn the differences between a contro lled vocabulary and a folksonom y, 
includ ing a discussion on the im portance of au thority  contro l and how databases 
use subject headings to avoid the p itfa lls  attached to user-generated search 
categories.

• Use Tw itte r as a discovery tool.

Used in the wrong context. A
blue hyperlinked hashtag surrounded 
by black text attracts the reader’s 
eye. Because tacking the # symbol on 
to the front of a specific piece of text 
is such an effective attention grab
ber, people have taken to using it to 
express emotions and/or to highlight 
random words. This may be effective 
for making a word the focal point of 
one’s tweet, but it does nothing for clas
sification purposes. This “cyber litter” 
can be seen as self-indulgent and use
less, leading readers to unfollow an 
overly enthusiastic hashtagger. Also, 
typing out the word hashtag instead 
of using the # symbol and saying the 
word hashtag in conversation are other 
common hashtag qualms that Twitter 
users have.

• EL activity—Jimmy Fallon’s hashtag 
videos (youtu.be/57dzaMaouXA; you 
tu.be/Kwq_GraOC9E) do a perfect job 
of parodying the exasperations that 
come from inappropriate hashtag 
use. These comedic videos can very 
easily be incorporated into a presen
tation to illustrate these problems or 
used as a “flipped classroom” lesson.

Free-form categorization. The
free-form categorization that makes 
hashtags so easy to create is also what 
makes them difficult to use and fol
low. The fact that anyone can create 
a hashtag leads to several different 
hashtags describing the same thing. For 
example, the hashtags #martinlutherk- 
ingjr, #mlk, #drmartinlutherking—the 
list goes on—have all been used when

I talking about Martin Luther King Jr. 
(also not to be confused with the tag 
#martinluther).

• IL activity—Reviewing free-form 
categorization is a great segue into a 
controlled vocabulary discussion and 
assignment. For the assignment, pro
vide students with a topic and have 
them search for related tweets. Require 
them to write out the various problems 
they run into and write a list of the 
official hashtags they think should be 
used for the assigned topic and why.

• IL activity—Another idea could be 
to have students list the pros and cons 
of hashtags (bottom-up folksonomies) 
and subject headings (top-down hi
erarchies). This could help them un
derstand the inefficiencies of hashtag 
searching, why subject headings are 
used, where they are available (library 
catalog and databases, etc.), and why 
they’re important when searching.

The Twitter search is picky. When 
tweets are searched, Twitter filters them 
based on what Twitter deems as “qual
ity tweets.” While this definitely helps 
with spam tweets, sometimes tweets 
of actual quality can be caught in the 
crossfire. [This can happen when run
ning a Twitter contest (support.twitter 
.com/groups/31-twitter-basics/topics/ 
114-guidelines-best-practices/articles/ 
68877-guidelines-for-contests-on-twitter) 
and result in lost contest entries.] A 
search in Twitter also defaults to a top 
tweets page, which is based on retweets, 
shares, and trending hashtags. The New 
York Times’ social media editor Daniel 
Victor (2013) states that the top tweets 
default view “favors tweets and users 
that have already gained a follow” and 
can be considered biased.

• IL discussion—This annoyance 
provides an opportunity to discuss 
the pros and cons of authority control 
and how search algorithms function.

Too many. While there are no for
malized rules for hashtag use, Twitter 
recommends using no more than two 
hashtags per tweet (support.twitter.com/

►
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entries/49309). Overtagging is an online 
etiquette faux pas and can lead people 
to unfollow, hide the user’s updates from 
their feed, or be prepared to launch an 
all-out Twitter war!

• IL activ ity—Create an activity 
tha t requires students to perform 
a hashtag analysis and determine 
how many hashtags should be used 
per tweet to properly describe it. 
Hashtags.org provides real-tim e 
tracking of Twitter hashtags and

resources to be lost or not as easily 
retrieved and discuss the importance 
of subject specific databases.

Used by spammers. Some compa
nies and/or individuals take advantage 
of viral topics by adding hashtags that 
are completely unrelated to their tweet 
in order to drive traffic and expose their 
tweet to a wider audience.

• IL activity—Analyze a set of spam 
tweets and who is tweeting them. Are

STUDENTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF INFORMATION ORGANIZATION 
THROUGH THE USE OF HASHTAGS CAN STREAMLINE THE 
INSTRUCTION OF AUTHORITY CONTROL, CONTROLLED 
VOCABULARIES, SUBJECT HEADINGS, KEYWORD SEARCHING 
VERSUS SUBJECT SEARCHING, AND INDEXING, ETC

could be a useful tool for this exercise.
• IL d iscussion—Discuss the dif
ference between the indexing of key
words versus subjects.

H ashtag overload. Victor states 
that “hashtags for big news stories are 
particularly vulnerable to mathemati
cal futility,” meaning when trending 
hashtags are used, the tweet prob
ably won’t be read because there are 
so many. He gives the example of the 
3 million tweets that were sent over 5 
hours during 2013’s Super Bowl, stating 
that if you want to get your voice heard 
by using #SuperBowl, you have about 
as much chance as a “Niagara droplet 
screaming for notice as it shoots down 
the falls.”

• IL activity—Explain information 
overload and why databases are so 
useful. Have students create and 
follow a hashtag stream (RSS feed) 
during a popular event and count 
how many tweets pop up in 5 min
utes. Then, explain how an overabun
dance of information can cause useful

they from reputable companies or in
dividuals? Take a look at the tweeter’s 
Twitter account. Has it been hacked? 
This could help facilitate a discussion 
about the value of digital privacy.

Teaching With Hashtags
This sem ester, I incorporated 

hash tag  instruction during my ad
vanced rhetoric and freshm an com
position information literacy sessions. 
The past few semesters, I have been 
working with an English professor as 
an embedded librarian. I teach two 
inform ation literacy sessions—one 
on catalog searching and one on da
tabase searching—to his composition 
I classes. I found tha t incorporating 
hashtag examples into my lessons was 
a very successful way to teach high
er-level research skills. It resulted in 
increased student discussion, greater 
class engagement, and diversified stu
dent learning.

All in all, I believe th a t using 
hashtags greatly enhanced my informa
tion literacy sessions this semester. I 
was able to use a technology that many

of my students were familiar with and 
build on that knowledge to easily ex
plain advanced research concepts.

Conclusion
As information retrieval continues 

to evolve so should IL instruction. Mes
sina states that he “chose the hash sym
bol because it was a convention already 
established in IRC channels ...” (quora 
.com/Hashtags/How-did-the-idea-for 
-hashtags-originate-on-Twitter). In 
a similar manner, librarians should 
capitalize on hashtags as instructional 
tools because they are already estab
lished on Twitter and a variety of other 
social media platforms. Incorporating 
hashtags into your lessons can be a 
great way to engage students, teach 
challenging subject matter, and pro
mote lifelong learning. #
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