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Creating 
Information-Literate 
Musicians in the 
Academic Library
Jessica M. Abbazio, Angela L. Pratesi, and Zoua 
Sylvia Yang

INTRODUCTION
For musicians, the act of creation is multifaceted: musicians perform, analyze, write, 
speak, and teach in highly collaborative and diverse environments. The musico-informa-
tion landscape1 is complex and robust, and information-literate musicians require training 
to understand and engage with the myriad kinds of content and materials inherent to the 
contemplation, study, creation, and enjoyment of music. In order to interpret, write about, 
and create music, musicians consult a wide variety of source types particular to the study 
and performance of music. Like other disciplines, secondary and tertiary sources such as 
books, journals, websites, and reference sources are crucial to research and creation, but 
primary sources like notated and recorded music content (both commercial and archival) 
are equally valuable. From searching for different types of scores to locating recordings 
to comparing the results of their searches to finding these items on the library’s shelves, 
musicians have specific and unique needs that librarians are well positioned to address 
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through information literacy instruction. This chapter will address music-specific research 
and materials, and outline the existing library literature on music information literacy.

The ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education definition of infor-
mation literacy is as applicable to musicians as it is to all learners. “Information literacy 
is the set of integrated abilities encompassing the reflective discovery of information, the 
understanding of how information is produced and valued, and the use of information in 
creating new knowledge and participating ethically in communities of learning.”2 What is 
different for music creators are the unique materials, publishing patterns, and an ingrained 
adherence to a European-derived canon and accompanying ideologies. Teaching music 
learners to navigate the systems of power built into the study of music, especially in the 
academy, is the goal of critical music information literacy; this type of instruction “awak-
ens learners to the oppressive power structures and systems we inhabit in order to smash 
the hegemony of capital, materials, and methods involved in the study of music.”3 The 
information-literate musician must understand the unique materials that support music 
inquiry and the underlying values and ideologies reflected in what is and is not available.

To gain a better understanding of the information needs of an undergraduate musician, 
it is important to understand the multimodal nature of music scholarship itself. First, as in 
other creative fields, music scholarship has been heavily influenced by its focus on Western 
art music and has resulted in the prioritization of Euro-centric musical traditions in study 
and performance.4 The upshot of this prioritization is that research on traditional Western 
musical canon topics is a fairly straightforward task, but exploration of non-Western and 
popular music is often more difficult to conduct. Second, scholarship in music is varied 
and difficult to define without applying some discipline-specific terminology. For the 
purpose of this chapter, the term “music scholarship” addresses the activities of musicians 
as academics, creators, and/or performers and includes performance, as both develop-
ing the technical skills requisite for artistic self-expression as well as an understanding 
of historic and current performance practice; musicianship skills and analysis, as these 
concepts relate to understanding the common elements and organizational patterns of 
music and their interactions; and musicological or ethnomusicological scholarship, which 
require students to place music in historical, cultural, and stylistic contexts.5 Regardless 
of a creator’s focus, libraries are “integral in developing what it means to be a musician.”6

THE CHALLENGES OF MUSIC SCHOLARSHIP
Navigating Material Types Used in Music 

Research
Music librarians and information literacy researchers have long given voice to the chal-
lenges that music creators and the librarians who serve them face when searching for 
resources. Though some aspects of this landscape have shifted as technology has advanced, 
many of the basic needs of music creators have not changed in decades. In a 1994 piece 
entitled “Reference Service for Performing Musicians: Understanding and Meeting Their 
Needs,” Jane Gottlieb described the various formats frequently used by performers at 
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The Juilliard School, and her observations still ring true for music creators almost thirty 
years later:

The provision of library services to performing musicians presents unique 
challenges. Firstly, it involves the management of collections consisting of 
materials in various formats: scores of musical works (which often include 
parts); recordings (collection of which may include 78s, 33 rpm lps, compact 
discs, cassette, reel-to-reel and DAT tapes); videos (both commercial and 
non-commercial); books; archival documents; and “ephemeral” materials 
such as program notes, clippings, and brochures.7

Though some media types Gottlieb lists have fallen out of favor with library users, 
the core content types she describes—notated music, recordings, videos, books, archival 
materials, and ephemera—are still in heavy use today. A challenge for the music creator 
is understanding their information needs when choosing between material types.

Choosing between various types of scores presents a notable example of the challenges 
faced by music creators, as notated music has a wide variety of purposes and presenta-
tions. Some common types of scores include scholarly editions, performance editions, full 
scores, piano reductions, lead sheets, and primary sources like composers’ autographs. 
While this list is far from exhaustive, the example of the many different types of score 
sources illustrates the importance and challenge of selecting resources when conducting 
music research. Gottlieb describes how these decisions can change the course of a music 
creator’s research, providing the example of choosing between score editions and point-
ing out that variations between them can “include differences in uses of articulation and 
phrase markings, fingerings, and in some cases even the notes themselves.”8

Identifying and selecting recordings may be even more challenging from an infor-
mation literacy perspective. First, not all music has been recorded, just as not all music 
has been notated. Second, every performer makes individualized decisions about their 
personal interpretation of a piece of music. Recordings are not solo artistic projects; deci-
sions that the production team makes about recording equipment, sound mixing, and even 
recording space impact the final product, meaning that every recording has something 
different to offer the music information seeker. Third, searching for a recording, especially 
a known album or piece of music, can be difficult. Music recordings may have variations 
in titles, performers, arrangements, format, publisher or issuance, and (re)mastering. 
Depending on the information needs of the musician, these factors may or may not be 
important considerations in searching, evaluation, and selection.

Despite the challenges presented by the broad range of material types available to 
researchers, there are a number of tools available that can help with locating and using 
these resources. Specialized reference works can aid in the discovery of music materials, 
and discographies, thematic catalogs, guides to research, and other indexes are invaluable 
tools for the strategic exploration of a topic. Discographies are lists of recordings focusing 
on a particular artist, instrument, record label, genre, or style of music. Because not all 
recorded music has been cataloged and readily discoverable in a library catalog (such as 
WorldCat), discographies are a good way for musicians to learn what exists in recorded 
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sound on a given topic. Thematic catalogs index the thematic material (e.g., melodies 
and motives) from and sources for a composer’s body of work. These lists help musicians 
find a piece of music they have heard but for which they don’t know the title or opus 
number. Guides to research are book-length bibliographies of primary and secondary 
sources on a subject. Common examples are guides to the study of a composer (ML 
134) or genre, instrument, musical tradition, or other topic of musical inquiry (ML 128). 
Recently published titles include Choral Music: A Research and Information Guide,9 Film 
Music in the Sound Era: A Research and Information Guide,10 and The Life and Music of 
Teresa Carreño (1853-1917): A Guide to Research.11

Here are some practical ACRL Framework applications to consider when helping 
students navigate various material types used for music research:

• Information Has Value
 { Describe the purpose and value of different kinds of music scores, the processes 
of preparing an edition of notated music, and the barriers to accessing and using 
music scores.

 { Explain the Euro-centrism of the musical canon and its impact on underrepre-
sented or marginalized music and musicians.

 { Recognize that music is a commodity with complex copyright and modes for 
access.

• Research as Inquiry
 { Realize that questions and artistic decisions may require consultation with 
different kinds of sources.

 { Analyze different kinds of sources to understand the process of research, 
creation, and musical interpretation.

 { Recognize the value of utilizing different kinds of expertise from instructors, 
librarians, and practicing musicians.

Understanding and Evaluating Music Materials
In addition to working with a range of material types, music creators also need to develop 
specific skills and understandings that will allow them to find, choose, and use those 
materials. Amanda Myers and Yusuke Ishimura outlined some of the specific tasks that 
face music creators and addressed how information literacy instruction can assist music 
students in overcoming related obstacles:

Music students work in a unique landscape of information. They need to 
navigate a complex network of printed music and sound recordings as a 
part of their formal study of music and performance practice. In addition, 
they need to be able to access and select music as professional musicians 
and performing artists. To prepare for their musical careers, students must 
learn how to make the best use of relevant resources for music research 
and performance practice and therefore it is crucial for them to develop 
information literacy skills (i.e., skills in utilizing information effectively and 
efficiently) for successful studies.12
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Music librarians and information literacy researchers have recognized the complex 
landscape and explored the specific expectations, preferences, and search behaviors exhib-
ited by music creators and others in the music field.13 Taken together, the various findings 
of these studies highlight the fact that music creators have a unique set of needs that should 
be addressed via targeted information literacy instruction.

In addition to addressing the need to navigate a complicated terrain of media types, 
research in this area has also highlighted the need for music creators to become infor-
mation literate within their discipline. Music students are faced with a range of deci-
sions about the terminology, methodologies, and search strategies that will help them 
to identify the materials that will meet their unique needs, and in order to achieve this, 
students must learn to navigate the discourse specific to their discipline. In 2005, Michelle 
Holschuh Simmons described this process as learning “the ways that members of a partic-
ular discourse community write, read, speak, and research, as well as the assumptions 
that they make and the epistemologies with which they craft their arguments. The under-
graduate academic experience is one in which students begin to learn both the domain 
content and the disciplinary discourse or rhetorical processes of their chosen field.”14 
Within the context of a discussion about genre theory and critical information literacy, 
Simmons highlights the need to make the conventions of a discourse explicit in order to 
help students gain entry to, make informed decisions about, and work creatively within a 
discourse community.15 Building on Simmons’s work, as well as on the ACRL Framework, 
Erin Conor has addressed the concept of situated, contextual, discipline-based informa-
tion literacy as seen through a music lens.16 Conor foregrounds the role that librarians can 
play in helping music creators understand the norms, rules, and practices of their commu-
nity and “see themselves as participants in an active community of scholars, performers, 
and creators. Information is more than just an artifact to be acquired; it becomes mean-
ingful within students’ disciplinary communities.”17 Conor also articulates the reasons 
why supporting music creators in thinking critically and becoming information literate 
is crucial: “If students do not understand how to formulate a successful research question 
for the discipline of music, if they do not understand the information life-cycle for our 
discipline, how we work with primary and secondary sources, or why we answer research 
questions the way that we do, then a discussion of searching and resources, the traditional 
toolkit for the teaching librarian, is not enough to enable their success as researchers.”18

Music students’ unique needs may not always manifest for researchers in other disci-
plines, even in related fields of study like dance, theatre, or art. Though there may be some 
parallels (e.g., variations in play scripts and recorded theatre productions may present 
similar challenges to comparing editions of scores and recordings), the sheer range of 
media types regularly used by music creators results in a longer list of possible obsta-
cles. One major difference between music and other disciplines is in searching by title; 
while monographs and other publications often have distinct, unique titles that make 
them easy to identify and access, music materials often have indistinct titles like “Sonata 
in C,” “Symphony No. 2,” and “Opus 118.” Music information literacy researchers have 
published guidelines and suggestions to help with this task, but music creators will bene-
fit from librarian intervention as they learn how to search for scores and recordings by 
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uniform or preferred title.19 Searching for music materials can also be more complex than 
searching for resources in other disciplines if the creator would like to search by genre, 
instrumentation, or key rather than title, and various score editions for a single piece of 
music complicate this process further. Success in these search tasks necessitates that music 
creators develop critical thinking skills that will help them to understand and evaluate 
their search results.20

Here are some practical ACRL Framework applications to consider when helping 
students navigate various material types used for music research:

• Scholarship as Conversation
 { Identify the contribution of specific scholarly pieces and varying perspectives 
in a scholarly conversation within a specific discipline.

 � Identify the contributions of specific scholarship and music perfor-
mances within the larger context of musical creation and interpreta-
tion.

 { Contribute to the scholarly conversation at an appropriate level, either by creat-
ing new knowledge or by offering criticism of existing research.

 � Recognize that a musician’s performances, interpretations, criticism, 
and research all contribute to scholarly conversation.

 { Locate and analyze sources that cite a particular source in order to evaluate the 
impact of that source (and find more info on the topic).

 � Follow a citation trail to understand scholarly impact over time and 
discover and evaluate other relevant information.

• Authority is Constructed and Contextual 
 { Evaluate sources, including music scores and sound recordings, to determine 
credibility and select quality materials.

 { Recognize that traditional notions of granting authority might hinder the diver-
sity of ideas and worldviews that get heard and shared.

ACCESSING MUSIC MATERIALS
The way that music creators access materials also differs from researchers and creators in 
other disciplines. Music creators often find it necessary to consult multiple sources that 
relate to the same topic, including full scores, performing parts, recordings, secondary 
scholarship, tertiary sources, facsimiles, and archival materials. This research task may 
manifest in other performing arts that incorporate recorded performances and notated 
choreography or blocking, but the need to access such a wide variety of source types 
is not present in most other disciplines. Relevant music materials are often shelved in 
various sections of a library’s collection, may be held in entirely different locations, or 
may exist in a combination of physical and digital formats. Music researchers must also 
be prepared to search in an array of languages and writing systems in order to locate the 
music scholarship and performing materials they may need for their research. Lastly, the 
medium of library resources is an important consideration for music researchers; because 
of the physical nature of music performance, music creators may not be able to use digital 
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materials for their work and instead benefit from access to print resources. Though digital 
scores are useful for study, lack of access to technology like tablet computers may present 
a barrier to utilizing these types of materials in performance. Because of this, libraries 
should continue to provide access to print scores to aid in the act of music creation. Taken 
together, all of these access considerations add a layer of complexity to the music creator’s 
research tasks.

Navigating the idiosyncrasies of genre can pose challenges to music creators searching 
for research materials, and sometimes the specific kind of source a musician needs may 
be inaccessible or may not exist at all. For example, a music creator may find that only a 
performance edition exists when an Urtext edition would be more useful. Conducting 
research or staging performances of new music, musical theatre, film music, opera, and 
video game music can be especially difficult, as performing materials for these genres 
may only be available through rental agreements. When this content is made available for 
purchase by individual consumers and libraries, it may only be published as a selection 
of main musical numbers in a piano/vocal score format or other arrangements for home 
music making or in arrangements of suites for large ensemble performance that highlight 
the most recognizable melodies, themes, and motives. In extreme cases, music creators 
wishing to study or perform this material may need to transcribe their own notation from 
a recording or create their own performing materials based on a scholarly edition and 
then may face questions regarding copyright permissions for this intellectual property. 
Relationship to the traditional Western art music canon also presents access issues, as 
music written by composers with underrepresented identities or from traditions outside 
the European-derived canon is often less available and may exist in fewer score types.

Once a music creator has located their desired research materials, they face additional 
access challenges. For example, a specific recording may not have been reissued on CD or 
made available through a streaming platform, and the researcher might not have access 
to equipment to play a 78 or LP; the music creator may have found the recording they 
need via YouTube, Spotify, or another platform, but the liner notes that accompany the 
original recording are not available through the streaming service; they might have found 
the score they need to use for performance, but the introduction that explains the rele-
vant editorial markings is in a language they do not read. Music creators may also need 
to compare multiple manifestations of a score to determine errata, a task that requires 
access to many recordings and score editions of the same piece to gain a full picture of 
interpretation, performance practice, and other discipline-specific elements.

Here are some practical ACRL Framework applications to consider when helping 
students navigate various material types used for music research:

• Information Creation as a Process
 { Acknowledge that information in any format (scores, recordings, written schol-
arship) is produced to convey a message and is shared through various delivery 
methods.

 { Understand and recognize how search engines and library systems organize and 
collect materials related to music for discovery and access.

 { Distinguish between format and method of access, understanding that these 
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are separate entities.
• Searching as Strategic Exploration

 { Recognize that searching for music-specific content requires continuous eval-
uation and rearticulation of information needs. 

 { Recognize methods to filter and modify search results, using appropriate tools 
within various search interfaces.

MEETING MUSIC CREATORS’ NEEDS
Acknowledging the challenges faced by music students and creators, past writers have 
highlighted the need for thoughtful and targeted music-specific information literacy 
instruction. In 1978, Nancy Reich opined that practicing musicians and other music 
creators were often overlooked when it came to bibliographic instruction, stating that 
“performers rarely have any formal exposure on the undergraduate level to basic refer-
ence works and materials on repertoire and performance practice.”21 Writing in 1994, 
Gottlieb described the challenges faced by librarians supporting creators of music, stat-
ing that “while numerous print and non-print resources are available to assist librarians 
with the management of collections of this scope and diversity, fewer tangible resources 
are available to assist us with the more subtle and sometimes more difficult challenges of 
understanding and meeting the needs of performing musicians.”22

As the concept of bibliographic instruction evolved into information literacy instruc-
tion during the 1990s and 2000s, librarians consistently pointed to the unique and multi-
faceted needs of music students, and they explored ways in which library instruction could 
address music creators’ needs. In 1996, Mark Germer discussed the value of building rela-
tionships between librarians and “applied” or “studio” music faculty as well as exploring 
the delivery of instruction outside of the classroom through tutorials, exhibits, workshops, 
tours, and other media.23 Germer points out that for students in creative fields, classroom 
instruction time during ensemble rehearsals or in individual lessons is at a premium 
and faculty may not have the opportunity to address the concepts that will help music 
creators and performers to become information literate.24 Also writing in 1996, Amanda 
Maple, Beth Christensen, and Kathleen A. Abromeit acknowledged that while students’ 
backgrounds and various institutions’ access to music resources might differ, there are 
what these authors called “the conceptual processes involved in finding and using infor-
mation that should be a part of the education of all undergraduate music students.”25 They 
define these processes as “the manner in which (1) information is identified and defined 
by scholars, (2) information sources are accessed intellectually by users, (3) information 
sources are organized physically within libraries, and (4) information sources are struc-
tured.” Maple, Christensen, and Abromeit posit that “introducing an increasing number of 
specific information tools to students without incorporating these conceptual processes is 
unlikely to produce graduates who will become effective, life-long users of information.”26 
By applying each of these pillars of information literacy to the study of music, these authors 
address the need for music creators to think critically about and use primary, secondary, 
and tertiary sources in the form of scores, recordings, and music scholarship as well as to 
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use these types of sources in combination with each other, in preparation for performance 
activities.27 The early 2000s saw several publications focused on the specific information 
literacy needs of musicians, including Diane VanderPol and Cheryl Taranto’s exploration 
of developing music students’ critical thinking skills through information literacy instruc-
tion,28 Beth Christensen’s description of weaving music information literacy instruction 
into music course-integrated instruction,29 and Deborah Pierce’s summary of the ongoing 
work to help librarians develop the skills needed to provide music-specific instruction.30

While authors have, for decades, articulated the need for music-specific library instruc-
tion, most of the work in this area has involved partnerships with academic courses like 
those in the undergraduate music history sequence or has centered on training graduate 
students.31 In 1979, Elaine Zaremba Jennerich and Bessie Hess Smith described the embed-
ded librarian model as adapted to the music history classroom, and subsequent authors, 
most recently Sara J. Beutter Manus and Erin Conor, have expanded on and refined this 
practice.32 Though the paradigms for providing music-specific library instruction in the 
academic classroom (either through one-time instruction session or through embedded 
librarian arrangements) do provide performers and other creators of music with crucial 
skills and understandings, these frameworks rarely focus on the specific proficiencies that 
music creators need in order to find and access those library materials that will be most 
relevant to creative activities like performing or composing.

Music librarians have recognized that academics and performers have different needs, 
and a number of scholars have documented their work to provide tailored information 
literacy instruction for performers and other music creators. The Music Library Associa-
tion’s “Information Literacy Instructional Objectives for Undergraduate Music Students,” a 
document that was later superseded by the publication of the ACRL Framework, outlined 
a set of standards, performance indicators, and outcomes that librarians could use to 
help music creators and researchers learn the skills needed to accomplish library-related 
goals.33 With the introduction of the Framework, Conor advocated for the use of this 
document as a starting point for teaching students about strategic searching, constructing 
authority, and understanding scholarship as conversation in order to guide them toward 
becoming information-literate musicians.34 Other researchers have explored the applica-
tion of information literacy instruction geared toward music creators in specific settings, 
including within the context of opera theatre classes,35 via the presentation of lecture 
recitals,36 through the selection of performing editions and recordings,37 by research-
ing historically informed performance practice,38 and by exploring repertoire for their 
specific instrument, voice type, or studio.39 This type of instruction designed specifically 
for music creators is important because, as stated by Michael J. Duffy IV, “Knowledge of 
style characteristics and historical/political contexts in which musical works were created 
enables music professionals to make performance decisions purposefully.”40 Duffy goes 
on to define information-literate music professionals as having “the skills to continue to 
inform themselves about these aspects of music performance throughout their careers,” 
and librarians are well positioned to help students to develop these crucial understandings 
and proficiencies.41
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Music’s ubiquity adds a further layer of intricacy, as music-related research happens 
in both the concert hall and the classroom, and is not limited to music programs. Many 
disciplines employ music as a lens through which to examine art, culture, and social struc-
tures. For example, psychologists and linguists have explored the relationship and parallels 
between the development of music and language,42 music has been used as a tool for facili-
tating learning and retention of metric lines in poetry,43 and instructors have incorporated 
music as a means to encourage active listening and critical thinking in writing courses.44 
Music and psychology have intersected in various ways, and multimedia studies represent 
an emerging area of music-related research.45 Music creation and study have also mani-
fested outside of the academic library setting, playing a part in programming and services 
at public and children’s libraries.46 These are just a few examples of the ways that research 
involving music information has manifested in interdisciplinary instructional settings. By 
creating resources geared toward helping music creators to become information literate, 
librarians can also help creators and learners in a range of disciplines to explore, discuss, 
and make music as part of their own research experiences.

CONCLUSION
Music information literacy is complex but, as this chapter highlights, there is an estab-
lished framework for those who are interested in, or find themselves responsible for, teach-
ing music library instruction. Critical approaches to teaching and learning in libraries have 
offered ways to teach musicians to navigate various forms of information and engage in 
scholarly discourse, which, in addition to the traditional scholarly products completed by 
undergraduate students, could take the form of lecture recitals, compositions, recordings, 
program notes, and other music-specific creative projects.47

By defining what information literacy is for music students and exploring the ways that 
academic research and creation in music intersect, librarians have the opportunity to work 
collaboratively with faculty and students to ensure the development of information-lit-
erate musicians. Music creators who are prepared to engage with the materials required 
to support music inquiry can understand the underlying values and ideologies reflected 
in what is and is not available and can leverage the transformative power of information.
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