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Why Social Networks?
Let’s Build an Architecture of Participation

A social network is an aggregation of digital tools for building community and content. In 2004, the term “Web 2.0 tools” began to be used to refer to a new generation of Web tools geared toward greater collaboration on the Web. These digital tools include RSS, XML, and API; applications include blogs, pod/videocasts, wikis, and mashups. According to a recent BECTA Report (2008a), “Web 2.0 is a catch-all term to describe a variety of developments on the web and a perceived shift in the way the web is used. This has been characterized as the evolution of web use from passive consumption of content to more active participation, creation, and sharing.” March (2007) adds that the significance of these digital tools lies not in the technological revolution, but rather in the social revolution that these tools facilitate – such as in the creation of online communities of practice. 

Communities of practice are a group of people who converse about some shared task in order to get better at it (Wenger, 1998). Online communities of practice are inherently cooperative, and are supported wonderfully by digital tools, because members can recruit one another or allow themselves to be found by interested Web searchers. These communities can thrive and even grow to enormous size without advertising their existence in public (Shirky, 2008). Every webpage has the innate ability to support a community. A page collects the attention of people interested in its contents, and those people might well be interested in conversing with one another, too. Up to this point, web pages didn’t allow conversations to evolve. Now with digital tools such as wiki and blogs, conversations can occur between people that are viewing the same content. According to Steve Hargadon (Long, 2009), an active community is key, because online social networks are only as good as the conversations that take place within them. “The conversations that used to happen in the hallways or teachers’ lounges or at conferences are now happening all the time on the Web, and the more conversations you can have about your work, the more you can develop your specific professional interest.” Putting digital tools together in an environment that encourages community and collaboration creates enormous potential to build a network of colleagues.

Possible Questions:

1. What are the relationships between the design and structure of online content and tools, the ways in which individuals interact and learn on line, and the outcomes of that experience?

2. How can technology tools support digital libraries in becoming a rich source of information and pedagogical support for teachers as they develop instruction?

3. How does a user’s mental model of how the web works change over time when the user is confronted with Web 2.0 applications and technologies?

4. What are the challenges that teachers face in making effective use of digital resources in their own professional development as well as supporting learning for diverse students?

5. What are the implications of diversity (race/ethnicity, personality type/learning styles, gender) and other factors in the design, participation, and outcomes of interacting with online content?

6. How are K-12 science and mathematics educators using digital resources in their lesson preparation, instruction, and professional development?

7. How would K-12 science and mathematics educators like to use digital resources in their lesson preparation, instruction, and professional development?

8. What tutorials need to be developed so that users will understand how interactive elements work?

9. What are the barriers to or support for teachers' use of technology tools?

10. Do teachers have enough time to use these tools? Do people believe that they wouldn’t be spending enough time on their “real job” of teaching?
11. How hard is it for people to justify spending time on these new technologies (new ways of learning and collaborating)?
12. What tools in combination have the most impact (killer combination)?
13. What new accessibility problems are generated when using these new tools?
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