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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to examine the development and use of a scaffolded-social learning
network (S2LN) called Remix World. The local aim is to increase understanding of how Remix
World is integrated into programmatic and curricular structures as a way to support learning. The
broader aim is to contribute to conversations about learning opportunities that S2LNs afford for
participants.

Design/methodology/approach – Remix World was integrated into the Digital Youth Network (DYN)
in-school and after-school digital arts curriculum. DYN used Remix World to display and comment on
media, artifacts and designs, and to post original work. Two of the authors were given accounts on
Remix World, where they logged in to respond to comments and note site activities and
conversations.

Findings – The data suggest that students across the grade levels regularly used Remix World to post
commentary, post media, and critique peers. Students used Remix World across ecologies (home, after
school, and school day). Mentors’ efforts to integrate the site into their classes increased the number of
users and activities on Remix World.

Practical implications – Integrating a media-based curriculum that encourages critique and
production requires some formal feedback and guidelines. It is essential to explore how mentors and
teachers pedagogically leverage the students’ posts to reach curricular and programmatic learning
goals.

Originality/value – This study explores how features and affordances of social networking sites can be
redesigned to intentionally support in-school pedagogical use that promotes transformative
communication and the development of critical, new media literacies.
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A
s access to, and use of, Web 2.0 technologies increases, an important analytic and
design concern is better understanding of participants’ literacy and learning
opportunities and experiences within these spaces. When schools seek to leverage

online learning spaces, tensions can emerge in negotiations between formal and informal
knowledge that students may bring to Web 2.0 spaces. Previous research has focused on
using social networks and social software as learning tools within classroom settings
(McLoughlin and Lee, 2007; Riel, 1994, 2005; Riel and Harasim, 1994) and claims have been
made about the educational benefits of social networking for learning (Riel and Harasim,
1994; Harasim et al., 1995; Eisenberg and Ely, 1993; Pea and Gomez, 1992). This paper
examines the development, and use, of a scaffolded-social learning network (S2LN) called
Remix World. Our local aim is to increase understanding of how Remix World is integrated
into curricular structures as a way to support learning goals. Our broader aim is to contribute
to conversations about the formal and informal learning opportunities that S2LNs, like Remix
World, afford for participants.
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Setting and context

Remix World is an educational social network designed as an interactive online constituent
for the Digital Youth Network in Chicago, IL. The Digital Youth Network (DYN) consists of
three charter public schools each with a technology and media arts program. Students,
grades 6-12, participate in DYN’s technology-rich curriculum which includes both
after-school pods (e.g. Video Game Design, Digital Music) and in-school media arts
classes. These pods and classes are designed to create ‘‘affinity spaces’’ (Gee, 2005;
Pinkard et al., 2009), learning environments which ‘‘allow youth to create high quality new
media products individually as well as through the DYN curricular model’’ (Pinkard et al.,
2009). DYN’s overarching aim, for students, is to cultivate their new media literacy
experiences and provide public spaces to highlight their accomplishments.

At the time of this study, Remix World was open only to DYN students and mentors. Students
were encouraged to join, set up personal profiles, comment on media, artifacts, and
designs, and to post original work. Site interactions ranged from critique to mentor-facilitated
and supported inquiry-led discussions. Mentors served as media arts program instructors
and curriculum developers, in both formal, in-school contexts as well informal, out of school
contexts. Mentors intentionally scaffolded these interactions in order to develop students’
critical media literacies and their knowledge and practices within the site. Mentors posted
original work, critiqued others’ work, and contributed to discussions to model how to use
Remix World and scaffold participation on the site. Because of these features and previous
research on learning networks (Riel, 2005; Riel and Harasim, 1994), we have chosen to refer
to the site as a scaffolded-social learning network (S2LN). As the name suggests, the site’s
designed purpose and expected form of use is similar to, but extends, features of informal
SNSs, such as Facebook.

After providing background on learning networks and the context for this study, we explain
how the S2LN was used, and describe:

B the affordances of the site; and

B key design features and implementation strategies that leveraged students’ interests and
contributions to reach curricular and programmatic learning goals.

We conclude with reflections on research opportunities in the analysis of S2LNs.

Theoretical framing

Learning networks in schools

Recently, schools have begun to use closed-social networks to encourage student
participation and collaboration (O’Hanlon, 2007). Online social networks, designed
specifically for school settings, offer opportunities to teach students about content and
the etiquette of social networking (O’Hanlon, 2007). Much of students’ time outside of the
classroom is driven by social and online interactions, so it seems reasonable to leverage
outlets like social networks for learning purposes.

Learning networks have been used to connect writers (Bruce and Rubin, 1993; Scardamalia
et al., 1992), and communities in science (Pea and Gomez, 1992; Newman and Goldman,
1986-1987), mathematics (Renninger et al., 1998), problem-solving (Levin et al., 1987), and
teacher education (Levin et al., 1994). However, there is little research relating to learning
networks designed around media arts education. Using an internet-based social network to
connect students and share and discuss reproduced and original media is a relatively new
line of research.

Learning networks can be used in various ways. Traditional learning networks are linked to
curriculum either as supplements to existing courses or as stand-alone courses. They may
be used to encourage participation in discussion groups, to provide access to online
resources or for information exchange with peers or experts (Harasim et al., 1995). Remix
World is both an enhancement to the real-world classroom and a forum for discussing and
exchanging information with peers and mentors in school and out of school.
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This explicit link to an existing curriculum and courses is an essential feature of Remix World.
A second key feature is the presence of mentors in the social network. Mentors play a
significant role on Remix World and other learning networks. Following Harasim et al. (1995)
we view online mentors as subject-specific professionals who provide regular feedback to
an apprentice to promote and sustain mastery of the learning task. On Remix World, mentors
support the network’s development by interacting with, and guiding, students, and providing
feedback to site designers.

Informal networking sites

Informal online environments attract many of today’s youth. Within these spaces, youth are
engaging in multimedia, digital production using copy-paste literacies (Perkel, 2008), as well
as remixing existing media to construct new artifacts (Erstad et al., 2007) within a social,
community context (boyd and Ellison, 2007). In these informal environments, youth
participatory practices are characterized as interactive and creative (Greenhow et al., 2009),
where youth can take on leadership roles andengage in identity development and knowledge
construction around issues that matter to them (Ito et al., 2008; Greenhow et al., 2009). This
knowledge co-construction has begun to compete with traditional formal learning and
knowledge-building cultures, like classrooms (Greenhow and Robelia, 2009; Buckingham,
2007). Although youth, acrossdiverse socio-economic backgrounds, have indicated adesire
to learn with, and about, technology and digital tools (Barron et al., 2010), schools struggle to
incorporate these informal new media tools into the formalized curriculum.

To address this widening gap between informal and formal learning networks, Remix World
has four distinct features that leverage these out of school informal environments and set it
apart from traditional learning networks. First, the design features of RemixWorld incorporate
cultural structures and modes of representation of which students may already be familiar,
including written text features. Second, because the site displays Facebook-like visual
features and practices, the site’s design accesses students’ prior knowledge and use of
similar online spaces. Discussion threads, for example, connect a participant’s prior popular
and community culture knowledge to build conceptual understandings. Third, Remix World
provides an out-of-school space for youth and adults to interact around issues that are of
interest to students. OnRemixWorld studentsmake connections to issues of which they have
some knowledge. They reflect on those issues and engage in social or analytic commentary.
Fourth, this space enables student-mentor inquiry and affords opportunities to work through
problems and controversies that assist conceptual knowledge construction (Davis and Linn,
2000). This dialogue and support may not occur within the classroom. These opportunities
have resulted in students engaging in literacy practices outside of school that are related to
the in-school curriculum (Hull and Schultz, 2001; Richards and Gomez, n.d.).

The S2LN is designed to provide spaces for classes to share and discuss DYN projects and
curriculum and projects created outside of the program. This public forum allows
collaboration across classes, pods, schools and the home. This collaboration can result in
opportunities for transformative communication in the sense that mentors, students and
community members can voluntarily engage in dialogue outside of a formal context that can
lead to further learning opportunities for all participants (Pea and Gomez, 1992; Pea, 1994).
Further, the structure of the social network space allows participants to become part of a
participatory culture where there is a shift in the ‘‘focus of literacy from one of individual
expression to community involvement’’ (Jenkins et al., 2006). Intensive support for creating
and sharing one’s work with others is available through peers or experts and a common
belief exists that every member is free to contribute and that contributions matter.
Participatory cultures, like Remix World, also afford varying social connections with all
members (Jenkins et al., 2006). Currently, there is little empirical research that examines the
intersection of informal and formal learning within online social learning networks and the
relationship between participation and the design and pedagogy within a learning
environment (Greenhow et al., 2009; Greenhow and Robelia, 2009). On Remix World,
participatory culture aligns with the design of the site. Technology experts, mentors and
students have all collaborated to develop Remix World and are all responsible for the
creation and iterative design changes made to the site.
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Research questions

Several questions guided the current inquiry. The questions reflect our efforts to understand
use, the impact of design decisions on use and participation, and the affordances of
designed scaffolds in Remix World. We ask:

1. How do students and mentors use the S2LN?

2. What are the affordances of specific scaffolds within the site?

3. How did mentors leverage students’ interests and contributions to reach curricular and
programmatic learning goals? What key design features and implementation strategies
made this possible?

Methods

Understanding how to study Remix World posed an ethical challenge. We did not want to
interfere with interactions on the site and yet we did not want to ‘‘lurk’’ on the site. We
requested the necessary Internal Review Board Approval and permission from the school
administration and site designers to allow us to register on Remix World. We were very open
and honest, with all concerned, including mentors, about our intentions and goals in joining
Remix World. Two of the authors were given Remix World accounts where they logged in to
respond to comments and note site activities. The researchers’ profiles resembled a typical
student or mentor profile and included favorite interests, a podcast created by one of the
researchers, and pictures. The podcast was made in response to an assignment in one of
the pods that asked students to introduce themselves and talk about their interests. The goal
here was to help students get to better know the researcher and to help the researcher blend
in with other site users. It is important to note that most of the students had at least a passing
acquaintance with the two researchers prior to the researchers’ participation on Remix
World, because the researchers were typically in the school collecting data several days per
week.

We tracked mentor and student activity on Remix World to understand the evolution of
student use and to document instances of students using the site to develop literacy
skills. Online observation and documentation (randomly chosen once a week for ten
months) was supplemented with classroom and pod observations. Observations focused
on content, language use, and interactions on forums and in students’ and mentors’
media posts. We were specifically focused on the presence of in-depth thought and
original ideas.

We observed Remix World planning meetings and DYN pods and classes that used Remix
World. We documented how mentors asked students to use Remix World, and if and how
mentors encouraged the use of Remix World during classes. During meetings we
documented goals and design decisions about the site. We interviewed six Remix World
mentors and students to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the purpose of,
design of, and use of the site.

Quantitative data were derived from a tracking system built into Remix World and Google
Analytics (Cutroni, 2010). This allowed us to keep track of the number of users and numbers
and types of activities on the site.

Data analysis

We transcribed interviews and analyzed them for themes relating to the design and use of
Remix World. Field notes were coded using HyperResearch. We examined actions and
behavior across an 18 months period in order to identify possible relationships between the
online and offline actions associated with the site. This analysis led us to identify major
design events in Remix World’s history and further understand the evolution of the design
and use of the site.
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Results

Next, we describe the types of participation on Remix World. We also report the results of a
brief questionnaire and design decisions associated with the development and promotion of
Remix World as a site for participation.

Activities and participation

To identify the level of participation on Remix World we documented the number of people
registered, the number of visits to the site, and the types of entries and postings. We also
reviewed all field notes taken since the introduction and first use of Remix World. During the
data collection period, 252 people registered on Remix World and the site received 4,883
visits. On average, there were 31.3 daily visits and the average time spent on the site was ten
minutes and ten seconds. Remix World users posted 1,965 photos, 222 blog entries, 355
videos, 3,863 discussion or profile comments, 524 individual discussion topics, and 424
song tracks. We recorded the number of unique field notes that had been coded for mention
of Remix World. We found that 89 out of 159 (56 percent) unique observations had a
reference to Remix World. This included observations of pods, media arts classes,
professional development sessions, and other program events. These results suggest that
Remix World was discussed in some format in just over half of all sessions.

Questionnaire data also indicate that Remix World users logged on to the site before school,
during school, and after school. Analysis of the site’s content revealed that students used
Remix World to do many different types of activities, including creating profiles, chatting and
sending messages to friends, sharing favorite songs and videos, sharing photos andmedia,
viewing other students media, critiquing and responding to other students’ media and posts,
submitting homework, and posting journal or blog entries.

Curriculum integration

Mentors’ efforts to integrate the site into their classes and pods seemed to have a significant
impact on the number of users and activities on Remix World. Figure 1 illustrates the number
of registered users on Remix World. Between September 1, 2007 and November 1, 2007, the
number of Remix World participants nearly doubled. Roughly 60 percent of all documented

Figure 1 Number of registered users on Remix World
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instances of mentors integrating the site into classroom or pod activities took place during
this period. Questionnaire data also indicated that nine out of ten students were asked to use
Remix World in a class or pod.

Accompanying this curricular integration of Remix World was a period of increased site
activity. Seven out of ten students who responded to a short questionnaire indicated that a
mentor helped them create a post on Remix World. Figure 2 illustrates the number of
activities posted to Remix World. These activities included posting pictures, video, new
discussion topics, comments, blog posts and songs. Another spike in activity occurred
between December 1, 2007 and February 1, 2008, particularly during the school’s winter
vacation. This spike in activity and participation offers evidence that online interactions
continued even when mentors and students were not interacting within an offline context.

Field note data from the classes and pods also provided further evidence that much of the
Remix World participation was influenced by classroom discussions, homework
assignments, and encouragement from mentors. Mentors often asked students to post
journal entries or critiques. These requests influenced the number of Remix World users, as
well as, the number of activities on Remix World.

The following is a typical example of a Remix World assignment. On the classroom board,
the media arts mentor had written:

1) Remix ‘‘UNITY’’’’ and ‘‘Fight the Power’’ – take a poem, song and write it with the theme of Unity
or fight the power for today.
2) Post journal entry of What is ‘‘cool’’? On the remix world by this Friday (October 24, 2007)

Here, students were asked to respond to a video called ‘‘The Merchants of Cool’’. Often
these types of assignments would lead to further discussions in class and online. The next
example demonstrates mentors’ use of Remix World to better understand student interests
and incorporate interests into class content and curriculum. Here students were told to make
Vcasts and podcasts that interest them:

Mentor: you should just come in and go to Remix World based on what topics that you like . . .

radio students what topics would you like to discuss . . . what is going on in your world that you
want to discuss . . . I can bring in the national and the world news, but I think it’s important that you

Figure 2 Number of activities on Remix World
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tell me what’s going on in your world . . . Laura likes Chris Brown (you can talk about that) . . . might

be a new game. What you doin’ in Remix records, might be school news, I want to get a pool of

topics from you guys . . . you might go online and research some topics . . . so once we get our

topics or some general then we can start researching on them and reposting (October 18, 2007)

Finally, mentor and peer feedback played an integral role in student motivation to participate
in the site. Four out of ten students reported, in response to a questionnaire, that they
received feedback from a mentor, three out of ten from a peer and five out ten students gave
feedback to another peer on Remix World. Mentors encouraged these types of interactions
in the DYN classes and pods.

In the following example, a mentor provided feedback via a private email (10/22/08) to a
student who posted on Remix World:

If you want remix dollars you got to do more than post a video . . . same goes for comments and

blog posts. You got to get people talking. Pose a question, link it something happening . . . // For

example you posted . . .

I noticed how people pick pictures for their profile that represents what they think they are but not

really who they are. Get it? If not re-read.

How about this . . .

Title: BEHIND THE DIGITAL MASK??? WHO AREWE?// I notice how people pick pictures for their

profiles that they believe represents them . . . I wonder do the images we put up show who we are,

or who we wish we could be. //What do you think??// If you can post your photo in the comment

box and say why that image represents you? // try reposting . . .
Take a min to think out some questions or feedback you want by posting.

This example illustrates feedback that helped scaffold Remix World content by providing a
model for the student. This type of feedback was critical in making Remix World an active
and thoughtful learning environment.

Curriculum integration of the site also included the use of Remix Dollars. Remix Dollars were
developed as a public motivational and scaffolding tool that encouraged student posts to
move from the media reproduction to critiquing and producing original media (Maurice,
personal interview, 2008). Mentors used this point value system for student feedback and
mentors, DYN administration, and teachers gave students Remix Dollars based on the
quality of their submitted posts and media. On the site’s main page were postings of
participants with the most Remix Dollars – sixth graders in the in-school media arts classes
and after-school pods. These classes were co-taught by the mentor who was working with
the designer of the site suggesting that exposure to the sixth-grade media arts class may
have led to increased activity on the site. Further, the opening of the Remix Store on April 14,
2008 was a design event corresponding to the sharpest increase in activity on the site (See
Figure 2). Yet roughly two weeks following this design event, activity declined to levels
consistent to those prior to the store opening. This phenomenon, along with the findings from
the questionnaire data, suggests that participation incentives rather than acquisition of the
dollars were connected to the participatory and community-like culture cultivated via the
DYN curriculum.

The theoretical concepts guiding DYN’s curriculum were based on a participatory culture
and aligned the main design affordances of the S2LN. These included an integrative team
model (diSessa et al., 2004), accessibility of users to redesign and contribute to the site, and
the development of a tool to give feedback on site participation. Utilizing an integrative team
model enabled the designer and mentors to make intentional linkages between online and
offline spaces through the development of the Remix World spaces and Remix Dollars as an
assessment and scaffolding tool (diSessa et al., 2004). Users’ accessibility was aligned with
a curriculum participatory culture that encouraged all users to create and thus re-create the
environment via the site postings. Similar to emergent understandings related to social
software systems and interactive online spaces, Remix World afforded users opportunities
to transform the learning environment through their participation (McLoughlin and Lee,
2007). Finally, these results suggest that sustained use and activity took place when mentors
integrated the site into offline contexts and used the Remix Dollars as a scaffolding and

VOL. 19 NO. 1 2011 jON THE HORIZONj PAGE 39



communication tool to help students develop their expertise as critiquers and producers of
new media.

Discussion

Social and practical implications

S2LNs have two particularly important benefits for education in the twenty-first century. First,
teachers and mentors can learn about their students through exploration of the sites’
personal pages and comments. This can be the springboard for inquiry-oriented projects of
interest to students and for linking traditional disciplinary material to students’ background
knowledge and experience. Second, these spaces allow teachers and mentors to provide
timely and helpful informal and formal feedback to students. Third, S2LNs can supplement
the school day by bridging in-school content and opportunities for knowledge acquisition
with student-relevant out-of-school knowledge and practices. These sites have the potential
to provide opportunities for transformative communication. Students can create and design
their own online spaces with social agendas while receiving support from members of their
school and other communities.

S2LNs’ affordances can challenge the balance between informal and formal learning
environments. The informality of S2LNs must be balanced with integrating a media-based
curriculum that encourages formal critique and production guidelines. This negotiation
presents a hybridized context for communication that blurs the boundaries of informal and
formal learning environments. Fulfilling formal educational goals requires that curriculum
designers and educators develop tools that help to facilitate and scaffold learning and that
also encourage users to take ownership of the environment through their contributions and
participation to the site.

Our initial exploration of Remix World has yielded several insights about the sites
instructional use and design. First, no matter how well developed a site is, if it is not
integrated in day-to-day curricular planning and goals, effective classroom use is unlikely.
Remix World’s design allowed it to be flexible with respect to content, level and type of use,
and instructional uses. The design flexibility also leaves open multiple forms of participatory
culture and participatory practices.

Research limitations/implications

S2LNs allow newmedia researchers to document and gain access to a variety of interactions
across location and time. This increased access presents a hybridized context for
communication that can blur home and school boundaries. This can create new challenges
for researchers’ roles within such spaces.

There were methodological limitations to the current research effort. First, although we
documented the types of postings uploaded by users, we did not characterize the postings
with respect to functions. Therefore, we cannot be specific regarding alignment of a posting
with the program curricular goals and expectations for the site. Future data collection and
analysis should make a distinction between, for example, a display posting on a student’s
profile page versus a public forum discussion posting.

In addition, we infrequently observed students directly using the S2LN. We observed direct
use in some classes and pods, but not outside of school. Thus we have little knowledge
about who or what triggered students to post media or start and comment on discussion
threads.

Future studies should explore S2LNs user interactions. Based on our current findings, we
predict that as a participatory culture develops, the need for mentor-driven content
(comments or questions) will reduce as student-driven content increases. As content
becomes more student-driven, the site may evolve. It is also essential to explore how
mentors and teachers leverage students’ posted information in order to reach curriculum
and program goals.
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