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Uno de los propósitos de la investigación que inspiró la celebración del simposio y que
se ha trasladado a la edición de este libro es abordar de manera crítica la tendencia
general a considerar a los jóvenes como meros consumidores de los artefactos
culturales ofrecidos por los mass media; una percepción sólidamente instalada en
nuestras sociedades, a pesar de que a nadie se le escapa que las tecnologías que
vehiculan tales artefactos propician tanto el consumo como la producción.
Aspiramos con ello a contribuir, modestamente, al conocimiento que está generando
este ámbito de la investigación social y educativa, así como a que se comprenda mejor
la realidad educativa y cultural en la que viven los jóvenes y se desenvuelven sus
acciones.
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Esta publicación recoge los trabajos presentados en el I Simposio Internacional que se
celebró en Pamplona los días 22 y 23 de noviembre del año 2013, organizado por el
grupo de investigación EDARTE de la Universidad Pública de Navarra.
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This publication presents proceedings of the 1st International Symposium held in
Pamplona from November 22-23, 2013. The symposium was organised by the EDARTE
research group of the Universidad Pública de Navarra [Public University of Navarre].
One research objective that inspired the symposium’s formation and that pervades
this book involves critically addressing prevailing views of youth as mere consumers
of cultural artefacts offered by the mass media. This perception is firmly rooted in our
society in spite of the fact that technologies that carry these artefacts foster not only
consumption, but production as well.
We humbly wish to contribute to the dissemination of social and educational research
and to enhance understanding of current cultural and educational realities in which
youth live and interact.
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IMANOL AGUIRRE

This publication presents proceedings of the 1st International Symposium held in Pamplona from
November 22-23, 2013. The symposium was organised by the EDARTE research group of the Universidad Pública de Navarra [Public University of Navarre] for the sharing of research results between
international research groups working in this field of study. We discussed various epistemological and
methodological approaches to youth cultural production outside of the educational sphere with other
researchers.
The outcomes of those presentations and debates are presented in this book. We humbly wish to
contribute to the dissemination of social and educational research and to enhance understanding of
current cultural and educational realities in which youth live and interact.
One research objective that inspired the symposium’s formation and that pervades this book involves
critically addressing prevailing views of youth as mere consumers of cultural artefacts offered by the
mass media. This perception is firmly rooted in our society in spite of the fact that technologies that
carry these artefacts foster not only consumption, but production as well.
The scope of this belief is made evident in the fact that, even in academia, studies focusing on present
and past uses of media by youth, and especially of television and, more recently, Internet channels,
have virtually formed a new genre in the field of social research on youth.
Some of these research works simply respond to traditional sociological and urban anthropological
interest in the habits of this population. In other cases, however, research focuses on social concerns,
and primarily youth vulnerability to the influence of major media conglomerates. In several of these
studies, youth are portrayed as passive and unconscious consumers.
However, widespread access to new technological devices and editing software programs have afforded youth opportunities to create, design and produce cultural content across a wide range of genres.
Furthermore, the speed of broadband Internet and the consequent evolution of social network interactions have encouraged the creation of spaces where youth share media. Rather, in new ecological
environments, youth media productions are promptly and selectively exchanged with peers. These
communities have attracted the attention of numerous researchers, and as Lave and Wenger highlight, these are “communities of practice” where multiple processes take place. These processes are of
particular interest to the field of social and educational research and are the main focus of this book.
Thus, it is not surprising that in recent years, youth-produced media have become a social and cultural
phenomenon that have increasingly attracted the attention of researchers. Consequently, research
focused on understanding how and why youth create, redefine and share content and on the ways
171
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in which youth develop competencies, skills and literacy practices through visual content production
has noticeably increased.
In this context, a field of educational research has focused on learning dynamics characteristic of such
youth communities, generating an interesting body of scientific literature. The reader may explore this
literature through a review of citations listed in articles of this book.
A first approach to the issue was attempted in an earlier work of 25 case studies entitled ‘What do
we know about youth as visual culture producers?’ The aforementioned publication, which was also
produced out of a meeting on youth-related research, illustrates the diversity of cultural contexts,
scopes of action and youth involved in visual culture production and the various academic research
approaches applied to address these practices.
The present publication also describes the diversity of perspectives and cultural environments that promote the study and practice of visual culture. However, we focus on specific areas of research and the
most representative analyses conducted. These studies are of particular importance to us, and our emphasis has a dual purpose: first, to share immediate knowledge and, second, to interrelate various studies, thus highlighting common issues and problems. These issues range from analyses of youth visual
production and of dynamics of distribution and knowledge exchange to studies on the implications of
these practices for formal education. Additionally, careful consideration is given to inevitable questions
regarding the role of the researcher in youth research or concerning degrees of bias that such studies
may introduce in the characterisation of contemporary youth and its relation to visual culture.
Consequently, a total of six research studies that present various approaches, areas of focus, questions,
data and results concerning such matters are presented in this book.
The first article entitled ‘Visual Culture Learning Communities: How and What Students Come to Know
in Informal Art Groups ‘ was written by Kerry Freedman, Emiel Heijnen, Mira Kallio-Tavin, Andrea
Kárpáti and László Papp. The authors describe an international research project involving interviews
with ten focus groups of teenagers and young adults working in visual culture environments in five
urban areas (Amsterdam, Budapest, Chicago, Helsinki, and Hong Kong).
The authors argue that, far from serving as mere extracurricular gatherings, these groups act as powerful self-taught communities of initiatory peer learning that become true ‘learning communities of
visual culture.’
This study is unique in it focus on the relationship between productive youth activities and artistic
creativity. Without ignoring the implications of digital cultures and relationships between media and
technology in youth production, creativity and modality conditions in these groups (cosplay, video
creation, manga, demoscene, video games, etc.) foster intriguing arts learning processes.
In this regard, this study highlights both the close relationship between artistic creation and visual
culture in youth cultures as well as the importance of social networks and peer interactions when
collaborative production practices that support art learning processes are implemented.
The article in turn draws several conclusions, forming a Decalogue of recommendations for improving
classroom teaching.
Crystle Martin’s study entitled ‘Fantasy Wrestling: Youth Digital Production and Visual Culture in a Competitive Fandom and Connected Learning Environment’ presents the author’s research on the Over the
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Ropes community, a group of 25 male and female fantasy wrestling fans of between 16 and 22 years of
age from various regions of the world.
The study’s objective is, to some extent, unusual in the academic realm, as fantasy wrestling is ascribed
very little cultural prestige and is considered a vulgar form of entertainment. Nonetheless, the author
reminds us that fantasy wrestling presents a complex combination of screenplay, visual theatre and
acrobatic features that guide viewers through complex story lines that intersect and intertwine.
Martin’s study shows that this approach to wrestling as an incubator of stories allows youth to relate to
wrestling programs in the same way that one engages in RPGs (role playing games), as they reproduce
professional association modes of operation. In doing so, such programs serve as prolific production
environments of visual culture and identity construction in connected learning settings.
In short, Martin shows that, even in seemingly barren environments of cultural production, learning
conditions and complex phenomena of collective identity generation can be identified.
In the article ‘Knowledge and interaction spaces of young visual culture producers’ written by the Edarte
group, a review of youth visual culture production spaces and their relationship with knowledge produced in these spaces is conducted from questionnaires completed by 786 youth and interviews with
12 youth. In turn, we identified several significant niches of cultural and visual production that also
performed other functions: families, art academies, schools and, mainly, the Internet.
This study of youth shows that digital photography is the preferred mode of production used by youth,
though it also emphasises that, in their creative practices, youth combine digital production methods
with traditional techniques such as drawing or painting. Nonetheless, all of these productions share
one feature in common: in their desire for experimentation, youth view learning as an autonomous
process.
On this issue, the article poses questions that raise other research issues. For instance, what is the scope
and role of the tool itself in the definition of youth production? To what extent are youth productions
conditioned by characteristics and limitations of tools used? Additionally, if these results are considered in light of our role as researchers, it may be arguable whether researchers themselves, in their
approach to the study of adolescents, have too soon focused on digital production, thereby overlooking other forms of visual and cultural production that may also be central to their creative experience.
Daniela Reimann’s contribution brings us to the under-researched sphere of formal education, including professional training modules (robotics, light installations, smart fabrics, virtual games and
audio).
Her article ‘Digital media in creative processes with youth people in vocational preparation measures’ reports on a project that integrates youth digital media skills and competencies with knowledge systemisation processes required for this type of training. She describes artistic and creative dimensions of
favourable visual culture production environments. To achieve this aim, students are asked to create a
portfolio that, rather than being a simple tool for the visualisation, documentation and reflection of the
learning process, serves as an artistic creation exercise in which aesthetic issues are equally relevant.
Reimann’s essay serves as an interesting case from which to observe how youth technological and
digital media knowledge can be enhanced through professional training in institutionalised education. Her research suggests that the adaptation of planning, monitoring and evaluation techniques for
visual culture projects favours the growth of professional identity that may otherwise remain undis173
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covered. This may occur precisely due to a discrepancy between youth visual culture environments
and environments promoted in schools, as the latter prioritises oral and writing skills as in vocational
training.
Also discussing institutionalised education in formal contexts, the paper entitled ‘9 clouds: Nine floating entries on research regarding youths as producers of visual culture in educational contexts’ by Alfred
Porres reflects on the author’s experience as a secondary school teacher. The paper, written from an
autoethnographic perspective, describes the author’s collaborative research project with his students
conducted in an environment of visual culture.
The text does not focus on artefacts or images that these youth create, but instead on the relationships
and practices that take place in an environment favourable to visual culture. The author’s autoethnographic approach highlights the researcher’s methodological and narrative role as the creator of
meaning and narrative. An awareness of these implications suggests that our own conceptual apparatus, rather than breaching the gap between us and youth, may promote stereotyping while overlooking the complexities of their lives and experiences.
A pedagogical approach is formed through this process. Rather, it is now necessary to move away
from a need to learn “about” students and their relationships with visual culture to a focus on learning
“with” students. This necessarily implies producing and experimenting “with” visual culture created by
subjects involved.
Vitus Vestergaard, in his article ‘Playing with the Camera – Creating with Each Other: Video Production
and Collaborative Emergence in a Museum Setting,’ investigates the so-called “Media Mixer” project of the
Museum of Media in Copenhagen, Denmark.
The author examines youth media products created through two of the museum initiatives (The Hot
Chair and Chroma Key Studio) and conducts interviews with youth participants. The study reveals how
youth learn while performing video production tasks while not focusing on what or how much they
are learning.
The author concludes that creative products produced from these activities result from dialectic tensions between that which is predesigned and that which emerges through dynamics of group interaction (identification and negotiation). That is, adolescent dialectical identifications interact with the
creative flow of the group while participants simultaneously resist active meaning generation.
One of the most interesting features of Vestergaard’s work is his taxonomy of two forms of group
interaction (adolescent interactions with exhibits and interactions amongst themselves) that both
creatively shape cultural products. The author describes six ways of configuring modes of belonging
categorised by Wenger (interaction, imagination and alignment). Vestergaard in turn identifies seven
paths of creative emergence in collaborative settings that he observed for future methodological use.
Rachel Fendler and Fernando Hernández present a paper entitled ‘Visual culture as living inquiry:
looking at how young people reflect on, share and narrate their learning practices in and outside school’.
Far from promoting the topical perception of adolescents who “learn” through constant exposure to
media images that shape their lives, this study examines how youth learn from complex, open and
multidirectional interrelationships present in visual culture environments.
Thus, Fendler and Hernandez view visual culture as a framework of interpretation and practical criticism that addresses youth learning as a matter of representation. This view embraces mutual adapta174
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tion processes of language and intertextuality between youth and researchers, promoting collaborative research relationships.
The most thought-provoking feature of his paper is not the product of youth creation discovered,
but dynamics of interaction and relationship (living inquiry processes) revealed, through which youth
evolve from students to researchers and from subordinates of learning (school) to self-reflexive creators of discourse through the very act of learning.
Julian Sefton-Green in his article ‘What (and Where) Is the “Learning” When We Talk About Learning in
the Home?’ addresses questions concerning how home environments support learning processes for
13- and 14-year-old teenagers. The work shows how adolescents reflect on their own learning experiences in these contexts and which resources are used to achieve these aims.
The analysis examines three phenomena: 1 / discourse and reflections formulated by protagonists, 2 /
mediation tools and technologies and 3 / family habits.
Sefton-Green notes that both youth and their families support “learning theories” similar to those of
dominant school learning discourses. In examining mediation tools for learning in family contexts,
the author explains that both purchasing decisions and the location of mediation tools in the home
serve as indicators of views on learning in each case. Finally, the author finds that learning practices
complement routines of family life.
It should be noted, however, that beyond his conclusions drawn from observations and analyses, Sefton-Green also raises interesting questions related to the research process. On one hand, he stresses
the importance of avoiding simplifying realities and processes that are inherently complex, and particularly when examining informal learning contexts. On the other hand, the author highlights the
need for an awareness of the researcher’s role as a creator of spaces for knowledge, i.e., as an “inventor”
of research problems. These considerations go hand in hand with understandings of the research process as central to encouraging reflexive thinking on the nature of the research object. In this instance,
the case home-based learning is examined, and the author explains how situations that were not
initially perceived as necessary of investigation by actors became so under this new light.
All of these studies can be found in this book. Of course, neither the meeting we held in Pamplona nor
this publication provides an exhaustive account of research on youth cultural production in contexts
of visual culture. We hope that it will at least illustrate the variety of practices generated in this environment and their importance for understanding new learning environments created by youth, as those
who focus on education and educational research cannot ignore them. We can no longer disregard
these environments, as it would be nefarious to devalue such settings in relation to formal education
environments.
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Kerry Freedman,
PHD
Northern Illinois
University
(u.s.a.)

Kerry Freedman is Professor of Art + Design Education at
Northern Illinois University and past Head of the Art + Design
Education Division. Professor Freedman’s research focuses on
questions concerning the relationship of curriculum to art, culture, and technology. Throughout her career, she has investigated social aspects of art education and promoted cultural understanding through her teaching, research, and writing. Recently,
she has particularly focused on questions concerning student
engagement with visual culture, creativity, and curriculum.
Dr. Freedman is author of the book Teaching Visual Culture. She
co-authored the books Postmodern Art Education: An Approach
to Curriculum and Transforming Computer Technology. Dr. Freedman edited the book Looking Back and co-edited the book Curriculum, Culture, and Art Education, which is made up of cultural
histories of art education from different countries. In addition,
Professor Freedman has published numerous articles and book
chapters on art, education, and technology, including articles in
the International Encyclopedia of Education, Studies in Art Education, Educational Technology Research and Development, Art Education, Journal of Research on Computing in Education, and the
Journal of Curriculum Studies. She has done over 200 national
and international presentations, including a substantial number
of keynotes. Her work has been translated into multiple languages and she has been a Visiting Professor and Fulbright Scholar at
several overseas universities.
Professor Freedman has provided significant leadership through
various service roles. She has served on national and international editorial boards, been an officer of art education organizations,
and is a past Senior Editor of Studies in Art Education, the research
journal of the National Art Education Association. Currently, she is
on the World Council of the International Society for Education
through Art and is a co-Chair of the Research Steering Committee of the NAEA Higher Education Division. Professor Freedman
has won numerous grants and awards. Recently, she received a
grant from the National Endowment for the Arts and a grant the
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National Art Education Foundation. She is an elected member of
the National Council for Policy Studies in Art Education, is a past
National Higher Art Educator of the Year, and won the Australian
Leon Jackman Award for distinguished research in art education.
Dr. Freedman is also honored to be a Distinguished Fellow of the
NAEA, and in 2012, won the Manual Barkan Memorial Award for
excellence in publication.

LINKS
Curriculum.pdf
http://www.myotherdrive.com/dyn/dl/979.512019.21012009.50064.
6a64fi/CurriculumChange 21st Century.pdf
Rethinking creativity
http://media.wix.com/ugd/483e48_1db967421c37a122fcab33fba
0f6d427.pdf?dn=Rethinking%20Creativity.pdf

We are a multidisciplinary group, dedicated to the study of educational experiences that occur in the different contexts of contemporary cultural production and, specifically, in the field of arts
and visual, such as schools, museums or art centers and cultural
heritage.
Edarte group
Public University
of Navarra
(Spain)
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CRYSTLE MARTIN,
PHD
University of
California. Irvine
(U.S.A.)

Crystle Martin is a postdoctoral researcher at the University
of California (Irvine) for the Connected Learning Research Network, part of the Digital Media and Learning Hub. She finished
her dissertation in 2012 at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
Her research focuses on youth learning in online fan communities, specializing in information literacy and connected learning,
and how those skills, if valued in academic settings, can create
a more equitable education system. Her dissertation focused on
the information literacy practices in the online community of
the massively multiplayer online game World of Warcraft is being published as a book entitled Voyage across a constellation of
information: Information literacy in interest-driven learning communities in the Peter Lang series New Literacies and Digital Epistemologies in late Fall 2013.

LINKS
www.crystlemartin.com
http://uci.academia.edu/CrystleMartin

DANIELA REIMANN,
Phd
Institute of
Vocational and
Training and
General Education
IBP. Karlsruhe
Institute of
Technology
(Germany)

Daniela Reimann, PhD, is a researcher from a visual arts and
media education background exploring the overlap between
arts, design, computer science and media technology in education at university and school level. She works at the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology’s Institute of Vocational and General Education where she co-ordinates the research project “MediaArt@Edu”
(Acronym), which investigates artistic approaches to technology
in digital media education and links it to the mentoring of portfolio work with young people in vocational preparation measures. It
is funded for 3 years under the research program “Strengthening
media skills for sustainable, future oriented media education in
vocational qualification” of the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF/ www.bmbf.de). It is realized in collaboration with the Center for Art and Media ZKM (www.zkm.de),
as well as the German Federal Agency of Employment Karlsruhe
(Agentur für Arbeit) and the Hardtstiftung e.V. Karlsruhe, a youth
welfare service for young women. In the project, a new concept
to support digital media literacy of young people using aesthetic
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portfolio books are developed, tested and evaluated. It brings together art and technology education accompanied by a specific
mentoring concept including a special design of portfolio, the
MediaArtEdu project portfolio. In the project, students of pedagogy, vocational education, engineering pedagogy as well as of
technology education accompany young participants of vocational preparation programs.
Daniela Reimann’s work aims to bridge the gap between scientific and artistic research and learning cultures in project based
scenarios bringing together theory and practice. Her PHD-thesis
looked at the integration of artistic processes and computer science in general education. She works across the curricula in between disciplines and media. She explores the impact of digital
media technologies and scientific innovation in relation to our
physical and Mixed Reality interaction spaces.

LINKS
Daniela Reimann’s private Website:
www.daniela-reimann.de/
Blog: Media Arts Education:
http://daniela-reimann.de/media-arts-education
Projekt Website MediaArt@Edu (in English):
http://www.ibp.kit.edu/mediaartedu/67.php
Publications can be accessed at:
www.daniela-reimann.de/publikationen.html
http://kit.academia.edu/DanielaReimann
Institutional Websites:
www.kit.edu/english/
http://www.ibp.kit.edu/berufspaedagogik/
http://www.daniela-reimann.de/shortbio.html.
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ALFRED
PORRES PLA, phd
Instituto Els Alfacs
(Spain)

He teaches visual education in secondary education where he
participates in an educational innovation group PECA (Education
Programme in Audiovisual Communication). He combines his
educational work with a career in the field of video art. He is also
researcher in the field of visual arts education, having completed
at the University of Barcelona, in 2012, his doctoral thesis “Subjectivities in transit. The pedagogical relationship as a conversational
encounter among individuals about visual culture”. He is a member of the research group Esbrina that is currently involved in a
study to rethink secondary education from an inclusive perspective FINT (Training, Innovation and New Technologies). Among
his publications we can include: Pedagogical relations about visual
culture of young people, published by Octaedro in 2012.

LINKS
http://som.esbrina.eu/jornadesjoves/docs/Alfred_Porres.pdf
http://www.xtec.cat/sgfp/llicencies/200809/memories/1902m.pdf
http://aula.lopati.cat

RACHEL FENDLER
AND FERNANDO
HERNÁNDEZ
Grupo EsbrinaUniversidad de
Barcelona
(Spain)

Members of the consolidated research group Esbrina, Subjectivities and contemporary learning environments of the
University of Barcelona. The group is dedicated to the study of the
conditions and current changes in education in a world mediated by digital technologies and visual culture. The group research
interests are:
• Institutional, organizational and symbolic aspects of educational environments in contexts of change and complexity.
• Emerging subjectivities, languages and exclusive or inclusive
systems in contemporary society.
• Visual culture and learning technologies in the knowledge society.

LINKS
http://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/bitstream/2445/44009/8/RethinkingEducationalEthnography2012.pdf
http://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/handle/2445/45264
http://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/handle/2445/32672
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VITUS
VESTERGAARD, pHD
Department for the
Study of Culture,
University of
Southern Denmark.
(Denmark)

He is an assistant professor of media studies and an associate research fellow of DREAM (Danish Research Centre on Education and Advanced Media Materials), University of Southern
Denmark. DREAM is a Danish research center with international
research collaboration. The main research focuses are the digital
technologies and new media mixes that are transforming the
ways in which people interact and learn. In order to understand
and impact on these transformations, we need interdisciplinary
research, development and partnerships.
DREAM is passionate about developing new learning resources
and services across formal, semi-formal and informal learning
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Visual Culture Learning Communities: How and What
Students Come to Know in Informal Art Groups1
Kerry Freedman, Emiel Heijnen, Mira Kallio-Tavin, Andrea Kárpáti, and László Papp 2

This article is the report of a large-scale, international research project involving focus group interviews of
adolescent and young adult members of a variety of self-initiated visual culture groups in five urban areas
(Amsterdam, Budapest, Chicago, Helsinki, and Hong Kong). Each group was established by young people
around their interests in the production and use of a form of visual culture. The research questions for this
study focused on: a) conditions of visual culture communities, b) group practices in visual culture communities, c) individuals in a visual culture community, and d) peer teaching and learning processes. The results
of this study indicate that visual culture groups act as powerful student communities for auto-didactic and
peer initiated learning. Although the education that occurs in these groups may be considered informal,
students maintain them to increase their art knowledge and skills, as well as for entertainment and social
networking. Several answers to each research question are reported and applications for formal art education are recommended.
Adolescents and young adults learn more through their social interactions around favourite forms of visual
culture than adults may realize. For example, many adolescents and young adults form their own visual culture networks outside of school that act as learning communities (Freedman, 2003; 2006). The influence of
students’ visual culture interests motivates the establishment of art-related social practices in these groups
that result in an informal type of education.
This article is an account of an international study of these visual culture learning communities (VCLCs) of
adolescents and young adults. The article reports on the data collected concerning learning about artistic
creation in and around a visual culture form.
Contemporary learning theorists have conceptualized learning as a process of participation in meaningful
group practices “where moments of understanding and new forms of knowledge emerge from social con1 This paper was originally published in Studies in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Research 2013, 54(2), 103-115
(http://www.arteducators.org/research/studies). We thank the editor, Lynn Ezell, and the authors for their generosity in allowing it could also be part of this publication. For this reason, the article keeps its original copyright. © 2013. Used with
permission of the National Art Education Association.

2 Author Note: This research was partially funded by the National Art Education Foundation. We gratefully acknowledge the
support of the Fulbright Foundation for the visiting scholarship of Andrea Karpati at Northern Illinois University (NIU) to work
with Fulbright Scholar alumna Kerry Freedman, and we thank the NIU Research and Artistry program for its support. We also
thank Chung Yim Lau for his contributions in Hong Kong and Richard Hickman for his hospitality at Cambridge University. Correspondence regarding this article may be sent to Dr. Kerry Freedman at kfreedman@niu.edu
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texts. Knowledge in this sense is not so much an object to possess, but an activity to engage” (Sefton-Green
& Soep, 2007, p. 847). From this perspective, knowledge is not a static possession but, rather, is continually
and actively obtained, shared, and renewed. Researchers and theorists have argued that we have entered
a new era in which cultural production is no longer the domain of professional experts; rather, it is a shared
province in which experts and amateurs build cultural knowledge together, using digital technology to
produce, publish, share, and remix content (Lessig, 2008; Mason, 2008; Shirky, 2010).
Examples of research exist regarding informal learning communities from the perspective of social learning
psychology (Lave and Wenger’s communities of practice) and from the perspective of informal art and
media production (Jenkins’s participatory culture). The phrase, communities of practice, was introduced by
Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) as part of their theory of situated learning. They argued that learning
is always an integral part of social practice situated in specific contexts. Lave and Wenger posited that the
study of informal learning is important because people are all members of various formal and informal
communities of practice in which learning builds.
Jenkins (2007) saw the activities of fan communities as exemplars of a broad cultural change in which the
borders between producers and consumers, creators and audiences are blurred. This participatory culture is
“a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating
and sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most
experienced is passed along to novices” (p. 3).
Based on an earlier study of communities formed around types of visual art or design that involve art learning and production, Freedman (2003) emphasized the importance of situated learning and participation
connected to student interests in art and art education. Freedman (2006) argued that some distinction
should be made between two types of overlapping groups that function as visual culture communities.
The first type is heritage communities, “groups of people who have long established forms of visual culture
that represent them. . . . [in these groups] images and objects are used to enhance established social life. In
a sense, visual culture becomes a superstructure of the community” (p. 27). Heritage communities are longlived, heavily influenced by older adults, including family and mentors, and embedded in daily life, as in the
case of ethnic culture, religious, or gender groups.
The second type is interest communities that grow up around a form of visual culture per se, which tend
to marginalize commonalities of daily life. For students in these groups, visual culture is often a means to
enhance or escape daily life. These communities tend to be temporal in character in that their membership
is limited by time constraints in students’ lives and their members may move in and out of a group at will.
Here, “visual culture is a substructure; community is built upon it” (Freedman, 2006, p. 27).
Global youth subcultures of many types have emerged increasingly as adolescents and young adults have
gained access to people around the world. For example, in the 1980s, youth groups created a sophisticated
set of visual, verbal, and gestural metaphors. Creating a lifestyle through visual culture, music, and performance, Darks of Goths, New Age Glams, Retro Hippies, and Ravers were seen on the streets of New York,
Paris, and Budapest alike (Polhemus, 1996; Karpati & Kovacs, 1997).
Manifold’s (2009) study of nearly 300 cosplayers and fanartists between the ages of 14 and 24 who publish
their self-made work online at deviantArt.com, Elfwood, and Cosplay.com, demonstrated that making art
is valued by these students, in part, because “mundane experiences were balanced by excursions into fantasy” (Manifold, 2009, p. 68). Fan participants who reach a high level of artmaking in these groups do not
necessarily aspire to a career as professional artists, but construct meaning through personal expression,
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social interactions, and identity development. Because these fan-based practices are becoming increasingly
rooted in various sorts of artistic production, based on his study of dojinshi art and artists in Japan, Wilson
(2003) argued that art teachers need to act as negotiators among conventional art, emerging art, and student-initiated art .
The current study was based on four main research questions:
Question 1: Conditions of Visual Culture Communities–Why do adolescents and young adults form
visual culture groups and how do they function?
Question 2: Group Practices in a Visual Culture Community–What creative and social practices do
group members use as part of their participation in a visual culture community?
Question 3: Individuals in a Visual Culture Community–What types of knowledge do participants learn
in visual culture communities?
Question 4: Peer Teaching and Learning Processes–What processes and strategies do adolescents and
young adults use to peer teach and learn in visual culture communities?
Because of the large amount of data collected during this study, we focus on the learning aspects of each
question in this article and will address the peer teaching methods that occur in visual learning communities in future work.

MetHODOLOGY
The project was conducted in countries that have different cultures but share a global media immersion in
order to appropriately apply findings concerning the use of global visual culture forms across international
contexts. The research sites were Amsterdam, Budapest, Chicago, Helsinki, and Hong Kong. The groups selected for this study were not institutionalized; rather, they are self-formed and operate outside the control
of formal education.
Members from 10 visual culture communities participated in the study. In three of the cities, one high school
(14-18 years old) and one undergraduate age group (18-25 years old) were selected for case studies. In one
city (Amsterdam), members from three groups participated and in one city (Hong Kong) one group participated. The groups were established around the following visual culture forms: manga, video production,
demoscene, street art, computer games, tabletop games, fanart, conceptual art, graffiti, and cosplay. The
groups were of various sizes; 102 members across the groups participated in the study on a volunteer basis.
The groups were found through a snowball method of sampling that involved the researcher having contact with one or more members of the group and gaining agreement to be introduced to the group. The
researcher then arranged for face-to-face focus group interviews.
Each of the visual culture communities was handled by a local researcher as an independent case study,
but the same set of questions was used by all researchers to interview the participants. Visual data included
original artworks and photographic and/or video documentation of group activities.
Voice-recorded, front-end interviews were conducted with members of each of the 10 groups. Transcripts
based on recordings of languages other than English were translated into English before analysis so as
to facilitate crosscheck analysis by all members of the international research team. Focus group interview
transcripts and creative products were then subjected to qualitative analyses using common phrase and
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close-reading thematic content analyses of the transcripts. The results of the focus group interviews are
reported in the following sections with quoted responses.

Why Students Form Visual Culture Communities: Common Interests
and Learning Outside of School
Two themes reported here emerged from the data concerning why the interviewees started and participated in VCLCs. The themes are: social networking through common interests and a desire to learn about art/
visual culture that tends to be missing from school curriculum.

Social Networking Through Common Interests
It is the experience of the researchers that adults tend to think of VCLCs as formed primarily for purposes of
participant entertainment. To some extent these groups are for entertainment and socializing. Students are
motivated by the need to communicate regularly with others, to be entertained, and to address personal
problems and interests (Drotner, 2008). The gamers, the only group in which not all of the members produce their own art, spoke consistently about using games as a form of therapy and escape.
However, we refer to these groups as VCLCs because each group of adolescents and young adults studied
during this research project was initiated as a result of a common interest in a visual culture form. As one female video artist group member stated, “It is our common interest in mass communication, the selection of
themes, times when we criticize the products, films, photos, etc., that makes us wish to hang out together.”
A male street artist stated, “I’m convinced that people with the same interests will always find each other in
the end. Whether I’m in Spain, the Czech Republic, Morocco. . . you’ll always meet people from the scene.”
Often, members of a VCLC also have common interests with regards to the ideas and messages conveyed
through their visual culture form. Their ability to express these ideas develops through their membership in
the group. A male manga artist stated: “When I was younger, I didn’t think about social issues, but now my
work focuses more on those topics–such as dissatisfaction with social conditions that I wouldn’t tell someone about, but I can do it in my comics.”
Members of most of the groups view the products of their groups as a form of creative work, at least in the
sense of creating a work of art. As one male video artist said, “It may be strange for you to hear that there
are kids who come together in their free time to ‘work,’ to produce something, and not just hang out, but it
is exactly like that.”
The gamers view their group activity as a creative endeavor in the sense that their escape from one world
is a process of participating in the creation of another world. As a male gamer stated: “It’s also the fact of
fantasy. . . it’s part of the game; it’s supposed to be better than their own [life]. That’s why they play it because
they want to experience what this person’s action/ gaming figure is experiencing.”
Many VCLCs are formed as a result of friendships and are sustained, in part, because friendships have developed. Relationships in these communities develop as a result of interactions that forward the group’s
interests and are similar to friendships that emerge among colleagues in professional communities. “So, this
is ‘a working relationship’ in a way, but really, isn’t it something like in real life? When you go out and work
with a team, you do not have to love them all!” (female video artist).
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A Desire to Learn About Art Missing From School
Most of the young people in these groups freely acknowledge their desire to learn and seek a form of art
education in VCLCs: “basically, I want to learn all about media. We learn a lot from each other, we become
more experienced, we share ideas” (male video artist). Many of the participants stated that it is important
to gain knowledge from other group members. One female conceptual artist stated, “We learn from each
other.” Another female conceptual artist stated: “We inspire each other. . . we need each other.” A male street
artist said: “The people around me are my sources of inspiration–the people I hang with.”
VCLC members report that these groups are formed because formal education seems to be artistically or
culturally narrow. Some of the comments made about this issue concerned a lack of availability of art classes. But most of the group members who discussed this issue saw it as a deliberate decision on the part of art
teachers to teach traditional forms and avoid teaching what students are interested in learning. One male
fanartist group member stated:
Instructors were pushing to get the anatomy right so that when you go into doing 3D, your anatomy was
right; it wasn’t anime. They did kinda discourage doing anime style or something that was already been done,
I guess. They wanted you to look at the body and see how it looks, how it set compositionally on the stage, look
at the lighting, try to do that rather than try to conform it to an anime style type thing.
However, other participants said that the problem is an adult bias against popular art forms in formal education that precipitated the need for the students to establish their own art learning networks outside of
school. As group members stated:
We have [members] that tend to have a style closer to something anime or Japanese style. Instructors would
tend to have a more negative view toward it simply because they feel that in a more Western area you should
be focusing more on a Western theme. (male fanartist)
And, “they gave us a legal [graffiti] spot in the bike shelter. But when I drew graffiti-style in art class, the teacher told
me that I had no talent for drawing” (male graffiti writer).
Group members are extremely committed to increasing their knowledge about the visual culture form
to which their group is dedicated. In fact, a surprising number of the participants specifically stated that
they are members of these groups to learn. “You are here to learn something about the media and making
good movies, so you learn from the others through discussions” (female video artist). Many of the gamers
discussed learning about the games, how to improve their play, and how to role play as motivations for
belonging to the group. Most group members across VCLCs and locations are so dedicated to their form
that they devote most of their time and money outside of school learning about and making their art form.
These groups are formed to support that commitment, although group members have some difficulty in
describing the feeling of their commitment to adults. One male fanartist group member revealed the struggle to explain their commitment to art particularly well:
Every single minute, every single second, every single nanoseconds that I can spare, even if I’m not making art
or putting what I vision, what I see, into a medium, I mentally observe and think about how the art is structured visually as imagery rather than something that exists in a medium, and so–it’s a huge passion of mine
and– what was the original question?
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How Visual Culture Communities Function: Codes of Behavior and
Collaboration
The participants we interviewed meet in these and other groups using several venues, including online.
However, the VCLCs chosen for this study all meet face-to-face on regular occasions. Their face-to-face social interactions and production practices are often determined and supported by tasks the groups set for
themselves. For example, the groups often break into subgroups or pair up; the gamers sometimes play
individually in the same room and sometimes play in local teams. Two major forms of social interaction are
reported that emerged as ways the groups functioned: codes of behavior and collaboration.

Group Codes of Behavior
A surprising result of this research was the extent to which codes of behavior were established within these
communities. Because adults tend to believe that these groups are established primarily for entertainment,
they may think that all of these groups are freewheeling and unstructured. However, many VCLCs have
developed a code of rules, some of which are quite strict. Some of the groups, like the graffiti writers, the
manga group, the cosplayers, and the fanartists, have common aesthetic rules as well as behavior codes.
Within the graffiti subculture, many rules exist to define different styles and their associated behaviors, such
as tags, throwups, and silverpieces. The manga group is extremely rule driven in terms of what is acceptable
in maintaining style. The fanart group, too, has a code of ethics. A male fanartist stated,
I guess you just have to be respectful. Like don’t do anything distasteful with the character. It’s just something
fun–if it’s just something fun, I think it’s okay, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable putting their characters in situations with drugs or alcohol or things like that. Steer clear of that and just be respectful with someone else’s
characters or environments.
The older members of the group, some of whom are, or plan to become, professional artists, are more likely
to develop their own characters, but they make fanart to sell online and at conventions. The code of ethics
for fanart is supported by what sells; artwork with beloved characters that are in similar clothing, environments, and situations to their main storylines appeals to fans. At times, fans have voiced anger when they
felt members of the fanart group have gone too far in appropriating these characters.
All groups maintain rules about originality, copyright, and copying. Although some of the rules are exacting
and overlap with those we recognize as copyright laws, most of the participants tend to be fairly permissive
about borrowing and sampling from other members of their group. This aspect of VCLCs emphasizes that
art is conceptualized as a shared object of inquiry and creation. As one female video artist participant said,
“thinking of it, we all have some borrowed stuff, a camera movement, the still you select, a scene. . . we learn
from each other, this is our common resource.”

Interactions Between Individual and Collaborative Artmaking
An important characteristic feature of VCLCs is the collaborative aspect of their art form. Most of the group
members work together or at least work in the vicinity of each other to receive face-to-face feedback. Even
those participants who discussed individual characteristics of their art were conscious of the benefits of a
working environment shared with peers.
Most VCLCs, like the video, graffiti, and demoscene groups, make collective work. But, other groups work together and share skills or ideas face-to-face and online: “The way of working in a collective and communicating
with each other are things I learned” (female conceptual artist).
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“You learn how it will be when you get out of school, have to start working with a bunch of strangers. . . you have
a boss who does not take no for an answer” (male video artist).
Visual Culture Learning Communities create an atmosphere that formal education strives for, but rarely
achieves. For example, members appear to produce more in less time when observing and being observed
by a peer who is inspiring and creative. The fanartists regularly utilize this mutual reinforcement, gamers
rely on it, and cosplayers use the group as each plays a part in the performance context for one another.
Demoscene members, the manga group, and video group crews, who distribute work within these groups
based on who has the best skills and ideas, cannot work without cooperation.
“Usually that is an interesting process. Somebody has created something that inspires the others who want to
continue with it or use it as a beginning to something else” (male demoscene artist).
Creative group practices involve not just production, but also, group meaning making dependent on a
shared set of aesthetic ideals and values. This is developed, in part, through formal rules established by the
group, the aesthetic of the form, and the group character of the process: “You tell the audience about each
other’s works. You don’t just show your own work. Everyone knows why another group member made
something. . . you know about the process, you were there during the process” (female conceptual artist).

What Participants Learn in Visual Culture Groups: Artmaking
Knowledge and Art Context Knowledge
Once we established that adolescents and young adults initiate and join these VCLCs for auto-didactic
learning about visual culture, a central question in the research was to uncover what young people learn
by participating in these local networks. Other research reports have listed a range of learning not specific to artistic production that occurs within informal student groups. For example, studies among groups
of gamers show that playing complex popular computer games can offer players situated experiences in
which they actively construct meaning, expanding their gaming knowledge and creative skills (Prensky,
2002; Squire, 2006; Veen & Jacobs, 2008).
The participants in the current study mentioned various learning results, depending on the type of VCLC the
participant is active in. However, two main learning themes surfaced across the groups: artmaking knowledge and art context knowledge. These themes are subdivided into four categories.

Technical Knowledge: Development of Visual Techniques and Skills
In all the VCLCs, a great deal is learned regarding visual techniques. Participation improves their techniques
with regard to drawing, painting, video production, costume design, sewing, make-up skills, lettering, stencil cutting, or computer programming. The gamers mentioned visual skills developed through game playing activities: “I think that you can learn proportions and you can learn how stuff could look even if it’s not
how it can look in real life” (male gamer).
The only group that questioned their learning of technical skills is the conceptual art group. One female
conceptual artist group member said: “I think we’re better conceptually than technically.” The conceptual
art group members were the only participants in this research project who made a distinction between the
development of ideas and technical skills. After years of improving their conceptual skills, they now feel the
urge to learn more about professional techniques: “We all are capable of inventing nice things now, but how
to realize them is not always very clear” (female conceptual artist). In all the other interviewed groups, the
learning of visual techniques and the development of (artistic) ideas is a parallel process.
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In the digital age, it is striking that traditional media and techniques like drawing, painting, and sewing are
still highly valued in these VCLCs. Some groups use mostly analogue or digital techniques; others combine
these techniques.

Conceptual Knowledge: Development of Aesthetic and Artistic Ideas
Even in these rule-driven communities, originality is valued and encouraged. Each of the groups pushes
new ideas. As one male demoscene artist participant stated, “The group has to come up with something
new all the time. The spectators get easily bored with ‘one trick ponies.’”
Aesthetic rules are clearly present, but within these frameworks, there is a lot of room for personal expression of new ideas. “We have ‘productions’ and we have our own pieces too” (female video artist). This involves,
for example, group members creating their own characters and stories: “Creating your totally own figure, like
this one I did, by putting all the extra pieces together without any instructions” (male Warhammer player); “we
come here to be unique, to find our own character and give it life” (female cosplayer).
The search for individual style depends on persistence and is valued by the group: “[Your] style changes and
becomes more powerful and better over the years. But at the basis is this same letter that you put on the wall for a
thousand times” (male street artist). A male gamer said it this way, “I took it off images from games created into
my own kinda style and I take video game styles and make it into an awesome picture.”
For “outsiders,” style and quality differences are often hard to recognize because they lack the trained eye
that members of these VCLCs develop. Group members realize this: “A lot of stuff resembles each other, but
when you take a closer look you can identify personal styles” (male graffiti writer). But, as was the case in Bowen’s (1999) study of graffiti writers, we found that participants tend to think of their peers as their primary
audience because they are considered more qualified to judge the quality of visual work than people who
know less about the form.

Knowledge of the Visual Culture Field
In order to participate in a VCLC that functions around a particular visual culture form, members must understand the field within which that form exists. All of the groups gain knowledge from other people who
are immersed in their visual culture form. “I’ve learnt skills, I have been shown resources, books and Internet sites.
. . it is the culture that sucks you in, when you are among fans of this culture” (female cosplayer). Participation in
each VCLC includes depth of study about the form and results in “insider knowledge” about its cultures of
practice.
This kind of knowledge, which is essential to membership, is shared and discussed when members meet in
real life or online. “If you start doing graffiti as a young kid, you just have to know where graffiti came from to start
with. If not, you’re not taken seriously” (male graffiti writer). As Lave & Wenger (1991) pointed out, knowledge
comes from participation: “Reading books is okay for outsiders, but if you want to enter the culture, to really get
inside, you have to do things and be things” (female cosplayer). Knowledge of the field functions as a membership card.
In the conceptual art, demoscene, and video production groups, the focus is particularly on professional
fields like contemporary art, computer programming, and audiovisual production.
These VCLCs can be seen as the amateur or experimental version of existing professional fields. The community offers participants ways to learn about and enter the professional field: “The group helps me to meet
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people who are ahead of us, that is really interesting” (female conceptual artist); “we all are keen to understand
why and how people make art. What they have done and what there is to be done” (male demoscene artist).

Identity Formation: Knowledge of the Self and the World
The fourth major type of learning that was revealed in the study concerned learning about oneself in relation to the world. Almost all of the groups report learning that has to do with the diversity of people.
Through the VCLC, members felt that their social networks become bigger and more diverse: “Being in these
groups you’re not just exposed to people who share your interests; you’re exposed to people who. . . come from
completely different backgrounds” (female fanartist).
In many of the groups, knowledge about other people and cultures has extended because they developed
an international network: “You meet these people from different countries in the streets. It influences the way you
see the world” (male street artist).
In the cosplay and fanart groups, the social network expands via online communication:
Sometimes, I find it jokingly sad that I have more online friends than friends I interact with on a regular basis
in person, and most of those online friends are incidentally artists. So, it’s definitely a social movement as well.
(female fanartist)
Another theme that was addressed through almost all the VCLCs is ways the groups help individuals to
develop self-confidence. Participants increasingly value themselves because they are taken seriously by a
large group of people: “It gives your life meaning when you have no meaning in your life. It gives you accomplishment. You go out, you paint and think: ‘whoa, I’ve done something,’ rather than sit at home and do nothing” (male
graffiti writer). “It is great to feel competent! I am good at cosplay, have always been, and it is fantastic to see how
others enjoy my looks” (female cosplayer).

Self and Peer Initiated Learning: Learning by Doing and Group
Support as Motivation
The methods of autodidactic and peer initiated learning vary to some extent in the different types of visual
communities. For example, peer interaction as a way to stimulate learning might seem to be hidden in
“hanging out” together and exchanging technical tips in the gaming group, among the Warhammer players,
the street artists, and the graffiti writers. Other groups, such as the video production, conceptual art, and
demoscene groups, deliberately use peer interaction as a structured method of learning. And the manga
artists, fanartists, and cosplayers function somewhere in between. However, in all of the groups, peer initiated learning processes are fundamental to group practice. Group members tend to share the idea of learning
as a part of the chosen lifestyle: “living it and learning it. . . it is really a way of living” (female cosplayer).

Learning Through Immersion
VCLCs illustrate the importance of learning through the immersion of the group. One of the male graffiti
writers pointed out, “Doing it alone is not as much fun than with a group.” The learning process may be
so immersive for the participants that they think of the visual method itself to be the educator. As a male
gamer explained, “The process of the game, like Halo or CoD, it teaches you.” And, a male street artist said,
“The street is your teacher.” Learning through immersion often includes group discussion. For gamers, for
example, hanging out and talking about other issues than game strategies with other gamers while playing
might help them concentrate and learn, as well as ease the pain of losing when needed.
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“And it’s really when somebody’s talking to you when you’re on a game, if you can multi-task while you’re doing
that it’s great so you can just sit there and talk with them” (male gamer). In gaming tournaments, learning happens through confronting new gamers, new strategies and new games.
The process of learning through production is often represented by group members as a matter of being
influenced by one another. Many of the group members explained this situation: “You’re also influenced
because of collective graffiti making. Want it or not: you’ll always influence each other, unintentionally” (female
graffiti writer); “I am constantly being influenced, I am under the influence” (male cosplayer); “we feed off of
each other in the group, we gain different perspectives that influence your own work” (female fanartist); “you pick
things up from everyone that does graffiti” (male street artist).
These influences occur both directly and indirectly. For example: “We [directly] observe each other’s work processes and give ideas, in couples and in bigger groups” (male demoscene artist). But, VCLC members continually learn and teach media techniques and other aspects of the production process indirectly by observing
other members as they work:
When I noticed that [another street artist] is always holding his spray can at a slant, I tell him that it works
better when you hold it upright all the time. I told him also to try to keep less distance between the can and the
wall. These are useful tips that will improve your painting immediately. (male street artist)
When immersed in their respective groups and its products, members learn indirectly by listening to peer
discussions: “I learn rules by listening to other people’s conversations. I have got a lot of ideas from listening to
other people” (male Warhammer player).
VCLCs act as vehicles for allowing such influences to occur while catalyzing influence and enabling reflection to occur. As group members produce visual culture, they learn by studying each other’s work and
the work of artists outside the group. One of the fanartists referred to her VCLC as “a study group” in which
members helped each other to develop skills. A manga artist gave an example:
I learned from another group’s manga. . . they made Mr. McDonald’s the god of death. . . he is making everyone
addicted to his hamburgers. It was funny, but also had an important social message. I learned that we could
combine social message with our stories.

Group Critique as a Motivation for Learning
Positive support and feedback as well as critique play important roles in every VCLC. In loose communities,
this tends to involve feedback around completed works. However, within the more structured groups, various types of support and critique are offered during the production process:
Getting feedback on my own work is very important, as is the group support. Alone I get doubts about my
ideas, but the group helps me to believe in that what I do. The group helps to get the stuff done that would
otherwise be left unfinished. (male demoscene artist)
A significant contribution of VCLCs to the personal growth of group members is motivation to continue
unfinished projects, even when they feel frustrated or bored. Positive feedback helps to acknowledge the
value of the work. Critical feedback by close and trusted friends inside of the group is also important:
If you are critiqued by someone you respect and look up to, you will take that on board. . . it all depends on who
the criticism is coming from.. . . I wouldn’t give feedback easily to a stranger, a person that I don’t know very
well. I myself don’t like to get feedback from strangers. (two male graffiti writers)
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The production within a supportive group is a unique quality of VCLCs and a motivation to improve the
work and learning of individuals and the group as a whole. Perhaps one of the group members said it best:
With the group, since everybody is excited about something, when you contribute to an idea and everyone
accepts that idea, you feel very much connected together. . . you want to trigger that sensation again and
again and again; so it would only make you more addicted to produce more art because you feel you are
accepted into this society. (female fanartist)

Conclusion
VCLCs are playgrounds for creativity that have a synergy of personal and professional growth. They are what
schools tend not to be: places of authentic learning where learners act on intrinsic motivation in an atmosphere of sharing. The characteristic qualities of VCLCs that motivate and facilitate learning among their
adolescent and young adult members are often at odds with formal art instruction. This research suggests
that auto-didactic learning, cooperative learning, and peer initiated learning should be common practices in K-12 and undergraduate classrooms. Most schools, with their large student populations, inflexible
schedules, and limited access to outside experiences are not well-suited for authentic, situated practice.
And, when well-intentioned instructors try to initiate auto-didactic learning using traditional techniques,
a laissez faire approach can result in a lack of the structures of rules, leadership, and student accountability
that this research has demonstrated are important aspects of VCLC learning. But, students may learn best in
classrooms where VCLC techniques for supporting student interests are practiced, including situated rules
of ethics and aesthetics (such as, copying is acceptable under certain conditions), leadership based on peer
mentor knowledge and experience, and accountability through group forms of assessment.
Several specific recommendations can be made based on the study of VCLCs to aid classroom instruction.
1. Artmaking knowledge develops across as well as within visual culture forms.
This study demonstrates that although participants focused on learning about a particular form of visual
culture in each VCLC, much of their art knowledge can be applied across visual culture forms. Each particular visual culture form led students to learn about related forms, concepts, and skills. Helping students
make connections among art forms in and out of school can be an important contribution to art learning.
2. Students have a desire to learn about visual culture forms not included in
curriculum. Changing curriculum to intersect with student interests in art requires that instructors
understand what art learning can develop from studying visual culture that students find interesting. This
research has shown that students realize that teachers may not support their visual culture interests because “outsiders” do not understand these forms and the behaviors associated with them. Although most
students would not want their visual culture forms subjected to a systematic appropriation by educators,
learning through student interests can be a vehicle for developing art concepts and skills in school. In
order for this to occur, teachers need to know something about the subtleties of character, quality, and
influence of the range of visual culture.
3. Artmaking can promote social networking, which reinforces artmaking. Social networking is important to most adolescents and young adults. Establishing face-to-face and online
social networking opportunities or groups in and through the vehicle of an art class or club can enable
students to talk about their art interests and experiences, memberships in VCLCs, art knowledge they
seek, and the visual culture forms they resist, which can help teachers and students get a good picture of
common interests.
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4. Connecting individual and collaborative artmaking supports learning. Although some students prefer to work alone, collaborative artmaking can be constructive and facilitated in
classroom settings by allowing students with common interests to work together on group projects with
individual parts or on individual projects that relate to one another. Brainstorming individual interests can
help to establish groups that can work together. Substantial research has demonstrated for decades that
students can learn best cooperatively in other schools subjects (e.g. Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Johnson
2009), and this study reveals its strengths for art learning.
5. Collaborative interactions result in the establishment of group codes of behavior. Rather than just a means for classroom management, art classroom rules may be most successful when tying ethical decision-making to aesthetics so that they are both situated and motivated by
artistic production. Students should be responsible for making and upholding classroom rules whenever
possible. Traditional laissez faire techniques seem to have been based on a misunderstanding of student
interests as desiring complete freedom. This research has demonstrated that students want structure and
guidance when learning about art.
6. Students learn through immersion. Since traditional school structures usually do not facilitate immersion, connections should be made between art done inside and outside of school. For example, auto-didactic learning, and the application of classroom learning in an immersive environment, can
be assessed in school. To demonstrate auto-didactic learning in class and the application of classroom
learning outside of school, we recommend that students include auto-didactic work, and explanations
of the conception and context of that work, in their school portfolios. Authentic learning is best seen in
school assignments that are complex, longitudinal, and connected to experience outside of school.
7. Immersion deepens both art and art context knowledge. Art is always attached to
contextual knowledge that adds depth and complexity to meaning-making. This study reveals that youth
art experiences are, to a greater or lesser extent, social experiences that involve various types of real and
virtual contexts. These real and virtual places for artmaking need to be taken into account in art classrooms, so as to associate school-based practices with subculture or interest group based forms.
8. Group critique and nurturing are motivations for learning. A process-oriented,
on-going discussion of ideas, initial plans, drafts, and works-in-progress is essential for fostering creative
solutions. A climate of openness and sharing that is structured both in terms of pedagogy and aesthetics
helps students teach and learn from each other. Peer learning occurs through peer critique as well as
mentoring and nurturing. The art of teaching is to establish the delicate balance among these forces as
part of the studio environment. The study of VCLCs reveals new perspectives on the capabilities of learners to develop self-initiated plans and new pathways to their learning that teachers can follow.
Contemporary perspectives of learning focus on each student becoming a person who has a certain experience of the world (Wenger, 2007). Participant culture involves a new understanding of art education, not
just in terms of classroom practice, but in terms of student experience in the world.
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Types of knowledge and spaces of interaction
characteristic of young producers of visual culture3
Imanol Aguirre, Amaia Arriaga, Reyes González-Vida, Idoia Marcellán, Lander Calvelhe, Ilargi Olaiz

Mediatic production by young people is a prominent phenomenon that is growing in popularity (Gilje,
2011). Consequently, research on strategies and modes of learning applied by youths represents an emerging area of study (Sefton-Green & Soep, 2007). However, this field has primarily focused on activities that
young producers develop through engagement with the arts (Karpati & Kovacs, 1997; Wilson, 2003; Freedman, 2006; Porrés, 2012) or with media (Lundby, 2008; Kaare, 2012; Sefton-Green & Buckingham, 1996).
While several of these studies focus on an institutional or school-based context, a number have also focused
on practices carried out in community settings (Buckingham, 2005; Hull & Schultz, 2001; Hull, 2003; Duncan-Andrade, 2004; Freedman, 2006).
In our case study, we focus specifically on practices of visual culture production that deviate from traditional
master-apprentice and expert-novice relationships and that are instead developed based on relationships
between equals, such as “peer to peer” learning, that take place along the margins of formal education. We
thus examine practices of what Trend (1992: VII) terms “cultural pedagogies”.
We begin from the notion that research on visual culture production involves exploring not only the images
that young people produce but also the meanings and significance attributed to their creation, as well as
the learning relationships, methods of production, practices of distribution, and forms of subjective identity construction that such activities generate. Further, we are interested in the educational implications of
such processes. In applying a combined investigatory approach that involves analysing images and visual
artefacts as well as socio-political and cultural practices, we raise questions surrounding youth cultural production in relation to the modes of production presented in this article.
Our research project was carried out over three distinct phases. The first phase involved interviewing six
youths to determine which questions, in their opinion, were most relevant in relation to our subject of
investigation. Based on this feedback, the second phase involved designing a questionnaire that was later
completed by 786 students between 15 and 18 years of age. The third phase involved conducting in-depth
3 This study is a component of the larger research project “Young producers of visual culture: competencies and types of artistic
knowledge in secondary education”, which is financed by the Ministry of Science and Technology (EDU 2009 - 13712). The project strives to investigate forms of knowledge that young people apply while acting as producers of visual culture, as well as the
types of competencies that these types of knowledge are associated with. These forms of knowledge are examined in relation to
competencies that schools offer to the same group of youths.

199

mor thN img cnsmrs: Mapping and evaluating research on Young people as Visual Culture Producers

interviews with 12 young participants and analysing a sample of visual production work created by these
youths.
The questionnaire and interview responses illustrate overall facets of youth visual production that we present in the following section. Based on these responses, we analyse and present our conclusions regarding
types of knowledge that youth apply while engaged in visual production, forms of learning that such activities offer, and spaces of production and distribution through which these forms of knowledge circulate.

The relationship between youth production practices and associated forms of knowledge
As is shown in Fig. 1., initial observations from the questionnaire data show that photography is the visual
production activity that is most preferred by the surveyed youths.
Fig. 1. Most
frequently
practiced activities

The questionnaire responses also show that several youths prefer casually sketching in notebooks over
engaging in activities that are presumably more characteristic of youth cultures, such as graffiti, comic
book-making, or website or video production.
As is shown in Fig. 2., these data were corroborated with responses to a question on the level of diligence at
which the youth practice each of the production activities listed.

Fig. 2. Frequency at which activities of visual production are practiced

The study also reveals that youth prefer to leverage formal, aesthetic and thematic resources that they have
acquired through their encounters with visual culture and associated cultural conventions. However, on
numerous occasions, respondents demonstrated a lacking awareness of the influence that such resources
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have on their practices or a tendency to distance themselves from forms of knowledge that nourish them.
For instance, when asked about sources of inspiration for his drawing, a respondent by the name of Maider
stated: “I don’t know. Something from a magazine or something that I saw on the Internet, I don’t know. (…)
It has been so long since I copied it for the first time that now I think that it’s mine”.
We also detected a lower degree of awareness among the respondents of the links that their creations have
with associated bodies of knowledge, despite the fact that this knowledge composes the foundation of
their habitual production practices (Gardner et al., 2009; Charlot, 2001, 2008). A respondent by the name
of David demonstrates this trend while explaining his decision to matriculate with the School of the Arts:
D: “…I have always drawn to this field. I didn’t know that it was possible to dedicate myself to this - that
whoever is good makes it and that’s it. I didn’t know that there were disciplines dedicated to this subject”.

Attitudes surrounding knowledge change by discipline and production
meaning
However, relationships between creative practices and forms of knowledge that shape them are not always
the same. The range of available themes and attitudes towards knowledge bases that support creative production differ depending on the tool that is chosen and the intended meaning of the product. Our results
show, for example, that youth do not engage in activities that do not require expertise in the same manner
as activities that require higher degrees of complex and specialised knowledge.
This varied approach with regard to productive practices and forms of knowledge is made evident through
the respondents’ photographic projects. On the one hand, youth are avid practitioners of what they call
“mainstream” photography; that is to say, informal photography, which is often closely related to subjects of
daily personal and community life. This form of photography is only engaged in for the interest of friends. Its
value does not lie in its technical or aesthetic qualities but, rather, in its ability to recall situations, to surprise,
or to initiate some form of communicative interaction with a friend group. Such photographs do not appear
to have been produced through the application of knowledge. As Maider demonstrated, these images are
produced “without thinking about them”, and this process differs from what Maider refers to as a “more
vocational” type of photography, which requires “more seriousness” or the application of further knowledge
for its realisation.
David also expresses this opinion through his claim that “anyone can take a photograph”. When asked what
is meant by the expression “a good photo”, David answers that a good photo possesses “a good composition”, which is realised “through judgment”. This type of photo should create a product “that has an intention.
It is not a simple photo taken of just anything and with any outcome. The process should be more conscious
so when someone asks you ‘why did you take it this way’ you have a way of justifying your method”.
These differing views of mainstream and professional production are also expressed by a participant by
the name of Eduardo, who underlines his interest in transitioning from using automatic digital cameras to
manual cameras because the latter affords him greater control over his decisions while broadening creative
possibilities.

Attitudes surrounding expert knowledge: various strategies for resolving
technical and aesthetic issues
Overall, the participants did not express any particular interest in acquiring expert knowledge to improve
their creative practices. When experiencing technical difficulties, more than half of the respondents claim
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to consult Internet resources and, to a lesser degree, their friends. However, when the youth are not satisfied with the aesthetic results of their projects, this trend is inverted slightly, and more trust is placed in the
opinions of friends than in information found in magazines or on the Internet. One’s community of friends
ultimately acts as a community of affinities, or, to use the term coined by Gee (2004), as an “affinity space”.
Consequently, interviewees stressed that the opinions of peers are very important to young producers of
visual art. Only when faced with the need to resolve technical issues will the respondents seek information
from other sources. It is interesting to note that in none of the cases is consulting family members or teachers considered to be a viable option.
While these data are not statistically significant, the trends that these data convey have been corroborated
with information provided in the interviews. It is evident that these data offer an interesting starting point
for understanding the criteria and strategies that youth apply when seeking resources that will help advance their knowledge. In this regard, the questionnaire and interview data show that creative activities engaged in by youth occur very much along the margins of more organised and hierarchical forms of learning.

Those who have learned through experimentation are considered to be selftaught
In examining relationships that youth establish with their production practices and associated forms of
knowledge, it is not surprising that a large majority of the study participants consider themselves to be
self-taught, reflecting a general tendency among creative youth that has been identified in previous studies
(Lange & Ito, 2010).
When asked about how they started to engage in visual production, 35% of the youth surveyed claimed to
have executed first steps on their own, and another 29% reported to have developed the skill with friends.
Only approximately 14% reported starting the activity in a family setting, and approximately 9% claimed to
have started through school activities.
Survey and interview respondents claimed to have advanced their knowledge in the creative activity
through personal experimentation via observation/trial/error. A respondent by the name of David explained
that his mode of learning involves scrupulously analysing interesting photographs to understand how these
photos were created. Based on these observations, he investigated techniques further by developing his
own tests. His method involves “looking at how they made these photographs, and based on this, you can
do it … above all, handle the camera. You can take the same photo of this - 20 photos. Moving this up,
opening the f-stop, closing … you can go for hours”.
Similar to David, the majority of the respondents developed their skills through trial and error until they
obtained a result that they found to be satisfactory. Respondents even disregarded information provided
in manuals and instructional materials that accompany many of the tools and software packages that they
use for their projects. Leire describes the following reason for this type of behaviour: “It’s that I, for example,
read the instructions and don’t understand anything and so I prefer to just try it myself and see what I get”.
Aroia reinforces this opinion, claiming that she prefers to “keep on investigating how it functions, with more
freedom, it’s more fun”.
The youth that we interviewed are also not registered or do not participate regularly in expert forums designed to disseminate specialised knowledge. Only in certain cases did respondents report having regularly
attended one of these forums for acquiring new means of engaging in autonomous experimentation. David, for example, describes how he occasionally used forums or Facebook pages:
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D: “Yes, to take a photo of … let’s see … dawn or whatever? … You look at how they have taken these photos
and based on that, you can do it … ”.
The respondents exhibit such confidence in the value of autonomous experimentation for visual production improving results that, although they do not dismiss it outright, they do not consider it absolutely
necessary to take specific courses that would deepen the knowledge that they employ in their projects.
Hence, David answers a question on how much knowledge he thinks is necessary to produce a photograph
that he deems to have good quality as follows:
D: “Not much. Because I did not understand much about photography … that is, I didn’t sit down and read
books like a maniac … or take courses … but instead kept experimenting and … if you want to do something,
then you do it on your account or by looking for people or whatever … in order to develop what you are looking for”.

The role of tools in relation to types of knowledge
It is evident that digital technologies and Internet tools significantly shape creative and distribution practices engaged in by youth (Sefton-Green & Soep, 2007). It is undeniable that the diversity of uses that to
which young people apply these tools has led to the reconfiguration of several of these tools, as stated by
Boyd (2002).
In this respect, our study highlights the idea that new possibilities offered through technology, and especially through digital technologies, are central to the implantation and growing proliferation of creative
practices engaged in by youth. The immediacy of responses and capacity to revise results that are offered
by both forms digital media for image production – video or photography – and the networks through
which these features are typically distributed enable two-directional interactions through which the act of
learning is indistinguishable from the acts of creation and socialisation. Leire and Aroia show, in this sense,
that digital camera use allows youth to engage in instantaneous dynamics of trial/error that would not be
possible using other media. The authors show that methods of production utilised by youth involve testing,
commenting and then continuing to take photographs until the desired result is obtained. Throughout this
process, a dynamic dialogue is facilitated between peers that all can learn from.
It is thus not surprising that more than two thirds of the youth surveyed believe that having access to quality
resources more effectively improves production capacities than increasing engagement in learning. It is
equally significant, however, that this belief is held equally between those who dedicate themselves largely
to activities involving a strong technological component (digital photography or video production) and
those who engage in more manual activities such as drawing, which entails a much less significant need
for media.
This attitude may reveal a hidden notion, implicit in such practices, that the knowledge needed to develop creative works is already included in the tools provided by technology. This attitude may explain why
photography is the visual production activity of choice for the overwhelming majority of youth. Certainly,
modern cameras enable forms of production that do not require mastery of expert knowledge. For a young
person to become a producer, he or she must merely capitalise on the potential that the tool offers.
The impact of technological devices that are programmed with knowledge shapes the nature of the young
person as creator. Eduardo is conscious of the creative capacity included in the configuration of current
photographic cameras and confesses to have given up his training in professional photography:
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“I don’t see it as being as feasible as other activities … I don’t know … it’s like now everyone has access to a
good-quality camera … people have stopped relying on professionals … because when all is said and done,
you put it on automatic, take a photo, and if the camera is good and knows how to take the photos well, then
you will produce a good photo”.
Because the camera “knows”, as Eduardo tells us, its mere possession eliminates any difference between
professional expertise and the knowledge of the aficionado. Even when a medium does not offer all features
that youth need for their projects, they can often make use of other pre-programmed tools to accomplish a
task. Aroia and Leire, for example, report making use of easily accessible online programs that retouch and
edit images.
Such programmable knowledge has been instrumental to the growing popularity of Instagram among
youth. Rebecca reports that she is hooked on this program because it offers a tool that “gives you the option
of retouching it (the photo), of adding different effects”, which can improve the quality of one’s projects
more so than through acquiring feedback from peers.
However, the mediating influence of technology is not only relevant to youth photographic production. Rather, digital tools offer youth strategies for resolving problems while drawing as well. In our interview with Pablo,
he reports ways in which he uses specialised software for resolving difficulties with watercolour techniques:
“… with Nintendo DS it’s easier, ... it’s not like reality. For example, using Art Academy, in order to spread colour
a little bit, you have to take the brush, moisten it a bit … and it comes out right, but I do this in real life and it is
very difficult for it to come out right! (laughs). So ... it’s easier in Art Academy because in reality you have to be
much more careful when you are doing it”.
Referring to less technical areas of visual culture production, Maider also explains how such tools can be
used to organise decisions and results. In her report, Maider explains how she and her friends make use of
possibilities offered through the game The Sims to realise their aesthetic designs and to decorate private
places where friends meet, particularly for leisure time. It is interesting to observe how Maider and her
friends manage to use a program that, to professionals of visual culture, may appear to present limited opportunities for entering the world of design.

Spaces of apprenticeship and modes of knowledge circulation used
by young producers of visual culture
In addition to the practices and types of knowledge related to youth visual culture production, another
central aspect of our research focuses on the spaces in which such productions and types of knowledge
circulate. Based on the survey results, we present the following figures:
PRODUCE WITH
Relatives
Friends
Alone
Teachers

Photography
23%
71%
38%
4%

Video
17%
58%
47%
8%

Drawing
5%
17%
87%
9%

Painting
17%
17%
61%
6%

Fig. 3. Percentage distributions of responses to the question concerning the individuals with whom youth produce
their images
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SHARE WITH
Relatives
Friends
Alone
Teachers
Published

Photography
50%
47%
16%
10%
46%

Video
30%
27%
7%
6%
21%

Drawing
28%
27%
16%
12%
12%

Painting
23%
14%
10%
10%
7%

Fig. 4. Percentage distributions of responses to the question regarding the individuals with whom respondents share
their images

STARTED THE ACTIVITY
Imitating (friends / family)
Seeing something shocking
School
Extracurricular activity
Doesn’t know

Photography
29%
37%
5%
5%
28%

Video
18%
22%
10%
7%
21%

Drawing
12%
31%
32%
7%
6%

Painting
11%
22%
33%
33%
6%

Fig. 5. Percentage distributions of responses to the question concerning how respondents began engaging in the
activity

FIRST LEARNING
Friends
Relatives
Teachers
Alone / by my self
Others

Photography
46%
21%
8%
38%
4%

Video
40%
13%
18%
43%
7%

Drawing
19%
10%
12%
57%
15%

Painting
11%
22%
39%
39%
22%

Fig. 6. Percentage distributions of responses to the question regarding with whom respondents shared their first
learning experiences

Although these percentages must be analysed with discretion, the figures generally show that learning
environments and knowledge circulation processes between young producers vary as a function of the
activity type involved and the meaning attributed to the particular activity.
The data and interview results clearly indicate that practices of visual culture production and distribution
among youth occur over complex and elusive spaces, in which interacting relations are at play and where
studying involves a certain degree of systematisation.
Thus, to better organise our investigation based on the study results, we identify and analyse the following nerve points through which interactions are produced in relation to different types of knowledge and
youth production and sharing practices. 1/ First, it is important to consider personal intimacy provided by
each individual affect spaces. Characteristics of space are highly relevant, as several interview and survey
respondents note that many of their creations are developed in solitude. 2/ The family environment must
also be examined because this environment is central to the initiation of certain types of creative activities
that the interviewed youth highlighted, such as drawing and painting. 3/ We also found that the group
environment represents an especially important environment for young producers. Currently, as we will
show, this environment transcends local environments of physical proximity and is displaced by virtual environments that are configured through various types of networks that support creative activities online. 4/
Finally, one must consider young producer relationships with spaces of formal instruction, particularly with
school spaces. This importance of this environment is not due to the virtually irrelevant role that it plays in
youth creative activities, but rather due to the types of interactions that this institution supports in relation
to other producers and due to the types of knowledge that it transmits. We examine these issues at length
in the following section.
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The personal and autodidactic space of autonomous production
The survey results highlight the tendency for youth to act in an autonomous and self-taught manner
throughout the creative production process (see Figs. 5 and 6). To a lesser extent, the questionnaire results
demonstrate that while photographic and video-based projects are typically shared with friends, drawing
is generally more private and personal. Aroia reinforces this impression and provides the following explanation: “I use photography more among friends, and I use drawing as something for me, something that I do”. The
nature of drawing as an intimate activity is also shown in the ways that images are distributed. Raquel, for
example, states that she does not share her drawings with anyone. She only gives an image away if a friend
happens request one while spending time at her house or when she produces upon by request. She states,
“… the others, the ones that I usually make for myself, I keep them all to myself”.
Unlike other contexts of artistic production and the results of other studies (Gilje, 2011b; Freedman, 2006),
we found little evidence of collective production. At most, the youth interviewed reported that they immediately share their project in order to receive feedback from colleagues. However, the majority of cases were
characterised by individual work. Even when youth engage in creative activities in a group setting, each individual is dedicated to his or her own work. David and his closest classmates describe this tendency when
spending time throughout the summer together: “some take photos, others draw, others paint … whatever,
by ourselves”.
From our interviews, we only identified two cases that may be considered to reflect truly collective work.
The first case is described by Ada, who reported frequently creating video montages with friends about
characters from her favourite series. She also reported that the group had once even produced a short film.
The other case, described by Ana, is somewhat more peculiar. Ana makes the majority of her beaded and
felt figurine works in collaboration with her mother, who initially introduced her to this type of production.
“Anytime we have free time, we start engaging in this kind of foolishness!”, Ana confesses.

The family environment
Though Ana’s case is exceptional for several reasons, it also highlights the existence of a peculiar and under-studied space of visual culture production by youth: that of the family (West, Lewis & Currie, 2009). There
is a level of complicity and admiration in the relationship between Ana and her mother, such that Ana’s
mother is viewed as the most qualified teacher for Ana to learn from in developing her work. Ana’s mother,
a cross-stitch enthusiast, provides Ana with designs that she obtains from the Internet group of which she is
a member. Ana’s mother buys Ana materials, shows Ana different projects, and provides feedback on Ana’s
projects.
Though Ana’s case is very striking, it is not the only case of relations between family and productive activities found through our research. Several interviewees revealed that their fathers or mothers had sent them,
throughout childhood, to academies or art workshops to develop their drawing or painting abilities. This is
the case for Maider, for example, who expresses the scenario in the following manner: “I have been drawing
since I was really little. Later, I think it was two years before my first communion, my mother sent me to paint at an
academy. Then she gave me my first box of oil paints, and after that, I have painted every Saturday for years now”.
Ada’s case is very similar: “… I was the one who used to draw in class and the one that they asked for drawings.
And now in class I am still drawing (…/…) I didn’t think about registering for classes because I was doing it to not
be bored. But [my mother] told me ‘you can register’. And it worked out”.
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Family influences also appeared in other contexts. Ana also reported that her grandfather, a professional
photographer, introduced her to photography. Rebeca, too, traces her interest in photography to the memory of her grandfather who had said, “an image is worth more than a thousand words”. However, she also
recognises that this incipient childish curiosity of images solidified into true productive activity through
helping her brother:
“Photography comes to me through my brother because I always saw him taking photos, with these
super cameras that weigh a ton … and he always told me ‘come along, carry my camera!’. I began to take
photos, tried it and liked it, because I made some really nice photos, and they conveyed a lot of emotion
… to me, it is a very beautiful world”.

The space of group interaction: groups and the expanded online community
In the cases that we have reviewed above, levels of trust and recognition that youth are offered through
family environments strongly affected youth involvement in visual culture production. Peer group environments, in which trust and recognition act as the foundation of relationships, represent the most important
space for the initiation and development of creative activities by youth.
It has often been said that the group is vital for shaping identity and the configuration of daily and social
lives of young people. In our study, we also find that groups initiate first learning encounters. This is especially the case for photography, which is the mode of production preferred by youth. We have already shown
that peer groups shape environments that facilitate activities of visual culture experimentation and production, even when these activities are carried out in solitude. One of the clearest examples of the influence of
friendships is shown in the case of a respondent named David, who left his vocation as a forensic doctor
to become a photographer due to conversations with a female friend who was studying at the School of
the Arts of Pamplona and who showed David her school work (e.g., still-life works, geometrical studies, and
some photographs).
David was initiated into visual production by a close group of friends that are localised within his range of
immediate relationships. However, similar to participants in adult environments (Sánchez de Serdio, 2007),
youth engage across vital spaces by transcending different environments of action that likewise shape other sources of meaning.
Recent youth participation in online social networks has clearly broadened the limits of local environments
available to youth, generating a large environment in which youth activities are increasingly being developed at higher intensities and frequencies. In this environment, the group is not characterised by a closed
circle of locals friends but is, instead, a catalyst of non-formalised, open and discontinuous spaces that support different types of relationships, which can be stable or casual and sporadic. In this respect, Ada, for example, reports that only a small number of people who she follows through her Tumblr account are friends.
She states: “the rest are people that I don’t know, and that I will probably never get to know”.
Thus, to analyse current practices of visual culture production engaged in by youth, it is necessary to examine environments outside of closed communities and to consider other types of frameworks and scenarios
that involve dynamics of youth apprenticeship and action (Merchant, 2007; Stald, 2008).
In several cases, such spaces take the form of pre-formalised social networks —Tuenti, Twenti, Fotolog,
Flickr, Facebook, Instagram, etc.— to which youth subscribe to find other youth with whom they share
common interests. Such spaces generate broader communities that include co friends deriving from one’s
local neighbourhood or school environment as well as another collective of individuals that Boyd (2006)
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calls “friendsters”: individuals who typically do not know one another personally (Livingstone, 2008), but
who form a larger space that fulfils the same functions as the local group.
These networks form places where individuals recognise one another. Such environments benefit the
young producer by providing a space for replicating and continuing established, personal, friendly, and
localised relationships. This notably augments possibilities for interaction, communication, interchange and
inter-peer learning.
Thus, for the study respondents, the Internet is used as a vehicle for circulating of forms of knowledge and
for legitimising one’s productions. David agrees with this perspective and further contrasts the online environment with formal education:
D: “The Internet is the best place for learning from people who are in the same place you are. The people who
are interested in the same things as you are the ones who are going to teach you the most - more than a
teacher or a professor”.
Due to these features, a considerable proportion of youth interactions centred on visual culture activities
take place online, especially in networks that allow participants to post creations online (most typically
photographic projects) for the purpose of receiving comments. Raquel, for example, explains the utility of
relations with unknown people who share feedback on her work: “I like these kind of things a lot (…/…) they
don’t want to criticise, they just want to help you…and I like that”.

The Internet offers a fluid space for contingent interactions
In addition to formal online networks through which youth recognise one another and are in turn recognised, we also examine the importance of youth activities that are facilitated through other online spaces
that are more transient and anonymous. In these environments, youth participate in an anonymous fashion
whereby recognition is not required. These precarious, diffuse and occasional environments facilitate intermittent learning opportunities that are also casual and discontinuous.
The aleatory and contingent nature of each of the environments facilitate the production of youth cultural
practices that constantly go beyond the limits of the local community while transcending traditional logics
of identification between activities and territories (Rodrigo, 2010). In this way, growing Internet usage by
youth has resulted in major changes to youth definitions of public life. Rather, online spaces have become
replete with opportunities for apprenticeship and for the development of different ways of articulating
identity (Livingstone, 2008; Boyd, 2002, 2006).
To cite one case of this trend among several identified through the study, a respondent named Raquel
describes learning experiences that she was exposed to upon posting her photos on Flickr: “Sometimes I got
comments that … well, from people in the USA or England are like this … who said “here you should do this or
that” and I said “ah, thanks!”. Then, I would upload it right away following what they had said and … it was very
good”.
The ways in which the interviewees move through these spaces draws similarities to the concept of flâneur
presented by Baudelaire. The organised system of information through hyperlinks together with the ease
of access to pre-indexed information invites youth to stroll through the Internet, searching for information
that they are not looking for specifically, but which they will recognise when they see it. This happened for
Ada, who described how she found Tumblr, a network unknown to her or her friends, by chance: “… so I was
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on the Internet and found Tumblr and liked it. I thought, ah, look at this blog! And I followed it for about a year or
so. Then I realised that it was a separate social network. I made myself a Tumblr, and didn’t know how to use it”.
David also describes this way of interacting in online spaces. He describes how he established a sporadic
learning relationship with an unknown Italian individual. The two individuals met casually on a site to which
neither was a member. David noticed that the Italian participant had commented on his photographs and
decided to send him his works for feedback. David explains that he was satisfied with this spontaneous
commentary because it reaffirmed the quality of his work and, most importantly, his ability to engage in
an art form that he immensely enjoys. Though he knows that he has much to learn, the anonymous Italian participant affirmed his ability, and this was what David had desired foremost. This case is interesting
because the two individuals did not learn anything else about one another. David never saw photos taken
by his Italian critic. David also does not know whether the Italian had ever returned to the website, which
David had found by chance. David, however, does not intend to remain in this type of community because
he believes that “… the Internet is something so open that you don’t know in reality who is there through interest
and who is just there to be there”.
David, similar to many other youth, can clearly state what he wants from these interactions and understands
that engagement in stable networks is not necessary for learning to take place. Though he does not discard
the possibility of participating in stable networks, he would only engage in such a network if it offers what
he calls “people with capacity”, individuals who take the craft seriously, and “a good environment”.

Institutionalised centres for knowledge circulation:
workshops and academies of art
In examining environments of youth learning and visual creativity, it is necessary to consider the role of
private academies and art centres. These spaces are especially critical to observe in relation to practices
of young artistic producers because these places are where youth acquire knowledge on drawing and
painting. With respect to drawing, 18% of those surveyed reported that they always learn new techniques
through this setting, and 24% reported using this service frequently while 29% occasionally made us of this
resource. Thus, activities offered through such organisations are more frequently among youth than may
initially appear to be the case.
However, aside from these data, academies and workshops are critical to our study because youth form and
consolidate their ideas surrounding art as well as types of knowledge that shape their aesthetic tastes in
these settings. In these environments, students are exposed to traditional forms of art such as landscape,
portrait, and still life paintings, as well as similarly traditional materials such pencils, canvasses, and oil paints.
It is interesting to note that these workshops create a nineteenth-century-style environment that is not
influenced by the digital world despite the fact that youth cultural production focuses to heavily on this
resource.
We found that young people arrive at these spaces at very early ages, typically as a result of a family decision
for a child to develop abilities that he or she has displayed in early childhood. As such spaces hold activities
outside school hours, interviewees associated with these environments as spaces of leisure in which they
may be free of schoolwork.
However, as noted above, these institutions are of highly formalised and normative. In addition to acquiring resources and technical knowledge on drawing and painting, such organisations almost imperceptibly
promote particular conceptualisations that support their aesthetic criteria and artistic conceptions. In ex-
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ploring this question further, we asked Ada about the difference between taking photographs and painting.
Demonstrating the extent to which she had internalised academic criteria, she states: “Man, when you take
a photo, you can’t get the proportions wrong. You may not follow the rule of the thirds, but it continues to be
proportional”.

Institutionalised centres for knowledge circulation: the school
Schools offer active environments for visual culture production in many educational systems. In Spain, however, this activity is typically circumscribed to little more than the practice of drawing. Hence, examining the
role of the school in shaping practices of visual culture production among youth is critical to our investigation.
Sefton-Green (2000), commenting on an essay by Willis (1990), notes that schools offer possibilities for realising the two necessary requirements of creative production: finding a community and an audience. Our
results show that school spaces offer youth a privileged place to meet peers and generate relationships and
synergies of mutual enrichment. David views school as the ideal environment to meet others with similar
creative interests and to form a community from which to learn and with which to share his productive
activities. He states that “… there is a higher level of photography offered at the school, and they told me: ‘Hey,
maybe in the summer you can spend a day with us and we will teach you things that we went over this year, and
you can teach us things’ …”.
However, our results also show that the relationships between young producers and school-based knowledge and teachers are much more complex and may occasionally lead to conflict. Despite utilising school
spaces for relating to other producers, young peole do not see the school as an important space for engaging with their productions. It is significant that when asked about the level of interest that the school
expresses with respect to the productive capacities and the assistance that teachers provide in developing
these skills, almost a third of the respondents did not answer this question. Fifty per cent of those who did
answer stated that the school expresses no interest in their productive activities. Only 5% felt that teachers
express considerable interest.
In line with Sefton-Green and Soep’s (2007) conclusions, our results show that the majority of cultural production activities by youth take place outside of school and that such activities are associated with technological spaces accessible from one’s home. However, youth also recognise that school curricula provide exposure to types of knowledge that may have proven very useful if presented in a different learning context.
Opinions are divided on this issue. Fifty-nine per cent of the youth surveyed either partially or completely
agree that they could be more creative if they had received instruction in school, while 41% only somewhat
agree or disagree with this statement.
Interviewee responses show a similar division of opinion. While Leire and Aroia believe that they have acquired sufficient knowledge “to have a basis”, they believe that having access to instruction would improve
their productions. In fact, both respondents recognise the impact that their art teacher has had on their
impressionist painting techniques.
Eduardo claims that he sees no possibility of incorporating works that he is developing outside of school
into school curricula, although he does recognise that some skills that he has learned in class (above all,
composition and colour) have been of use while developing photographs. Raquel also states that school
did not teach her very many skills, although she does admit that, “regarding the treatment of colours and so
forth … yes, that may have been useful in the sense of providing basic ideas”.
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Thus, there is the awareness that certain types of knowledge acquired through school can improve one’s
productions. What distances youth from forms of knowledge provided through school curricula is, above
all, the lack of flexibility through which information that may be useful for creative performance is disseminated. In turn, school curricula only offer students with information on technical issues. Rebeca recognises
that this form of knowledge may benefit her creative projects, stating, “because, after all, they teach you a wide
variety of techniques”. However, she still believes that this is not sufficient: “what makes me mad is that they
say: you have to do this, with this technique”.
Pablo, a drawer who loves to create images of Holy Week, also argues that schools only focus on technical
drawing and that his professor always responds negatively to requests from youth to engage in free drawing. Ana, who is interested in felt and bead projects, similarly argues that an excessive theoretical focus in
school has caused her to lose interest in knowledge that school offers. He explains: “... I wanted them to teach
me interesting stuff, skills … and all this and since they don’t teach me things ... then I say, ‘I am going to do my
own thing!’” Raquel vocally describes her drawing classes that are based on “this little doll, the doll with joints”
and purely formal questions. She states: “… types of planes, light, contrast, … they teach us all this, the most
theoretical stuff. And that’s all they want to teach, nothing more”.
Thus, while certain forms of knowledge provided in school may be of interest to visual-art-producing youth,
the rigidity with which these issues are addressed and the institutional context in which they are presented
weaken their utility in the eyes of young people. As Raquel expressed, the designation of subjects and time
frames makes schoolwork less engaging. She explains that teachers “make you do them … as if they were
duties. Then, of course, it gets tedious”. Hence, schools cannot compete with spaces of learning that are based
on immediacy, the uncertainty of experimentation, propensity for change and constant interaction, such as
those offered through broader communities offered online.
However, we also find another powerful reason that may explain youths’ lack of interest in school curricula
related to visual culture production. Institutionalised spaces in which school-based knowledge is made
available do not offer youth a vital ingredient that we referred to above: the recognition that one is experimenting and that one possesses knowledge that supports one’s productive activities. This is essential ingredient, together the with trusting relationships, does appear in other environments such as those provided
by family and friends, and schools must attain this element to be regarded as spaces of apprenticeship and
creative production that are of interest to youth.
Unlike the other environments discussed, the formal nature of the school institution does not accommodate levels of intimacy necessary to generate interactive dynamics that youth need in order to develop and
share their skills. This may explain why 72% of youth claim to never engage in visual culture production with
professors and why only 10% would trust their professors to resolve technical or aesthetic issues. Maider
conveys the same view when discussing a hypothetical case in which one of her teachers evaluates her
extra-school projects:
M: “With my scout leader, yes, I would be confident … but if the professor came and said something, I would
not like that”.
These data exhibit the lack of intimacy within such institutions and between professors and youth with
respect to visual culture production. However, once again, this reality is more complex than the data show.
Although these data and opinions are representative, they do not account for the impact that certain professors have had in the initiating and developing of the creative capacities of certain youth. David, for ex-
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ample, explains that it was his professor of arts education who encouraged him to study art and who also
sought information to help David leave his home village to enrol in courses.
All the interviewees expressed a general lack of understanding that characterises school environments,
making such settings uninteresting spaces for the development of productive activities. However, once
again, we find that youth maintain relations with school institutions and with certain professors, and especially when a student feels that he or she is important to a professor and that it matters what he or she does.
Considerable evidence from our interviews allows us to draw this conclusion. For example, Ana, despite
drawing weak connections between school-based knowledge and her creative activities, greatly values
her professors of history and language because “they are involved in the material and try to get the students
involved”.

Conclusions
Generally speaking, visual culture production by youth has tended to be associated with forms of production that are related to digital environments, and this trend was found to be true through our study as well.
Nevertheless, we also find that visual culture production among youth is a more complex phenomenon
that involves drawing from various themes and types of knowledge for different uses.
Our results show that digital photography is the preferred mode of production for the interviewed youth.
However, for the youth age group with which we conducted our research (between 13 and 17 years of
age), creative practices tend to combine digital production with more traditional and manual modes of
production such as drawing and painting. It is thus appropriate to ask whether researchers have too liberally
ascribed importance to digital media use among youth, thus disregarding other forms of visual and cultural
production that may also be important to this group. Visual culture studies thus must consider both practices that are associated with youth as well as activities that are less visible. Rather, it is important to identify
artefacts and environments that youth relate to as well as those that remain hidden.
Among the diversity of practices that we identified, all of these practises possess one common feature:
an interest in experimentation that allows the young person feel that his or her learning is self-taught and
autonomous. This form of learning allows youth to feel autonomous from established or expert forms of
knowledge.
In this sense, it is interesting to note an observation made by Green (2014) regarding the how these new
forms of cultural production may reinforce established conceptions of the individualistic identity of the creative genius, who acts autonomously along the margins of cultural contexts that nourish him.
At this point in the investigation, another interesting question emerged: What role and impact tools exert
in defining creative production? To what extent are youth creations conditioned by the very characteristics
and limitations of the tools that they use? Does the design of creative software packages have a greater
effect on the structure of creative productions, or is it youth who more significantly affect creative designs?
Given that “mainstream” photographic production using automatic camera or mobile phone technology
dominate methods of artistic production used among youth in our study, we believe these questions to be
pertinent, and especially in relation to digital environments, which deserve deeper investigation.
With regards to spaces of youth cultural production, we identify a number of significant spaces that fulfil
various functions. The family setting is not found to be a significant environment for facilitating creative
production among youth. However, we also found that this setting offers a significant contribution by ful-
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filling a double function. First, family members are often the first to detect and ascribe value to creative
skills exhibited by youth. Second, in identifying these early talents, parents or guardians may for mere entertainment use available knowledge to send their children to art schools or workshops to develop their
potential. While these academies and ateliers are viewed by youth as irrelevant spaces for the production
and acquisition knowledge with respect to digital production, these organisations provide fundamental
information on more traditional artistic practices such as painting or drawing.
Aside from this initial role and with exception of one specific case, more direct interventions from family
members in the productive activities of youth were not found. We also did not detect the patterns of subversion against power dynamics cited as typical of family settings in a study by Ito et al. (2010:16). This may
be due to the fact that the levels of “technological practice” exhibited by Spanish families differ significantly
from those studied by Ito.
However, our results do support conclusions of virtually all studies conducted on youth with respect to the
importance of groups and peers in shaping productive activities by youth. The group represents both the
primary source of knowledge and the target of production, and the group also shapes the natural environments in which youth engage in visual production. However, it is no longer relevant to conceive of the
group as a “tribe”, but to rather understand the group as an open forum with relational dynamics that almost
inevitably derive from the types of environments in which they are developed. In this respect, examinations
of daily Internet use by youth demonstrated a broadening of the “local” group of close friendships towards
a more open group configuration that includes unknown individuals with whom more occasional and contingent links are established. In this sense, one may conclude that one of the most important functions of
the Internet in relation to our subject of investigation involves its ability to create new producers.
The Internet offers an environment that supports the majority productive activities by youth. Online resources still maintain this role when youth engage in traditional forms of production by providing thematic,
formal and technical information. In this respect, we argue that the Internet may be generating new ways
of relating to knowledge. Methods of online knowledge use employed by youth are similar to that of the
flâneur, who, as described by Benjamin, in adjusting perfectly to this type of interaction, “not only feeds on
what is presented to the senses of his eyes, but often makes use of pure knowledge, even that of dead dates, as
something experienced and lived” (Benjamin, 1927: M.5 - 422).
This way of ‘strolling’ through the Internet complements the young producer’s desire for access to knowledge through autonomous experimentation. Thus, productive practices followed by youth are constructed
through processes of learning and relationship building that differ considerably from more formalised and
institutionalised modes of knowledge transmission.
Unlike other spaces that are exclusively designed for learning (e.g., schools) or that are dedicated to sharing
what is produced (e.g., exhibit spaces), opportunities for interactivity offered through the Internet generate
hybrid action spaces, in which it is impossible to determine when youth are sharing and when they are
learning.
This finding presents us with a new dilemma: Do youth use the Internet because it offers a setting that satisfies their ways of producing and relating to other producers? Do peculiarities characteristic of the Internet
instead shape the ways in which young producers relate to types of knowledge? Whatever the case, reports
by youth clarify that their methods of creative production are facilitated through processes of apprenticeship and interaction that are supported through recognition and support, freedom of action and the open
use of resources.
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This largely explains the lack of relevance of educational institutions and forms of knowledge legitimated
in these spaces relating to productive activities. With the exception of a number of positive interactions with
professors, the interviewed youth appear to believe that schools have neglected practices of creative production. The respondents only occasionally recognise the utility technical knowledge or criteria acquired
through classes in improving their creative capacities.
Community, audience, confidence and intimacy provide the basis from which cultural production activities
and relations among youth can develop. Of these four components, schools presently only offer youth the
former two to a limited degree, and thus youth tend to engage in creative pursuits in their free time (Sancho,
2010; Hernández & Sancho, 2011).
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Fantasy Wrestling: Youth Digital Production
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Introduction
Youth spend an ever growing amount of time using technology. In a recent Pew Research Center Report, it
was found that 78% of youth have cell phones, and almost half of youth have smart phones (Madden, et al.,
2013), while 93% of youth own a computer or have access to one. Youth use their technology for a variety
of purposes, including doing homework, playing games, finding information, socializing, watching videos,
and increasingly for producing media. They are able to produce media more easily as technology and software have become more readily accessible. Ito et al. (2009) describe the various levels of participation in
these activities as hanging out (spending time with friends), messing around (exploring new interests and
tinkering), and geeking out (diving into a topic). Youth participate in these different ways, in different situations, according to their intensity of interest. Media plays an important role in youth culture, offering youth
opportunities to express themselves opens up opportunities for creation and distribution to an audience.
Youth produce visual artifacts heavily influenced by popular culture, through which they create their own
visual culture. This can be seen in a variety of communities ranging from video games to crafts to television
shows. Youth who participate in online communities gain specialist knowledge which only members of the
community fully understand. Those outside the community can only make a cursory reading of the artifact,
not truly understanding the nuances. The practices of visual culture enacted by youth are intertwined with
empowerment, learning, and the expression of identity. Visual culture developed by youth through their
digital production facilitates youth’s connected learning practices.
This paper examines youth digital production and its creation of and tie to visual culture in an online professional wrestling community, culturally situating wrestling through a history of the activity. It draws on data
collected from an eight-month ethnographic study of the community of the fantasy wrestling federation
Over the Ropes5. The analysis focuses on instances of youth digital production as a key design principle of
the connected learning framework. Over the Ropes strongly exemplifies a connected learning environment
as it ties to digital production and the creation of to the visual culture of the community.
4 Acknowledgments: This research was conducted as part of the Connected Learning Research Network, which is supported by
the MacArthur Foundation’s Digital Media and Learning Initiative
5 All names are pseudonyms. All data quotes are as written by participants.
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Visual Culture, Youth Digital Production, and Professional
Wrestling
Visual Culture
Visual culture has traditionally included painting and prints, book illustrations, galleries, exhibitions, and
popular spectacle – which would definitely include professional wrestling. Roughly defined visual culture
is, “material artefacts, buildings and images, plus time-based media and performances, produced by human labour and imagination, which serve aesthetic, symbolic, ritualistic or ideological-political ends, and/or
practical functions, and which address the sense of sight to a significant extent,” (Walker & Chaplin, 1997, p.
1-2). Visual culture was previously consigned to museums, until the late twentieth century (Wright, 2012). In
recent years, however, it has started to include the vast amount of visual artifacts created through television,
electronic representation, material culture, and digital media, all of which can include auditory as well as
visual material. Visual culture in the 21st century has been situated to incorporate new and innovative visual
practices, and emphasize the interactive role of the viewer (Wright, 2012), or audience.
Like culture in general, visual culture exists both within and outside of any individual. Visual culture is a social
act, even when made by solitary producers (Walker & Chaplin, 1997). The solitary producer may be working
alone but is creating the visual artifact for the enjoyment and consumption of other viewers. Visual culture
does not depend on artifact but on the tendency of people to visualize existence (Mizeroff, 2006). Today’s
technology allows for a huge proliferation of artifact.
Within visual culture, it is important to include elements of popular culture and everyday encounters in an
attempt to account for these experiences (Thompson, 2012). In terms of digital media, internet memes are
a great example of this, such as the grumpy cat meme (http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/grumpy-cat).
Visual culture recognizes the importance of visual imagery as a part of contemporary culture, but it does not
insist on a strong distinction between “popular ‘low’ culture and those of elitist ‘high’ culture” (Wright, 2012, p.
498), with professional wrestling being viewed firmly in the ‘low’ culture side of the equation. Visual culture
seeks to place visual representations in the context of their specific cultural settings. People consume and
enjoy visual culture, but systematic study unearths the “character, power, and social functions and effects”
(Walker & Chaplin, 1997, p. 3) on the viewer and culture. The meaning of visual culture is created through
a conversation between the individual, the culture, and the artifact itself (Sturken & Cartwright, 2006). The
production of meaning involves three elements other than the artifact and the viewer: (1) the conventions
that structure the artifact; (2) the viewers interpretation of the artifact; and (3) the contexts of the artifact,
(Sturken & Cartwright, 2009). This can be influenced by context like popular media.
Digital media provides an opportunity to produce artifacts using materials from popular culture. Taking up
everyday objects and appropriating and improvising them for the task at hand is referred to as bricolage
(Levi-Strauss, 1966). Bricolage means, “ ‘making do’, or creatively making use of whatever materials are at
hand, and it loosely translates to the idea of do-it-yourself culture,” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009, p. 78). Digital
bricolage provides for diverse cultural phenomena, depth of engagement, and extends the term visual
culture (Wright, 2012). In the development of visual culture, and reflecting on the idea of bricolage, each
culture produces visual culture that is specific to it. “Specialist knowledge and skills are normally essential to
cultural production,” (Walker & Chaplin, 1997, p. 68). Meaning can be embedded in the representation that
those lacking specialist knowledge may not be able to read, making the visual culture inaccessible. Digital
production offers youth the chance to create visual culture and express identity in their participation in their
interests.
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Youth Digital Production
Youth are often positioned as learners in digital spaces, but are also mentors and teachers in these spaces
(Martin, in press; Martin, in submission). Youth’s eager adoption of digital media like web publishing, video
production, social networking, and massively multiplayer role-playing games demonstrates the strength of
their interest to learn digital media skills and digital literacy (Rheingold, 2007). Youth can find communities
for nearly any interest in which they can produce media as a way to participate in their interest. Of course,
not all youth are digital producers with respect to their interests, but many are. Even if it is just casually taking
pictures, youth are producers of digital artifacts.
In times past, the production of digital media was limited by the cost and availability of technology, but current
technology, especially mobile devices, have made digital production extremely accessible. For most youth
producers, a major part of producing media is the opportunity to share it with others. The spread of high speed
internet access has also broken down barriers to digital production, and given fan culture access to new means
of production and distribution. Ito (2011) describes the creativity around popular culture interests as a “confluence of fannish enthusiasm, peer-to-peer online distribution” (p. 52), and novice-friendly production platforms.
This access to production and distribution allows for fan culture to be brought to the forefront after lurking
in the shadows of more traditional, corporately produced media. However, growing access to fan cultural
production does not mean the fandoms are becoming mainstream nor have an interest in being mainstream
(Ito, 2010). Despite the fact that fans come together around commercially produced popular media franchises,
like professional wrestling, they are producing their own media and adding their own thoughts, commentary,
critique, and unique spins. These fans are creating visual culture based on a commercially produced media
interest. Early examples of this can be seen in message boards of Star Trek fans as described by Jenkins (1992)
in his book Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture. In this book Jenkins describes the fans’
critical discussion of Star Trek, as well as their creation of digital media in the form of fan fiction about characters
in the Star Trek series. Fan produced media does not replace professionally produced media, but occupies “a
shared and convergent media ecology,” (Ito, 2010, p. 280).
Fandoms have long been places of critical consumption and creative production. As Ito (2010) describes
of amateur music video creators, social and cultural support and access to distribution channels can create
high-quality creative work in interest-driven spaces. Access to digital tools, online distribution, and a peerbased learning ecology democratizes creative production. Youth in digital spaces like these create their own
learning opportunities by taking an active role. They engage in seeking out information when they need
it through active searching and asking questions. This develops their skills to solve problems that they are
unable to solve on their own, and encourages their production.
Online communities can offer accessibility, support of new participants, and a cultural underpinning of support and sharing (Ito, 2010; Martin, in submission). At the same time, the participants in the community use
very specific discourse (Gee, 2004) and cultivate a deep knowledge of their topic of interest. This discourse
would be completely inaccessible to outsiders without the culture of support and sharing that many of
these communities enact. “Fan production is still deeply implicated in discourses and infrastructures that
differentiate it from ‘mainstream’ sensibilities of cultural production and consumption,” (Ito, 2010, p. 278). Media sites support many of the processes of youth culture: “construction of identity, building of collaborative
networks, and challenge to adult control,” (Buckingham, 2009). These online communities have their own
symbolic representation, aesthetics, ideology, and ethical codes and rules, which make up their visual culture. To be a member of one of these communities, youth have to know all of the aforementioned modes,
and display this knowledge through the discourse they use and the digital artifacts they produce. Becoming
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a member of a community requires a “process of self-identification” (Buckingham, 2009), necessitating asserting an appropriate attitude, claiming the identity, and embodying the aspects of the community.
Youth produce digital media for consumption by other youth, as well as themselves. Young people revisit
their own digital productions, not only to see how they might update them, but also to see the response
from the audience in terms of “hits” and comments. Essentially they produce the media for their own consumption acting as their own audience. This reflexive process, allows youth to consciously look at themselves, their production, and how others see their production (Weber & Mitchell, 2008).
Youth media production draws mixed receptions from adults including parents and the news media. The
general sentiment wavers between interest in the practices, dismissing the practices as trivial, and fear of
youth sharing too much private information. However, far too much attention is wasted on “what” youth are
producing and not “why” they are producing it (Stern, 2008). For many youth, digital media production is a
place not only to explore interests but to explore identity. Identity as a term has been defined in many ways
and has been contested overtime; however, it is an important concept. “Identity generally refers to how one
subjectively views oneself over time and across situations, and is typically believed to evolve throughout
the life cycle as one’s inner self changes,” (Stern, 2008, p. 97). Identity is both unique to us and part of a social
collective (Buckingham, 2008), with identity development being both an individual journey of self-inquiry
and a process that is reflexive to the feedback of peers and society. Reflexivity and negotiation are important
parts of the process of developing identity. Identity development in youth is an integral part in a person’s
overall development because youth often explore in terms of deciding who they are and what they want to
display to the world. The spread of access to digital production tools offers youth growing opportunities to
create and produce media that reflects them as individuals. Self-inquiry is an important aspect of identity
development, with the self-inquiry happening not in isolation but in the context and feedback of others.
The connections with peers created through the internet can be very important to youth identity. Online
contexts allow youth unique opportunities to explore identity that may not be supported in local contexts,
for example, being a wrestling fan (Martin, in submission). Online media production also offers the greatest
opportunity for self-reflection. “Expressing oneself online becomes a way for [youth] to explore their beliefs,
values, and self-perceptions, and thereby to help them grapple with their sense of identity,” (Stern, 2008,
p.102). The expression of self in online contexts is heavily tied to youth digital production in that the expression to others is made visible through digital production. Youth expression changes over time both with
their change in interest, identity, and technology.
Youth use a bricolage approach to identity formation, “both shaping and being shaped by ‘what is at hand’,
where in identities are simultaneously both personal and social,” (Weber & Mitchell, 2008, 44). This identity
formation is a form of constructedness, which is “the manner of playful yet more or less deliberate creative
‘assembling’ involved” (Weber & Mitchell, 2008, 39) in identity creation - constructing and deconstructing.
The collective identity of youth in their digital cultures is at least somewhat spurred by the authority (sometimes punitive) of adults (Martin, in submission). Youth digital production varies according to social context
(Buckingham, 2008). The collectivity and social construction of identity is just as important as the individual
exploration (Weber & Mitchell, 2008). Online fandoms offer youth opportunity for digital production, and
professional wrestling communities are excellent places to explore youth digital production.

Professional Wrestling
Professional wrestling traces its roots back to the nineteenth century (Modern Wrestling, 1895). Despite its
long history and international popularity, professional wrestling continues to carry a cultural stigma of being
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decidedly lowbrow. It is in conversations in the media emphasizing its societally deviant content as means
of entertainment which is seen by many as devoid of cultural value and as a wasteland in terms of learning.
But professional wrestling offers those who participate in it a variety of learning and culturally relevant
experiences.
Wrestling fans appreciate the nuances of the entertainment. Professional wrestling is equal parts athleticism
and melodrama, and understanding this is part of being an insider. “To know the rules by which the game
of wrestling is played, not just the names of the moves, but the way the wrestling event is constructed by
promoters, is to know how the game of life is played. Whether in the arena or in magazines and on the Internet, fans love to display their expertise. They are ‘smarts’, not ‘marks’” (Mazer, 2005, pp. 75). To become an
expert a fan needs to become an insider by gathering specialist knowledge, as mentioned earlier. Wrestling
fans display their knowledge through the many means of production available, including social media (e.g.,
Facebook and Twitter), YouTube and Tout videos, image and GIF creation, forums, and wikis.
Wrestling has a transmutational ability (Barthes, 2005): changing ordinary people into living superheroes.
The person becomes the professional wrestling persona. The professional wrestler changes over the course
of storylines, moving from heel to face and back again. Wrestling audiences, just as for theater, must suspend disbelief in order to fully participate in the experience (Barthes, 2005). Wrestling is a complex mix of
storylines, visual drama, and physical acrobatics, leading viewers on complex storylines that intersect and
intertwine. Online communities for fandoms like professional wrestling are strongly driven by the media
produced by the professional wrestling promotion companies, the largest and most well known of which
is the WWE (World Wrestling Entertainment). At the same time fan production is the essence of the online
communities.
A wrestler’s ability to use the mic at the beginning of a match or in a promotion video or interview can
make or break them. Wrestlers who have talent on the mic have become wrestling superstars, for example
the Rock or Mick Foley. Both have had long wrestling careers and huge fan support. The melodramatic
aspects of wrestling are what make it so enjoyable to watch for fans. People who do not watch wrestling
understand it only from a cursory point of view. They do not understand the enjoyment of wrestling as a
production of drama, cultural expression, or entertainment, but instead understand it only as an illegitimate
form of sport that lacks the set rules and statistics which are seen to give sports their intellectual merit. However, wrestling offers its viewers a genre of melodrama, which has discourse specific language and nuanced
activity that allows for engagement and display of expertise as part of its fandom.
Fans through their production are able to display their expertise or specialist knowledge through participation. The participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006) of these communities offer several benefits to production
including low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing
one’s creations, informal mentorship, peer-to-peer learning, and development of academic and career relevant skills.
In their production of identity (Weber & Mitchell, 2008) through digital media, participants learn new and
develop existing skills. Using academically applicable skills, they enrich their participation in their peer and
interest space. This type of learning can be looked at within the lens of connected learning (Ito, et al., 2013)
and production is a major element. The visual culture developed by youth in these online communities is
made visible through the youths’ digital production.
Visual culture production requires physical and mental labor including imaginative thinking, construction,
invention, and play (Walker & Chaplin, 1997). This is also true of fantasy wrestling. Production includes dis-
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tribution, circulation, and exchange with the community. The desires and interests of each individual are
a necessary part of production. Desire and interest also play an important part of consumption, reception,
and use of visual culture by the audience. Pleasure, although generally associated with consumption, is
also crucial to visual culture production. Pleasure is the means through which visual culture influences the
viewer (Walker & Chaplin, 1997). And pleasure combined with interest and desire play an important role in
both the production and consumption of fantasy wrestling.

Methodology
The data for this paper is part of an ethnographic study that employs a combination of observations and
interviews with participants of the fantasy wrestling federation Over the Ropes. Observations for this community lasted for eight months, from October 2012 to May 2013, and included field notes on the conversations within the forums. Twenty-five interviews were conducted with participants in the community. Interviewees were openly solicited and selected based on their participation and leadership in the forum. The
interviewees ranged in status in the community, level of expertise in professional wrestling, and intensity of
participation on the forums, as well as in the areas of the forums they participated. Participants range in age
from 16 to their early 30s, with most between 16 to 22 years old. 24 participants are male and 1 participant
is female. Participants spanned the globe from Asia to Europe, to North and South America.
Interviews were conducted through chat or the private message system on the Wrestling Boards, the parent
site for Over the Ropes. The interviewees were also observed on the message boards to triangulate data
from their interviews to create a well rounded picture of the interviewees’ participation. The interviews and
field notes were coded using an a priori coding scheme based on the connected learning principles (Ito et
al., 2013), which can be seen in Table 1 below. A description of the fantasy wrestling federation Over the
Ropes, based on observation and interview data, appears in the next section. This paper will only explore
codes that examine digital production and data dealing with the fantasy wrestling federation.
Connected Learning Principle

Descriptors of the Code

Interest-Powered

Invitations/exposures to interest
Information/knowledge seeking
Developing/seeking relationships centered on interest

Peer-Supported

Peer identity/interaction
Compliments and put-downs
Circulation and sharing
Resource sharing and trades
Inspiration and motivation
Feedback and help

Production-Centered

Production tools and opportunities
Seeing under the hood

Identity and Transitions

Consequential transitions and role changes
Reputation management

Academically Oriented

Recognition in school and academic identity
Career opportunities
Curricular forms of learning/content

Shared Purpose

Community/social regulation
Collaboration/joint activity

Openly Networked

Recontextualization and reframing
Mediational artifacts

Table 1: Connected Learning Coding Scheme

222

CRYSTLE MARTIN

A Closer Look at the Fantasy Wrestling Federation
The fantasy wrestling federation group, Over the Ropes, is part of the larger professional wrestling fan community, the Wrestling Boards. The entire fantasy wrestling federation has been active for over two years. A
highly engaged form of production in the fan community is to participate in one of the many fantasy wrestling federations’. Fantasy wrestling is carried out in a text-based role-playing format. Players develop their
own characters deciding the look; signature moves; alignment – whether they are a heel, face, or tweener
(i.e., bad, good, or neutral/ambiguous, respectively); and back-story. Players produce wrestling promotion
cards for their wrestlers. Each fantasy wrestling group designs their own card specific to the group, decided
either by the booker, much like a game master in a tabletop role-playing game (RPG), or by consensus of
the players. Players need to understand the intricacies and nuances of wrestling in a sophisticated way.
They have to master the lore and discourse embedded in professional wrestling in order to produce nuanced performances that are authentic and believable. Players also have to be able to switch between
personas fluidly while playing, enacting multiple identities (Weber & Mitchell, 2008), interacting both as
themselves and their characters. The players perform their characters and produce the fantasy wrestling
universe through writing.

Analysis
Creative production is the heart of a fantasy wrestling federation. Without production there is no fantasy
wrestling federation. The participants produce everything: the universe, the characters, the rules, the wrestling cards. It is a completely production-centered community. The creation of the show from start to finish
is a major investment for the entire community. Mike, an 18-year-old from the United States is one of the first
writers for Over the Ropes. He describes his interest in the production of the fantasy wrestling federation:
To be honest, creative writing has always been something I have been fond of for awhile now. I was very good
at it in high school so my teachers say. When the Federation was thought of, I knew right then I wanted to be
a part of it. Since the federation needed writers, getting into it was just as simple as submitting a creative simulated match segment, or a backstory of a character you wanted to be featured in the show. Now that it has
grown so much more; to become a writer, you must have been a member on the forum for at least 2 months,
and have high quality posts and good grammar. You still also submit a creative writing piece.
Mike seeks to expand the production of the fantasy wrestling federation by adding features to the website.
The Kayfabe [wrestling term for speaking in character] thread would also make a nice addition to the federation. I could see this getting most readers even more excited and thrilled. Plus, it would keep the federation
more active as well! It would also give people a chance to speak as their superstar, or on behalf of their superstar. I believe that this should apply only to the active readers though.
Character cards would make another nice addition to those who like customization of their superstar. Records
and Wiki pages are definitely needed for obvious purposes.
Beyond the performance through writing production of the fantasy wrestling federation, players also produce videos and images as well. Rhashan, a 19-year-old from the United States, emphasizes how his production is more sophisticated than other community members: “I don’t give much feedback on Over the Ropes
aside from the writing because no one else really does Over the Ropes like I do, to the extent of shooting
real promos.” For the participants of Over the Ropes, the community’s production and the community itself
are intertwined pieces of the collective fantasy (Fine, 1983) that they are developing together.
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In the culture of the community it is a point of pride to excel at producing feuds, developing rivalries, and
producing interesting storylines between their character and a rival player’s character. Zach, a 17-year-old
from Europe, says, “I like having your own character and making him/her the way you want to be. I also like
the fact that now how active you are helps with how your character performs. I’ve never seen the forum
so active and it’s just a lot of fun posting in character and typing up long posts and such telling off other
wrestlers. Kind of makes you feel good.” The role-playing element supports identity exploration and production through the production of performing a character (Fine, 1983). The players together create a collective
fantasy to carry out their fantasy wrestling federation (Fine 1983). The group collectively defines its boundaries, gives it life, and makes it a playable environment, as well as creating visual culture. They produce the
performance and the culture of the fantasy wrestling federation. Outcomes are based on the performance
produced by the player, and the quantity and quality of production directly influence how they fare in the
game. Players like Zach, support that production performance has bearing on the standing of a player.
Emphasizing the production performance increases activity in the federation and enjoyment of the players.
The performative role-playing aspects of fantasy wrestling allow the community to be more than involved
in producing culture, including visual culture. The culture of this fantasy wrestling federation, beyond focusing on player enjoyment, is peer supported; helping others learn and improve skills is a cultural norm
for the participation creating a higher quality of production. This is supported by Zach. He says, “I really look
into Over the Ropes and try to help them improve it by writing reviews of their work so they can improve.”
Jonathan, a 16-year-old from the United Kingdom, reiterates Zach’s feelings about Over the Ropes. “I give
and get feedback often about what I do. I often help/mentor new members of the forum to the best of my
ability. At the end of the day, we’re all alike and we’re like a family on Wrestling Boards [the parent forum
for Over the Ropes].” Peer support, being a tenet of the culture, creates a bond between the community
members, developing tight connections between players as they perform in the fantasy universe of their
wrestling federation.
Youth directly solicit feedback in order to help them meet their peers’ expectations as well as support self-inquiry. Lack of feedback causes frustration but in situations where ample feedback is given, like in the online
wrestling community, the Over the Ropes (Martin, in submission); youth have the support and opportunity
to explore both new digital production skills as well as new identity practices. In this community youth are
able to experiment in low-risk environments, pushing their identity and digital production to places they
may have been apprehensive about trying in more high risk situations. Youth are able to practice “ways of
being” (Stern, 2008), that is, different identities. Peer approval and support is tied both to youth identity and
their sense of self-worth, and therefore is sought after as youth mature. For youth, a mismatch between their
peer group and their interest can be very stultifying to youth interest development. However, the ability of
youth to seek a wider group of peers through online contexts offers them a way to support their identity
development and sidestep the limitations local community can offer.
Community criticism is important to digital production and identity production. Constructive criticism is one
form of feedback sought by youth on their digital production as part of identity exploration, as mentioned
earlier. Here Sackfist reprimands a player for not writing a thorough review of the previous week’s show:
Your review is very very skimmed dude, it will pass this time, next week however it will not count. You
must reference the show more.
HQ [high quality] Post from Zach & CM Punk noted. Be sure you guys rate the show as not rating is a
decrease.
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[a player asks what an HQ post is]
They take the time to actually record their voices and post it, which we credit them for. Same as we did
for Rhashan for his videos. They are putting extra work in. You are welcome to do the same.
The requirement of criticism as part of the production of the community may seem strange at first, but it
is used as a method to maintain active participation, engagement, and a high-quality product. The players
give criticism that is to the point and honest. Here is an example of what Zach wrote as feedback to a match
from a previous week’s show.
Loved, loved, loved the mosquito reference. I like how Venom [a player’s character] just came off as an absolute
monster in this match. Not sure if I like how he pretty much dominated the whole match, I would like to have
seen all 3 wrestlers have a moment in the match where they were dominating. By the way, this line made me
cringe: ‘Ben [The commentator]: Oh-Oh, Clang’s [a player’s character] head, he has definitely lossed a few IQ
points after that’ Lossed. Lossed. Lossed. Lossed. *facepalm* It’s okay though, every match had some errors.
This one had a lot though. For the last quarter of the match all the commentary said: Standard Commentary
and there was only one person commentating. You have to start reading the whole thing before you post it.
Still a great match though.
You can see the feedback as another part of the production/consumption cycle. Zach is assessing the show
for quality and authenticity of the product. Participants of Over the Ropes use their production to both
enjoy wrestling with other people and have a place to share their criticisms of the current state of the
“product” of the commercial offering of professional wrestling. Referring to professional wrestling television
shows as “product” was common among fans. The production of this community is focused on their interest
in wrestling and is dependent on their willingness and ability to be critical in striving for a high standard in
their creative production.
Participants display their expertise and specialist knowledge through their production. Lacky, a 19-year-old
from the United Kingdom, takes pride in his activity ranking on the site:
I haven’t been there particularly long only since July, but I’m the second highest poster on the board. I like to be
active to help create discussions from different people. I tend to help the forum and it’s users whenever I can.
I’m currently being considered a moderator on the forum.
As was seen above, supporting peers in the community is a cultural value and having specialist knowledge
allows participants to gain status in the community by being give the role of mentor. Specialist knowledge
is very important in fan communities, both to the person who holds it and to the people in the community
who can benefit from the collective intelligence of the group (Martin, in press). This community recognizes
and values specialist knowledge. This type and intensity of knowledge in an interest to those who are not
part of the community may seem geeky, but for those inside the community, it can offer a great deal of
status and an opportunity to tryout an identity as a leader. In this community, the value of specialist knowledge is not only seen in the knowledge itself but in the expression of that knowledge through production.
Farooq, an 18-year-old from the United States, describes how to determine the quality of posting:
As for members, it is very easy to tell. This forum isn’t sugar coated, people will say who they like, or dislike. And
you can tell when someone posts. This is an example of a post by a respected member: ‘I agree that CM Punk is
good at the mic, but he is overrated in ring,’ This is an example of a post by a non respected member: ‘Fuck CM
Punk, he’s good at the mic because he is a whinning bitch, and he is shit in ring.’ Respected members give fair
ratings to all wrestlers and hesitate from using immature insults.
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In Over the Ropes, help is offered from more experienced community members to those that are less experienced, as seen above.
Digital media production is widely practiced on the site through the design of graphics and wrestling cards,
the creation of animated gifs, and creation of video and audio clips, as well as the performance through
text. Zach teaches others Photoshop because he has a strong mastery of it. Teaching gives him even more
practice with it, which supports his career interest of being a graphic designer or an architect. Rhashan creates video promos, i.e., a dialogue or monologue used to advance a storyline, for his character by dressing
up and performing his character. He also creates animated GIFs to enhance his written performance. The
skills youth develop in Over the Ropes offer them the chance to have agency over their learning decisions
(Martin, 2012) and pursue identity development in this environment (Martin, 2012; Weber & Mitchell, 2008).
Youth digital production, supported by skill development, created a connected learning environment, as a
place for identity exploration and the creation of visual culture.

Discussion
Fantasy wrestling federations’ offer a marriage of “old” fandom with “new” online community practices (Halverson, 2007). The environment of Over the Ropes supports a culture of youth digital production. Through
performance and the creation of artifacts, youth define the visual culture of community. It may seem strange
to view a role-playing fantasy wrestling federation as a manifestation of visual culture being that it is text
based. However, fantasy wrestling is more than just text; it is about performance and embodiment, which is
what makes it part of visual culture. The non-static, non-constructed nature of the fantasy wrestling federation
makes it more like performance and less like text in the traditional format. The visual culture of the community
focuses on authenticity, which is expressed through the text performances of the wrestling characters.
As seen in the description of production in the community, players work to create the best performance
possible, striving for authentic wrestlers and situations, creating videos, and creating images. Each player
gets to creatively perform their vision for their character through the character card, as well as produce
digital media to support that performance. The players make their mark as producers instead of just consumers (Jenkins, 2006), and the community helps them develop and use a wide range of 21st century skills
(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009). Similar learning experiences have been seen in the online communities of video games (Martin, 2012; Martin & Steinkuehler, 2010; Ochsner & Martin, 2012; Steinkuehler,
2011; Steinkuehler & Duncan, 2009).
The visual culture of Over the Ropes both expresses elements of professional wrestling the players enjoy,
as well as criticism of professional wrestling. This critical look at wrestling by those who enjoy it most show
the fans’ are smart consumers of the product. They produce a performance using the affordances of digital media that incorporate elements from professional wrestling as it stands commercially, and elements
that they think would improve professional wrestling. The youth use this production as an opportunity for
identity exploration by performing as characters that differ from themselves. The performance of this textbased role-playing game, acted out through writing, allows youth to create visual culture around an interest
through digital production. This linking of peer-support, interests, and production all support learning in a
connected learning environment.
The connected learning environment (Ito, et al., 2013) of Over the Ropes offers youth the chance to create their own visual culture through their digital production. The participants in the community learn and
improve their skills through the collaborative ideals of the community. The connected learning framework
posits that learning is most successful when a learner has a personal interest or passion that they are pursu-
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ing in a context of cultural affinity, social support, and shared purpose. Youth’s participation in the community is tied to empowerment, learning, and expression of identity, again all key parts of connected learning.
Youth are often drawn to the production of digital media artifacts through interest, whether because of
personal exploration, or because of a more specific interest, like gaming (Rafalow, in submission) or professional wrestling (Martin, in submission). Youth utilize peer-support to hone their digital production abilities,
both through support of digital skill improvement and feedback on content. These digital skills can be academically oriented to youths’ academic and career goals. Youth who produce digital media in online interest
communities often join in the shared purpose of the community as a way to increase their interaction with
their interest. The vast amount of social media and social opportunities in online contexts allow youth to use
the openly networked nature of the internet to access learning resources that would otherwise be difficult
for them to find. Youth use digital production as a way to explore their learning and identity. Through this
digital production and peer-support, they are plugging in to the framework of connected learning, and using the visual culture they create for the community as a way to share their thoughts, criticisms, and identity
with the world.
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ABSTRACT
The paper is based on the research project MediaArt@Edu (ACRONYM), funded under the program of
“Strengthening media skills for future oriented media education in vocational qualification” of the German
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), and co-coordinated by the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology’s Institute of Vocational and General Education in collaboration with the Center for Art and Media
ZKM’s department of Museum Communication, the German Federal Agency of Employment Karlsruhe.
The project aims to scrutinize art education approaches and mentoring concepts to be applied in digital
media art education with young participants of vocational preparation7 and vocational orientation after
school programs. In the project, a new concept to support digital media literacy of young people by developing media projects documented in project portfolios is developed, applied and evaluated. It brings
together models of art and technology education accompanied by a specific mentoring concept including
portfolio work. It perceives portfolio work as an aesthetic practice, rather than a simple tool for visualization,
documentation and reflection of learning processes.
In the project, students of pedagogy as well as students of general and vocational education, engineering
pedagogy and technology accompany young participants in vocational preparation programs. The project
aims to realize an education-through-art approach to technology by means of introducing artistic processes
with digital media as well as didactic concepts of art education to vocational preparation which is rather
unusual in VET.
In order to improve media literacy of the young participants the project aims to support them to shape their
own vocational biography towards the development of a vocational identity.
In the paper, the challenges of contemporary vocational preparation measures will be addressed and the
underlying didactic concept of mentoring such processes, as well as the areas of curricula of digital media
are discussed. The educational setting brings together learning venues (ZKM and KIT) and consists of an
6 In vocational preparation measures outside vocational schools, young people are prepared for work or to take up a formal
vocational training place. Often those young people are placed in a long term transit situation, hoping to be enabled to get employed in the future.
7 In vocational preparation measures outside vocational schools, young people are prepared for work or to take up a formal
vocational training place. Often those young people are placed in a long term transit situation, hoping to be enabled to get employed in the future.
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art education-oriented introduction to the topic of each media module (such as robotics, light installation,
Smart textile, Virtual Worlds/games, Sound), a series of hands-on workshops held at ZKM as well as reflection workshop with students and participants using a more visual approach to evaluate the workshops and
combine methods to stimulate feedback and discussion.
The project’s Web site can be accessed at: http://www.ibp.kit.edu/mediaartedu/
Keywords: integrated arts-science-technology education, media literacy, learning, digital media art education, activity-based media education, media didactics, shaping one’s vocational biography, trans-vocational/core skills
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1. Challenge of Vocational Preparation Measures8 in the German
Context
The large variety of media, experiences, and new devices (such as SmartPhones, computer games controlled by body movements, 3D worlds, robotic toys and interactive textiles (wearables)) young persons use
in their leisure time has not yet been integrated into their preparation for a vocation after school, nor has it
been tested or evaluated as a tool in promoting media competence. This is why the concept of digital media
education, “MediaArt@Edu,” has been developed in the light of the preconditions, needs, and development
perspectives of disadvantaged young persons in vocational preparation and orientation.
The background to the choice of this target group is the so-called “first threshold,” the transition from school
to vocation which, in Germany, constitutes a highly problematic phase. These young people are in a situation of permanent transition; measures do not lead to any recognized completion, and any linkup with
measures preparing for a vocation is doubtful for many young people. In addition, the target group, as a rule,
had a history of mainly negative learning experience at school or even suffered a “career of failure” in their
efforts at school, out-of-school or vocational training, or had not found any training position. The project
establishes a broader concept of vocational preparation and vocational orientation by supporting young
people in first generating any interest in activities and technology areas relevant to a vocation and, in doing
so, taking stock of the corresponding development of their personal capabilities. In order to enable also less
privileged young people to have access to a (technical) vocational education, a concept of digital media
education including a supervised learning process was developed as a specific mentoring and project portfolio. This involves students as academic mentors. Learning based on writing and written text is reduced in
the interest of visual and haptic learning processes and media-based learning (e.g. in the field of robotics)
and is combined with elements of development of vocational perspectives and influences on personal biography. Reflection on personal learning processes is achieved with the help of aesthetic project portfolios
developed along the lines of actual design processes. Digital media and visual types of expression ultimately
are to help underprivileged young people to experience actively their design capabilities, creativity and
achievements in active cooperation with artists, student mentors, and scholars. In doing so, they not only
develop an interest in media work, current technologies, aesthetic action, and computer modeling, but also
reflect on these activities and, in the best case, build a vocational perspective impacting their vocational
biography.

2. Integrated Art and Technology Education as a Didactic
Approach
The research project combines, advances and evaluates the concept of integrated aesthetic-informational
media education (Reimann, 2006) with target group-related aesthetic project portfolios, which are part of
the mentoring concept. In this approach, the digital media are used not merely as tools or resources, but
understood as extensions within the meaning of McLuhan, and tried out by the young people themselves
as independent artistic media within the meaning of constructivist pedagogy and constructionist technology education as referred to by Papert (1982, 1993 as well as Kafai/Resnick, 1994) and combined with topical hardware (e.g. LilyPad-Arduino technology)9 and software (AMICI, DiMeB)10. They are tested, designed,
programmed, reflected upon and presented in aesthetic-artistic contexts together with artists, educators,
8 The measures offered by the German employment agency, out of the school context.

9 LilyPad for Arduino for Smart Textiles of the MIT High-Low Tech Research Group, Leah Buechley, Head.

10 e.g. AMICI, iconic programming environment developed by the DiMeB research group headed by Heidi Schelhowe, Bremen
University.
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and student mentors. Specific areas of digital media technology were selected. The five media module
topics comprise the curricular areas of robotics, virtual worlds (games), light, sound, and smart textiles. They
integrate practices of current youth media cultures (such as do-it-yourself (DIY), hacking, remix, mashup),
which basically make media technologies objects of research and try to achieve a deeper understanding
of technology, by means of creative design processes “against instructions for use” (cf. Reimann, Fütterer,
Biefang, 2010:2), than would be possible by the mere passive or consumption-oriented use of media. Quite
deliberately, elements and approaches from media research and media education, aesthetic education and
aesthetic research (Kämpf-Jansen, 2000) are merged to make them usable by the specific target group for
education processes in preparation of a vocational perspective.
The research project refers back on the concept of integrated aesthetic and computer science-based media
education (Reimann, D., 2006) as developed within the “Theory and Practice of Integrated Aesthetic and
Informational Education and Advanced Education,” ArtDeCom11, tested at schools of general education,
evaluated and continued in two follow-on projects (KiMM/MediaArtLab@School). This used the increasing
level of digitization and the omnipresence of digital media technology as a point of departure for developing basic scientific research into an interdisciplinary style of aesthetic-informational media education. It
combines two disciplines and methods of operation which seem to be different at first sight: Open tasks
and the unconstrained work in artistic processes, as well as the calculability and predictability of computational modeling. None of the two areas – neither aesthetic nor computacional education – is subjected to
the other, as unfortunately is still common practice in schools. Instead, both aspects are to be promoted in
a similar way so as to expand aesthetic forms of expression, support understanding and “grasping” of digital media, and initiate manifold design processes by establishing synergies. Understanding fundamental
aspects of informational modeling and algorithmics in the computer black box represents one education
objective achieved through independent programming of informational models. A computer is shown to
be a flexible design medium and a programmable algorithmic machine in aesthetic-artistic processes. The
underlying informational models are to be made transparent in this approach. Contemporary interactive
media art as a transdisciplinary field acts as a prime mover and is used didactically for purposes of media education beyond the confines of specific disciplines and, for that very reason, incorporating the meaning and
also the haptic properties of materials and a multitude of media. It also includes the specific aesthetics of
the digital medium (cf. Reimann, 2009, p.3). Expanded interfaces, haptic input modes, the human-machine
interaction still widespread in computer education, whose limitations to mouse-and-keyboard activities are
transcended, have been tried out in training tests: Sensor technology and mobile microcomputers were
programmed, e.g. within the framework of artistic installations, into interactive robotic systems. 3D internet worlds and interactive identities (Avatars) allow both the design and aesthetic shaping as well as the
visualization of the mathematical space and navigation in the internet, on the other hand. Tangible media,
e.g. media equipped with sensors and haptic interfaces, incorporate a tremendous didactic potential with
respect to a new place for learning also outside classrooms, and support the connection of digital media
with other media and materials: The computer in its different embodiments, as a microcomputer and in the
context of tangible media – is brought into the real learning spaces (ambient media) where learning is to
take place, a concept transcending reality in school and its concept of a centrally organized computer room
with inflexible equipment (cf. Reimann, D., Winkler, T., Herczeg, M., 2004A). On this basis, the current MediaArt@Edu research project selected curricular areas and technologies incorporating these very interfaces
and possibilities (e.g. smart textiles, robotic systems, etc.).
11 2001-3, Head, Prof. Dr. M. Herczeg, IMIS University of Lübeck, Dr. I. Höpel, CAU Kiel.
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The didactic media approach with the equivalent combination of both aesthetic-artistic and technical-informational activities is used in the MediaArt@Edu research project as a basis of creative processes and is
connected to aesthetic project portfolio work and developed further.

3. Digital Media Technologies as Spaces for Aesthetic Experience
Digital technology combines aesthetic and discursive, previously analog, media on a single foundation,
expanding the physical spaces for communication and action as well as the possibilities of expression and
the spaces of experience of the young persons making most use of this technology. New equipment and
media worlds, such as SmartPhones and tablets, virtual Avatars, robotic games and wearable media used
and designed by them, constitute new spaces of experience with a fundamental impact on the ways of
communication and cooperation of the young generation. They are more than tools of interaction, but
also constitute new forms of culture. Digital technologies and their differentiated manifestations (from a
user interface on a screen to interaction spaces controlled by movements) open up entirely new spaces
for aesthetic experience. This “experiencing” is to be utilized in education, and is to be lived by the young
people in different aesthetic situations. Aesthetic experiences in general play an important role in education
processes. The starting point could be arousing attention to something that could create interest in some
subject matter or a liking of something. Aesthetic experience in everyday life can be made both in a receptive and in a productive way (cf. Reimann 2013: 35). The meaning of aesthetic experience and its potentially
educational character was outlined by Peez (2005:13), with reference to Otto, Oevermann, and Dewey, as a
general characteristic of educational processes: “One key element of education […] is aesthetic experience.
Aesthetic experience can be gained both receptively and productively, i.e. both in perceiving objects and
phenomena and in designing them, for instance, in painting, music, poetry, or on stage. […] Education without authentic aesthetic experience is inconceivable and impossible. […]” (Dewey, 1934 / 1980:11, as quoted in: Peez 2005:13). In “Art as an Experience,” Dewey emphasized the aesthetic dimension of any human
experience, which means that education always has an aesthetic foundation. “Education without authentic
aesthetic experience is inconceivable and impossible. Aesthetic experience is the basis of any cognition,
especially of any extension and modification of experience” (Oevermann, 1996, p.15, as quoted in Peez
2005:13). The digital media are systematically included in the research project in an effort to expand and
enrich those spaces of experience. Technology is systematically considered experience (McCarthy/Wright,
2004:3) on the basis of the relevant curricular areas of digital media, which experience is comprehended
and grasped by complex aesthetic experience spaces (cf. Reimann 2011:13), so-called mixed reality learning
spaces (cf. Reimann 2006:61), within the framework of independently initiated actions.
The research project links up to the concept of experience introduced in vocational education research by
Fischer (Fischer 1996: 128) and to the practical experience at work in the context of computer-aided specialized working and learning (Fischer, 2000:99, 117). In this approach, people are in the focus of (vocational)
education processes as subjects accumulating and designing experience.
In the research project digital technologies are perceived as spaces of experience and, consequently, makes
current media systems available to young people to accumulate experience with. These media include the
areas of robotics, virtual 3D spaces, sound, light, smart textiles, a mobile form of embedded robotic systems.
One term has been planned per module in which the young people can accumulate experience in workshops, visualize that experience, document it and reflect upon it in a dialog with mentors, teachers, artists,
and scholars accompanying the learning process. The aesthetic-artistic approach selected in the project,
which can be aimed both at aesthetic action and at artistically inspired concepts in the design processes, is
to support the young persons in generating and pursuing interests.
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For this purpose, the digital technologies areas were integrated into the research project which allow the
specific characteristics and aesthetics of the programmed “Medium from the Machine” (Schelhowe, 1997) to
be used as a space for experience. In the “Robot Design” media module presented, the young people invent,
design, program and optimize cooperatively robotic objects of their imagination. Within the meaning of
“evocative objects” (Turkle, 2007), they are to transgress the implicit aesthetics of the hardware used in the
project (LEGO® NXT), provide food for thought12 and transcend the robot designs based on the imagination
of young people and contained in the system (e.g. vehicle designs, reptiles, humanoid robot models) also in
terms of the materials employed (e.g. textiles, papers, etc.).

4. Project Portfolio Practice as Aesthetic Processes with Digital
Media
Portfolios usually are considered, and used as, collections of originals, such as sketches, drawings, and other
documents, or as combinations of methods, processes or options for action. In learning at school, the use
of portfolios in the post-Pisa evaluation culture and competence diagnosis often is concerned chiefly with
performance assessment and longer-term documentation and reflection on learning units by the students
themselves, the focus being on the process and less on the result of what has been done and learned. A major role in this respect is played by the aspect of self-management by the learner(s) (cf. Häcker 2007: 126ff ).
Process orientation also includes the interaction among teachers and students negotiated in the dialog
among the social players participating in education. In the educational sector, portfolios, as a rule, combine
originals and the reflections upon them by the students relying on their design drafts, and the steps and
design processes completed (cf. also Schwarz 2008, p. 22).
Looking at the status of research and development of portfolio variants in the educational, artistic and
design-related key disciplines, such as education in arts, design and media, concerned with aesthetic processes and visual media, one finds that specific developments and drafts of more visually oriented project
portfolios focused on representation and imaging of the stages of aesthetic design processes are neither
pursued nor developed. In art education as in education in general, portfolios so far have been considered
mainly as tools useful and adequate as expressions of media culture of young people (e.g. by Meyer who,
in particular, had the e-portfolio variant employed in educational processes at universities (education of art
teachers) and in teaching art to teachers13. This approach was concerned less with portfolio work as an independent aesthetic practice than mainly with aspects of control and self-control of the students developing
as a result of increasing transparency and distribution of different tools (such as digital learning diaries, social
networks, or learning platforms for schools) as characteristic aspects of current styles of learning within the
meaning of self-controlled learning (cf. Münte-Goussar et al., 2010: 15f ). Especially in performance assessment in the school subject of art (e.g. Dohnich-Fioravanti 2008:64) portfolios are regarded more as tools and
used as tools for documentation in the learning process, whereas no independent portfolio developments
beyond the tool paradigm, are performed, tested or used for evaluating work14. In art education, the current
approaches used, such as mapping techniques, are either employed explicitly as a method of coming to
12 “We think with objects we love; we love the objects we think with.” (Turkle, 2007: 5)

13 The ePUSH project, a networking and integration project conducted at the University of Hamburg, was aimed at sustainable
inclusion of ICT in the processes of teaching and learning at Faculty IV, discussed and used e-portfolios.

14 One example of the interpretation of portfolio as a metaphor for tools is provided by Dohnich-Fioravanti (in Peez 2008:
64ff.), who studies portfolio work as a tool for assessing “staged education” in the school discipline of arts in a 7th grade: The
training unit dealing with “structures“ made use of portfolios as a method promoting reflection and self-assessment. The primary objective was written reflection on an aesthetic action taken before by the example of “frottage.” The working sheets provided
hardly contain space for aesthetic working, the only exception being a picture illustrating the technique of frottage (op. cit., loc.
cit.: 68) with the focus on the technical aspect of frottage (“Mark those materials which leave particularly good traces,” ibid).

236

DANIELA REIMANN

grips with contemporary art (for future teachers) (e.g. Heil, 2007: 5) or for stimulating investigative learning,
for instance within the meaning of aesthetic research (Kämpf-Jansen, 2000: 19), of mapping (Busse, 2007:
32), or using graphic techniques (Sabisch, 2007:1). These educational concepts establish methods of initiating aesthetic processes and are used as general forms of art education didactics.
So far, no approaches have been found which are explicitly related to portfolio work as an independent
aesthetic practice. Portfolios in education, when used, for instance, in school, generally have the character
of supporting tools, especially the e-portfolio variant, which often materializes in a hardly inspiring character
of a form more reminiscent of accounting practices than the initiation of, and reflection on, creative processes. Also in vocational education, no approaches have been found so far which seek to include a more
pronounced aesthetic-artistic or visually oriented portfolio practice. Elsholz, e.g., studied the way in which
portfolios can contribute to strengthening “design competence as part of a vocational biography”15, its possible use as a “neoliberal tool of adaptation to market requirements” (Elsholz, 2010: 1), and reflected on this
for vocational education. Brater who, in the 80s, introduced “artistic practice” into vocational education, later
also did study the use of so-called “competence portfolios” (Brater et. al. 2010: 13, 23) in the very specific context of Waldorf Schools in order to reveal learning potentials, not focusing on an aesthetic portfolio practice
concentrating on visualization, as intended in the “MediaArt@Edu” research project, but Brater, Haselbach
and Stefer (2010: 215) investigated whether learning processes could be understood more effectively by
portfolio work rather than written marks, how the personalities of students develop, and to what extent the
use of portfolios affects or changes the entire school and its learning culture. The purpose of the exercise
mainly was to make competence visible and detectable.
The main problem in project portfolio work is its integration into educational processes that portfolio work is
not shown to students as a mere documentation tool used ex post facto, i.e. after working on the real media
object, that is, the meaningful artefact developed according to one’s own imagination, in the sense Turkle
(2007) introduced perceiving computer technologies as evocative objects, rather than simply technical artefacts. The specific portfolio design in the “MediaArt@Edu” BMBF project goes beyond the use as a tool, as
a means of support in self-managed learning, regarding it not only as a concept of imagination, representation, visualization, documentation, and reflection of project ideas and contents of learning guided by aesthetic processes, but considering portfolio work accompanied by educational steps as an aesthetic process
oriented towards, or based on, design processes, and used in the development of media prototypes, such as
robotic prototypes. This gets rid of the drudgery of filling in portfolio documents, emphasizing instead lived
practice whose boundary conditions are investigated and identified in the project. Word-based learning,
i.e. explanation guided mainly by theoretical scientific and linguistic types of expression, is reduced in the
interest of visual and haptic learning processes and supplemented by aesthetic project portfolios. Besides
possibilities of visual representation and media, these also include the possibility to make things visible to
the young users – people seeking education to prepare for a vocation who, in this way, will be motivated
medially and visually to study a variety of media topics and examine their personal competences.16
The MediaArt@Edu research project falls back on preparatory work tried at universities within the framework
of the “Aesthetic Research Book” portfolio variant (Reimann, 2007) and the “Artistic Research Book” (Reimann,
Biazus, 2008:531) portfolio variants. These variants originate from a research-driven concept of aesthetic ed15 For the concept of design competence for a vocational biography as used in vocational education, see also Fischer, Martin/
Ziegler, Magdalene/Gaylor, Claudia/Kohl, Matthias/Kretschmer, Susanne/Reimann, Daniela/Barkhau, Sylvia (2013): A Framework Concept for Assessing and Developing Quality in Vocational Education (in German) in: Fischer, Martin (ed.): Quality in
Vocational Education. Claims and Reality. (in German), Bielefeld: Bertelsmann (in the press).
16 This does not mean that language plays no role in the project. Language is used differently, e.g. in a differentiated and supplementary way, in the MediaArt@Edu project book.
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ucation (“art practice as research,” Sullivan, 1951: 4ff ) using the concept of aesthetic research in art education
as a leitmotif (Kämpf-Jansen, 2000:19) which, so far, has been employed primarily as a method in training art
teachers, in order to combine it with the focus on more aesthetically minded project constellations involving visual or artistic research (e.g. art projects in virtual space, cf. Reimann, Biazus, 2008:531). The approach
chosen combines processes and strategies which regard students as persons conducting aesthetic-artistic
research, and move them into the focus of gathering aesthetic experience. Also research based on design
education (learning by game design) and the associated “designer notebooks” by Kafai (1994:57 ff.), which
stem from the tradition of constructivist pedagogy and constructionist technology education introduced
by Papert, were employed for development purposes in the project and considered in the light of the
project goals. Project portfolios ultimately serve to support the young people in the phase of vocational
orientation and preparation and offer them not only fundamental design skills but also competences in creative handling of digital media independent of and, indeed, transcending any vocation. These competences
incorporate both the technical, computational and informational foundations, such as programming and
modeling, as well as the development of interactive systems with their electrical components, and those
are meant to make the students aware of their personal competence profiles through the design processes.

5. Research design and methodologies of evaluation
MediaArt@Edu is a research and development project which links a variety of research methodologies in 5
topical media modules, such as robotics, virtual worlds/computer games, light installations, Sound as well as
Smart Textile (wearables). They were selected from the variety of curricula field of digital media technology
systems, which support and practice different activities and skills. Soft- und hardware tools were identified
according to
• Its opportunity to link between real space,
• provide an programming / construction environment based on iconic drag and drop interface to allow
for programming creatively and make transparent the opportunity to control the computer and initiate hybrid forms of interactive media art practice
• Low cost solutions/open source tools if available
The underlying didactic approach integrated arts, design and computer science (Reimann, 2006, Reimann
et al 2003, 2004, 2005) based on art education concepts, constructivist pedagogy and constructionist
technology education introduced by Papert. Rather than teaching computer applying skills, the project’s
approach looks at aesthetic processes in art contexts which are based on the support of a differentiated
perception, use and reflection of computers and their specific added value as interactive media. The project
links aesthetic strategies, artistic contexts and interactive art works of the museum ZKM to the creative use
of technology and applies it in vocational preparation. Besides the development of portfolios, new methodological development linked to the topics, research questions refer to the following areas of research:
1. Portfolio design: The formative development (in progress along the project duration) of the MediaArt@Edu portfolio in response to the requirements along the topical media modules and its application/test in vocational preparation. It aims to focus on visualization of processes in order to make
the activities and skills applied transparent to the special target group of participants.
2. Portfolio practice which scrutinizes the application of the portfolio and the use by the participants
3. The mentoring of the portfolio practice by the university students (outcome is a compendium/guide
line of good mentoring of portfolio practice)
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The evaluation of activities and skills along design processes is undertaken by the student mentors, according to the observation survey. Those are being observed by the accompanying student mentors who
examine the processes and take minutes on the basis of the observation survey.
The workshops are observed and recorded on video by the accompanying researchers and students. The 3
days workshops are followed by a joint reflection workshop as well as a feedback session with the students
to collect feedback of the participants as well as of the students concerning the following research questions and research areas:
• How was the overall workshop perceived by participants and students?
• How was the portfolio practice perceived?
• What are learning achievements perceived?
• Future application of lessons learned by the participants (towards future vocational applications)
• How was the mentoring of the portfolio work perceived?
Further the issue of learning in project contexts is examined: How was the project work and task initiated
by the referee?
Data has been collected through a survey concerning media experience of the participants, through four 3
day workshops (media objects and artifacts as well as the portfolios of each learner)
• Portfolio examination (undertaken by the mentors)
• Feedback sessions
• Video recordings of lessons, exhibition and feedback sessions
• Workshop observation

6. Workshop scenario, didactic approach and learning processes
In the module of robotics, the participants were asked to develop (service) robots in teams within the 3
workshop days mentored by university students. Part of the artistic approach was to firstly not only address
the issue of programming and computational models responsible for interactivity of the media art works exhibited but to make the students experience interactivity through the art works. Therefore they were asked
to study the art works in detail by following the question what happens after entering the art work selected
and develop the basic underlying instruction, that is, the program, namely, the algorithm driving the art
work. For presenting the findings to the working groups, the visualization of the instruction (program) was
realized in front of the art work in the museum.
After a phase of introducing the LEGO Mindstorm NXT hardware as well as the icon based drag and drop
software, the participants were asked to develop their own robots. In terms of activities the teams developed, constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed programmed, and tested, reprogrammed and presented the robots according to intended behavior. Practical exercises, for example telling a robot to write a
text (such as the “///ZKM” logo) given by the referees, intended to help them to get familiar with modeling
specific behavior and to further develop the programs. To fulfill the tasks, the teams constantly have to
rewrite the code, that is, to optimize it, that is problem solving in a very graspable, concrete, and demonstrative way. Although the process of optimizing a robots behavior was the most fascinating activity for
the teams, problem solving as a skill gained in the context however, was not in the consciousness of the
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participants, nor were most student mentors aware about it. In order to make those activities more visible
to them, the portfolio was designed.

Fig 1. Participants exploring art work “Bubbles”17

Fig. 2 Visualizing behavior in interactive art works

To train media competence based on a technology concept achieved through active design work, young
people should be able not only to imitate some models (which can easily be gained using the given models
which come along with the software, such as LEGO Mindstorms NXT and its explicit aesthetics, and by means
of detailed operating instructions), but should recognize the actions they experience and reflect on them in
such a way that knowledge of technical-mechanical designs and computer models can be developed in a
context and become visible to the young people. Many participants of the vocational preparation measures
have difficulties reflecting upon their actions and translating them into theoretical knowledge. Often they
are not yet skilled in planning meaningful working steps and approaches and need to be supported in those
very steps. This reflection on design and learning processes not only is to be triggered by the aesthetic project
portfolio but, conversely, is to structure the process or serve as part of the aesthetic media work proper and
is to be integrated into the working steps. In this way, it is turned into the “young persons’ cause,” preventing

Fig. 3, 4: Cooperative prototyping of a security robot

17 Interactive art by Wolfgang Muench/Kiyoshi Furukawa is a music action concept to be explored by the spectator: “The multi-user installation ‘bubbles’ enables participants to interact with the real time simulation of floating bubbles. By entering the
light beam of the data projector, the participant throws a cast-shadow onto the projection screen. The screen area is captured by
a video input system and each bubble is able to independently recognize both the shadows’ touch and its direction. Defined as
autonomous objects, the bubbles’ behavior and their response to any user-interaction follows a set of simulated physical laws.
both the overall state of the complex system and the shadows’ interaction with the bubbles create nonlinear musical structures,
that are generated in real time utilizing a midi interface and midi synthesizer”. ZKM Website: http://on1.zkm.de/zkm/e/projekte/KAMUNA/bubbles [retrieved on 17.12.2013].
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Fig. 5. Aesthetic project portfolio of security bot project. Fig 6. Portfolio example. Fig. 7. Testing prototypes of drawing
robots,. Fig. 8. Drawing robot in action

project portfolios from being regarded as an onerous compulsory extra duty to be performed after the end of
daily project work (e.g. in an individual prototype robot), and filled in only superficially.
The MediaArt@Edu project portfolio can be used as a tool in order to document visually working results processes, but is not understood or taught as a mere tool, as frequently happens in the context of education.
For the development of a design and learning process-oriented “MediaArt@Edu” aesthetic project portfolio,
the need for such a project portfolio was derived from the specific activities of young people in the different
phases of work in cooperative prototype development. These include
1. Development of ideas and concepts: This encompasses brainstorming, imagination, drafts of ideas,
design drafts, technical blueprints, modeling for implementation/translation of a project idea into an
interactive system (if-then relations). The robotics media module is mainly concerned with the development of personal inventions and imaginative interactive objects.
2. Media use:
• Media technology, hardware: Sensor and actuator-based systems development, interplay of hardware and software (cabling).
• Programming: Software (development, tests, and transfer of a model into AMICI).
3. Media design (design / appearance, use of materials, cooperative prototyping and/or individual project work).
4. Media reflection (reflection of personal use of media in the project portfolio, evaluation of the phases of project work (investigating individual access to technology) and
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5. Capabilities independent of vocation and transcending vocations, such as methodological, social
and individual competences trained in particular by cooperative prototype development and its continuous revision for optimization in the working groups made up of students and young people.

Concluding remarks and lessons learned: Portfolio practice as a
lived culture of learning.
The first results of the qualitative approach have shown that learning processes are characterized by a variety of activities linked to the development of the media objects the participants developed collaboratively.
The young people conceptualize, manage time, experience team work, and presentations in the museum
context. They became familiar with hard- and software by experimenting with it and created physical objects, meaningful arte facts and models, such as sketches, drawings and prototypes. The ongoing analysis
has shown the positive perception of the workshops concerning the concrete development, controlling
and manipulation of the prototypes, driven by both the fascination of technology and open project context
that is the open task and creative atmosphere which was not common to the participants of vocational
preparation measures. However, in contrast, the development of the portfolios was perceived as extra work
and disruption of the prototyping process.
We came up with a combination of different reasons for this perception. First of all, as already address the
technology itself is fascinating to the pupils. Last not least the portfolio was treated more as being an additional, but secondary task both by referees and participants. It turned out that it was the students to remind
the group members to deal with the portfolio tasks as well. In concluding the feedback of the social actors
involved, we see the missing experience using portfolios not as a tool but as a common practice of project
development since it is not taught at school nor in vocational preparation or pretraining. Accordingly the
culture of using portfolio in education to visualize, document, reflect and follow one’s own learning is not
a lived practice at public schools in Germany, only some private schools, such as Montessori or Waldorf
Schools integrate such activities as a general tool into their curricula. Accordingly, introducing portfolio
work as a reasonable concept to be realized in 3 days hands-on-workshops is a big challenge to participants,
teachers and mentors. Since the creative project portfolio work cannot be “commanded” like a compulsory
obligation, and should not be experienced by young persons as an onerous duty diverting attention from
robot construction work, let alone as an onerous compulsory exercise to be neglected or handled only with
distaste and superficially.
Therefore, the MediaArt@Edu project portfolio is in progress and will be developed further adapting to the
results and requirements identified with in the process. In response to the finding that most participants
perceived the portfolio as a competing time consuming process in the way that they prefer to continue the
work with the very arte facts (robots), the portfolio was designed as a poster, similar to a blanc whiteboard
which is at the same time an additional object of the final exhibition, accompanying the media art works.
It intends to make the participants aware of their growing capabilities and skills in handling digital technologies, and makes these visible and comprehensible also to other participating players, such as mentors or
future employers.
The purpose of the research project, besides developing a project portfolio guided by design processes
combining the aesthetic processes of conceptual design, drafting, inventing, collaging and revision, is the
identification of the necessary framework conditions promoting a lived portfolio culture. Potential structures supporting the integration of portfolio work into project-based learning processes are elaborated.
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9 clouds
Nine floating entries on research regarding youths as
producers of visual culture in educational contexts

1. Searching for lions in the clouds
[Of hills and winds
of things that denominate themselves in order to enter
like trees or clouds in the world.]
Julio Cortázar
Often, when writing, the lines of my text remind me of the tines of a rake that I use to sift through experience.
The trace they leave on a blank page, as the furrows left by a rake, are always too fine to include everything.
Perhaps this is why I usually write with single spacing, although deep down I know that everything that slips
through my lines does not do so because of the distance that separates them. If I could, I would configure
my word processor with a wet typography, which would soak and stain the page, word by word, until the
lines would meet. This image of blurred lines and outlines would begin to resemble what I experience when
writing.
I don’t know why I nearly always begin my texts by writing about how I write. I’d say it is part of the way I
start the piece, to address the anxiety that accompanies me while I look for the thread to begin unravelling
the tangled reality of life experiences. I wait, crouching, surrounding it, and contemplate the subject before
understanding it. It is an effort to delay that moment, which always involves a loss, when what is dark becomes intelligible.
Before I write lines I write clouds. This is a habit I acquired during my fieldwork when writing my doctoral
thesis. As a secondary school teacher who wrote and investigated from the perspective of his own teaching
practice, I needed to develop writing strategies that would allow me to quickly take notes in class without
abandoning my teaching tasks. Writing a few key words connected with signs and arrows was a way of
leaving a trail of pebbles that would allow me, at the end of the day, to retrace what I had lived to write and
think about it. The possibilities of this non-linear approach to writing have broadened over time. According
to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1993: 28), concepts are centres of vibrations, each of them on its own
and some related to others. That is why everything resonates, rather than simply coming in succession or
corresponding to each other. For me, writing clouds before writing lines is a way of suspending and expand-
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ing this moment when everything resonates, before everything begins happening and corresponding to
other objects.
Why clouds? I could simply say that before writing a text, I lay out what I plan to write in a conceptual map. I
feel that by merely stating it, what I write will become just that. For this reason, I prefer to say that I write clouds,
and that is why I draw clouds rather than circles, arrows or diagrams. The clouds, with their solid appearance
and gaseous nature, always retain the suspended possibility of being something else, adopting a different
form, stretching, expanding, merging, multiplying and dividing, vanishing. Clouds are ephemeral, porous and
vulnerable. While they are suspended in the clouds, all possible (and impossible) routes remain available.
According to Rosi Braidotti (2000: 47), writing involves dismantling the sedentary nature of the words, destabilising common-sense meanings, deconstructing the established forms of our conscious self. Therefore,
despite the distinction typically made in academic circles between research methods and the ways of representing or providing an account of the subject —in research based on the arts, for example, we distinguish
between Arts-Based Research and Arts-Informed Research (Mello, 2007: 214)— for me, writing about experiences will always be a form of inquiry. What the story produces wasn’t there before. It is the result of our tug
of war with our life experiences to such an extent that, on occasion, one is not certain whether the meaning
precedes or follows the narration. To write, from this perspective, is a process of constructing meanings that
can be used to offer a complex interpretation of life experiences that go beyond what actually happened.
In clouds, rather than finding, we tend to search for solitary lions, runaway buffalo herds, locomotives, pirate
ships, swordfish, hearts, carnivorous plants and cotton scissors. We search for and, by searching, invent.
The image we see is no more than a cultural construct, which is always produced at the intersection of the
changing form of the cloud and our own visual imagination. In other words, the individual experience is
conditioned by a double ontology of complexity: the complexity of the objects of investigation and their
being-in-the-world and the complex social nature of human subjectivity (Kincheloe and Berry, 2004: 47).
Consequently, in a narrative investigation, the narration of experience is always a cultural conversation between the social world under investigation and the socially and politically constructed subjectivity of the
act of investigating itself.
Margarete Sandelowski (1994: 61) describes the matter comprehensively: “When you talk to me about my
research, do not ask me what I found; I found nothing. Ask me what I invented, what I made out from and
out of my data.” This intensely constructionist positioning subverts, once and for all, the notion that all rigorous research reflects an objective reality. This is because, fundamentally, facts never speak for themselves
(Eisner, 1998: 57) but only through certain available and contingent routes. As with clouds, their solid appearance shouldn’t disguise the gaseous and volatile nature of the meaning they produce. Knowledge is
a culturally and socially marked construct. Therefore, although an experiential narrative illuminates and informs the social world of which it is a part, it can never be considered a mimetic or complete representation
of this world, but simply one of many possible routes. This may be why I always allow my thoughts on how I
write to accompany me throughout the process of writing, allowing them to be present in the final draft. In
doing so, I attempt to leave the seams of the text visible and reveal its artifice, its artistic and fictional nature.
Robert Bullough and Stefinee Pinnegar (2001: 16-18) argue that narrative research has much in common
with fiction. As in fiction, it is the argument, not the story, which is relevant. A story is a series of events
reported in chronological order, while an argument is series of purposefully arranged events that reveal
their dramatic appeal, topic and emotional importance. This doesn’t mean that, as Joe L. Kincheloe (2004:
20) states, we should mistake the fictional for the unreal. “I am not confessing to telling any lies”, insists
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Margarete Sandelowski (1994: 61). “I have told the truth. The proof for you is in the things I have made-how
they look to you mind’s eye, whether they satisfy your sense of style and craftsmanship, weather you believe
them, and whether they appeal to your heart.”
The purpose of research based on such an approach is not to tell the Truth about the world but to discuss the
world effectively. This is lesson of pragmatism allows us to overcome, once and for all, the disputes between
epistemological realism and relativism. As Cleo H. Cherryholmes concludes, the world is too complex or we
are too simple, or both, to obsess about pursuing the Truth through pre-defined routes that we should follow
without the slightest hesitation (1999: 14). Pragmatism emphasises ‘the use’ of things. What are its effects? What
purpose do they serve? What operations do they allow? What are their consequences? Things are but a set
of uses and the universe of their effects. This also holds true for words, beliefs and values (Ibáñez, 2001: 142).
Becoming aware of this implies committing to a form of organic constructionism —what Joe L. Kincheloe calls
bricolage— which connects the subject of investigation with the multiple contexts in which it is embedded
(including the context of the investigator himself ), links the construction of meaning with human experience
and builds bridges between all forms of understanding mobilised by informed action (Kincheloe, 2004: 83).
The validity of the process of inquiry relates to finding the meaning of a situation; although, from a constructionist perspective, ‘finding’ never means discovering but rather constructing.
Annotation #1: The act of investigation is productive, not reproductive.

2. Solid/liquid/gaseous
[You will not catch
not with the hands not handfully
the water of the time you’re living:
in your fingers will remain
a slight veil of humanity.]
Raimon
During the years I dedicated to writing my doctoral thesis, my links to the doctoral programme, Visual arts
and education: a constructionist approach, at the University of Barcelona provided me with the opportunity
to collaborate with the consolidated research group “Esbrina. Subjectivitats i entorns educatius contemporanis” (2009SGR 0503). The proximity of the group’s positioning with respect to what I was defining in my
own doctoral research was invaluable and allowed me to learn from more experienced colleagues in the
area of educational research.
Esbrina is an interdisciplinary group, comprising individuals with doctorates and undergraduate degrees in
Education, Psychology, Anthropology, Sociology, Philosophy, Computer Science, Fine Arts and Art History,
who perform their professional tasks in different pedagogy departments of the University of Barcelona,
Autonomous University of Barcelona, University of Vic and University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. The group’s
research programme is based on the following finding: it is impossible to deploy educational proposals that
would respond to current educational needs without attending to the relationships individuals establish
with the subjectivities produced in a complex and changing world that is profoundly influenced by digital
technology. The areas of research pursued by the group concern the institutional, organisational and symbolic aspects of the educational environment in contexts characterised by change and complexity; they
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also include emerging subjectivities, languages and systems of inclusion and exclusion in contemporary
societies and, above all, visual culture and learning technologies in a knowledge-based society.
The research projects in which I have participated in recent years are an aspect of these areas of research, the
so-called “Practices and experiences of subjectivity in contemporary societies”; the scope of these projects
is Secondary Education. The immediate precedent for such projects is the study titled The role of Primary
School in the construction of subjectivity (BSO2003-06157) (2003-2006). This effort bought the need to
study the relationships between youths and knowledge to light, which was the leitmotiv of the subsequent
research projects in which I participated: Cap a una escola secundària inclusiva: sabers i experiències de joves
en situació d’exclusió (Agència de Gestió d’Ajuts Universitaris i de Recerca. 2006ARIE10044) (2007-2008); Rethinking academic success and failure in Secondary Education based on the relation of young people with
knowledge (Ministry of Science and Innovation. EDU2008-03287) (2008-2011); Living and learning with new
literacies inside and outside secondary school: contributions to reduce youth abandonment, exclusion and
school disengagement (Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness. EDU2011-24122) (2012-2014).
Broadly, in Cap a una escola secundària inclusiva: sabers i experiències de joves en situació d’exclusió we asked
how youths who didn’t meet the school’s expectations relate to knowledge. Using the life stories of ten
youths who had abandoned secondary education without completing their schooling, we attempted to
deploy a new narrative concerning the meanings of the experiences of exclusion lived by these young
persons in their respective institutions; a narrative that would not be written solely based on the typical
discourses of academic success or failure or in relation to the acquisition of certain capacities and skills, but
one that would account for the complexities of the ways in which the mismatch between these youths and
the school that should have accommodated them. By considering academic failure not as a deficiency of
these young people but a mismatch between the knowledge the school offered them and the interests and
knowledge that configured their own experiences of subjectivity (Charlot, 2000), success or failure ceased to
be perceived exclusively in terms of academic performance. Therefore, in Rethinking academic success and
failure in Secondary Education based on the relation of young people to knowledge, we invited 18 young
people, whose histories in secondary school had been disparate, to participate. Engaging in discussions
with both groups —boys and girls who had finished their studies successfully or those who’d abandoned
them before they were complete — allowed us to acquire a perspective from which school failure became
the failure of an educational project that was unable to recognise the subjects it served. From this starting
point, IN/OUT (which is our shorthand for the study Living and learning with new literacies in and out
of secondary school: contributions to reduce youth abandonment, exclusion and school disengagement)
deepens our understandings of the distance that separates what the school regards as knowledge and
learning from how young people live and learn in their own exchange communities through the so-called
new digital literacies.
Seen in perspective, this is a seven-year journey with many challenges and learning experiences that are far
beyond my ability to explain in this single text. Therefore, to communicate this information, I describe the
publications produced by each research project (Hernández, 2011a, 2011b, 2013). Of all this information, I
would like to highlight the small constellation of findings I observe when interpreting them using the cloud
metaphor, which I have selected as a primary theme of my story.
Matter, including water, can take on three states: solid, liquid and gaseous. I associate the transition from the
solid to the gaseous state with the process of change they my colleagues and I experienced throughout
the three investigations that I outlined briefly above. These changes were the result of the high degree of
reflexivity guiding discussions within our group; thus they are widely cited in the references. However, the
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above metaphor brings certain relationships to light that may not have been observed from a different
perspective and, together, indicate a more porous and spongy form of investigation.
Traditionally, research methodologies are solid entities, that is, solid structures capable of supporting investigation without being deformed; in other words, they are templates subject to experience that give shape
to the object under investigation. In contrast, our group holds that research is always constructed based
on dynamic experiences; thus, neither the investigator nor the methodology take precedence over the
research, but both are formed in and through it. Following the metaphor, the distinction between the investigator and the subject of investigation is weakened, and the solid structure of the methodology is relaxed
until a liquid state is achieved, which makes it possible for the investigation to flow and adapt to the type
of research experience subscribed to it. Thus, methodologies are never watertight compartments or places
easily navigated by an individual, although their definitions might appear that way. Methodologies are more
akin to flows and relations, places in a gaseous state that can easily disappear if we cease to occupy them.
A methodology constructed-in-investigation has its own history, a history that also can (and should) be
told. In Esbrina we began to write stories with the aim of contextualising the interviews we conducted,
describing the ‘off-screen’ moments not included in the transcripts, and seeking to embody the subjects
in the singular moment of our meeting. Yet, when we invite a boy or girl to participate in an investigation,
we regard ourselves as initiating a process of revisiting their life experiences together. This is why we need
to provide an account of the relationship we are establishing—that is, an account of the methodology we
developed and deployed — and its influence on the process and results of the research. This was the aim
of writing the accounts accompanying the ten interviews conducted with young participants in the first
of the three investigations mentioned here. However, the act of writing these accounts —and this is why I
insist that writing is a form of inquiry — overturned the methodological scaffolding we developed for this
research. As a consequence, in the next project we vowed to write, for each of the 18 boys and girls who
participated, a story as told by four hands (because no-one knows how many voices are present in one
account, I tend to count hands). To promote the shared construction of our account, we decided to adopt
certain methodological precautions. For example, rather than recording our discussions, we decided to take
notes. Recording a meeting provides us with a literal representation of what was said, the undisputed authority of which all too often silences the other dimensions of what was actually experienced. Notes, on the
contrary, are vulnerable representations, which cannot hide their double partiality —in part due to their incompleteness and in part due to the bias created by interests and subjectivities. This requires us to engage
in reconstruction, a task that favours collaboration, negotiation and dialogue among the subjects involved.
The accounts ceased to simply be supplementary additions to the interviews. On the contrary, the interview, notes from fieldwork or evidence collected, became fragments of what was actually experienced and
acquired meaning through the account of which they were a part. Thus our insistence that the narrative
should also simultaneously evince the process of writing—the dialogue between the young person and the
investigator— through which meaning was being constructed; to follow the metaphor, from solid to liquid
and from liquid to gas. In our final investigation, we sought to write a collaborative ethnography with the
boys and girls from each participating school. Among the different strategies deployed—not just by multiples but also by different subjects and singular in every case— we asked the young people to share photos,
drawings, audiovisual productions and other evidence of their activity within and without the school. In
doing so, we intended to broaden the focus of our conversations and multiply the forms of representation
adopted by the research we were developing. Writing the ethnographic accounts with these boys and girls
also allowed us to delve into a key transition guiding the form of positioning employed in our investigation:
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from research on young people to research with them —with all the ethical, methodological and epistemological consequences this entails.
Annotation #2: Focus on the individuals, paying attention to the relationships being developed, investigate what
they allow and what they make impossible, locate the context in which they are inscribed and understand how
they contribute to constructing the meaning we attach to experience.

3. Cumuli, strata, nimbi and cirri
[ The thoughts which come to my mind when I run are like the clouds in the sky. Clouds of various forms
and sizes. Clouds which come and go.]
Haruki Murakami
Cumuli, strata, nimbi and cirri are the most basic classifications of clouds, which we all surely vaguely remember from school. High, medium and low clouds, vertical or horizontal clouds, their varied colour palettes —orange, red, violet— which more common during sunrise and sunset, are produced by the atmosphere and light absorption. The strata barely appear on the horizon, leaving an overcast sky that portends
rain. The nimbi —larger, but also lower and more grey— are generally rain, snow or hail clouds, which are
more common during winter. At higher elevations cirri are formed, which are light in appearance, long
and fine and typical of warm and clear days. The highest clouds in the sky are, without a doubt, the cumuli,
summer clouds, with fluffy and voluptuous shapes that are best for daydreaming. The various possible combinations of these standard classifications produce altocumuli, nimbostrati, cumulonimbi and many other
names that never quite define this meteorological phenomenon in all its complexity.
As with clouds, in educational research we approach young people with labels and classifications; youths
who —as with clouds— these classifications never sufficiently define. To the contrary, armed with our conceptual frameworks, we continuously run the risk of only perceiving this artificial account of schematic
features that have little or nothing to do with the boy or girl to whom we are speaking. Therefore, in recent
years, the Esbrina group has adopted a way of approaching research that primarily concerns initiating a
relationship. This means beginning with the subjects and doubting all of our assumptions regarding who
the young people working with us are or should be. It is a transition that forces to us abandon certainty and
embrace uncertainty —from solid to gas— a transition that can only be fruitful if it is rigorously addressed.
I offer the following considerations as possible contributions to cultivating ways of approaching research
that, from the perspective of uncertainty and rigorous research, allow us to form genuine relationships with
the young people we approach.
Pat Thomson and Helen Gunter (2007: 331) have argued that research with young people in school contexts
should always be addressed from the student’s point of view, situating their marginalised voices and perspectives at the centre of the scene, to address the skills and subjects that influence their collective interests.
Among the various ethical considerations one should consider (Leitch, 2008: 52-53) is for participating boys
and girls to be explicitly informed of how their contributions (images, artistic artefacts, accounts, etc.) will
be used during and after the investigation, including the possible ways in which these contributions will
be shared. It is also important to clarify the limits, state who will be involved and how, complete the tasks in
appropriate time frames and develop other similar ways of providing the students with a respectful and collaborative environment to investigate the students’ activities while providing them with a sense of ‘security’.
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However, as a research context, the school is typically a problematic site that exerts a powerful cultural influence on the behaviour and imagination of the individuals found there, be they adults or young persons.
The school imposes its own rhythm and modes of doing, which are learned by and complied with by the
students. Therefore, by encouraging them to resist or refute their positions at school, they are faced with a
form of participation with which they aren’t familiar and an unknown relationship, which can illicit distrust.
Kathleen Gallagher (2007: 176) explains this in the context of a research project she conducted with young
people for three years in four secondary public schools in Toronto and New York: “The mere fact of self-proclaiming us as co-investigators isn’t enough to actually become them”. Given the children’s preconceived
notions of what it means to investigate, we initially didn’t even share the same (conception of ) investigation.
Of the students who collaborate on an investigation, in The Theater of Urban (2007), Kathleen Gallagher
notes that, for example, there were many opinions relating investigation to laboratory experiments, trial-and-error, impartial observation, gathering evidence using tests and publishing the results in specialised
journals, which the students were convinced they would never read. One stereotyped way of understanding research was summarised by one of the girls participating in IN/OUT, Esbrina’s most recent research
project, when she cried out with enthusiasm: “Great, we’re going to be guinea pigs!”.
Nevertheless, the links the students made with the commitment to collaborate does not correspond, on
occasion, to what adult investigators expect from them. Not appearing for a previously scheduled meeting,
reducing their participation in a discussion to monosyllables or delaying returning their reviews of the transcripts of the meetings are frequent responses of the boys and girls who participate in our research projects.
However, most curiously, when asked about this, they don’t seem to recognise what we perceive to be a
symptom of neglect and stress their interest in participating in the investigation. This mismatch between
our perceptions and theirs led us to explore other possible explanations.
First, as I mentioned above, the boys and girls who agree to participate in educational research face an
unknown relationship. In a research project conducted with young people, participants collaborate with an
adult investigator, and this experience likely differs substantially from what they experienced during their
years in school. Understanding this change in position takes time, and the weight of their prior experiences
certainly conditions their ability to position themselves differently. Second, and as a consequence of the
above, the reference frameworks we provide when conducting investigations with young people —which
situate them as experts and producers of knowledge—don’t generally fit comfortably within their own expectations of school pupils. Thus the boys and girls complete the tasks assigned to them in research projects
more as students than young members of the community. Therefore, apart from time, it is essential to have
adequate training to understand the approach adopted and the complexity of the tasks to be completed
(reconstruct their own stories, interpret their transitions, formulate questions, problematise their positions
and those of others, etc.). Finally, the commitment acquired by the young people and the responsibility
that comes with these tasks far exceeds what they had envisioned when they agreed to participate in the
research. Therefore, agreeing to collaborate in an investigation does not guarantee that one will share a
common agenda, nor does it mean that the young people should behave like adults.
Thus the need to pay attention to the process of negotiation that guides all investigations with young
people—although, regrettably, this remains rather uncommon in educational research. Understanding the
interests of youths, how these interests are linked to what they undertake, how they share them and what
relationships are established are some of the learning experiences we should internalise to mediate this
type of research. Ultimately, beyond the ethical considerations—or as an extension of these considerations— negotiating becomes a fundamental process to understand what research produces. Relating their
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journey—with all of their agreements and disagreements— is perhaps the most honest—and rigorous—
way of addressing this process.
Annotation #3: Engaging in research with young people requires embracing the broad plurality of agendas that
are in play, recognising that there are always driving forces outside of our control and understanding that every
agreement has an underlying disagreement.

4. A walk in the clouds
[Perhaps the cloud is no less futile
than the man who watches it in the morning.]
Jorge Luis Borges
CWhen, in around 1982, the novelist Haruki Murakami decided that, from that moment on, he would dedicate himself solely to writing, he also began running. Since then, he has cultivated both activities with equal
passion, as he describes in his book What I Talk about When I Talk about Running. In the book, on more than
one occasion, Murakami compares the arduous task of writing a book with that of running a marathon. He
explains that writing books is essentially physical labour. Perhaps the act of writing is, in itself, intellectual
labour. However finishing a book much more resembles physical work. Therefore, when asked about the
most important qualities of a novelist, in addition to talent (which he considers more a premise than an
attribute), he doesn’t hesitate to mention the ability to concentrate and persevere. The latter, as opposed to
the former, can be acquired and improved by training. Murakami concludes that this is similar to the process of acquiring muscular strength and forging the physical attributes of a runner based on the practice of
running every day (2013: 104-105).
As for me, I haven’t written a book or run a marathon in my life—and I doubt I ever will— but in some of
the passages of Murakami’s text, I recognised my own experiences over the years I dedicated to writing
my doctoral thesis. The account of my research on my doctoral thesis covers the professional and personal
transitions I experienced over the course of three academic years (2006-2009) during which I reconciled my
link to the doctoral programme in visual arts education at the School of Fine Arts of the University of Barcelona with my daily work as a secondary school professor. Balancing participating in the classroom sessions
of the doctoral programme with my teaching job was not easy. I completed teaching classes by noon, with
just enough time to reach and board the train for Barcelona. I covered 180 kilometres each way, once in
the afternoon and again after midnight on the return trip; I was always racing against the clock. However,
despite everything, it wasn’t feeling myself a busy passenger during my first years of doctoral studies that
ties me to Murakami’s account —although more than once I had to run and hurry not to miss the last train
home— but my experience with writing. “Estimularse y continuar, estimularse y continuar... ”18 Murakami
repeats himself (2013: 104) while he prepares his muscles to... write.
I began writing my doctoral thesis during the 2006-2007 academic year and, for three years, I unsuccessfully
attempted to combine my teaching job with the labour-intensive profession of (self )ethnographer. I saved
notebooks of various sizes and formats from that period. These included the small notebooks I brought to
take quick fieldwork notes and the large drawing tablets where I practised more expansive writing, full of
maps and clouds. All of them are unfinished. The school day is paced to meet the demands of class periods. With the day’s relentless pace, which is always marked by the shrill ringing of the bell, my diary entries
18 [“To stimulate oneself and continue, stimulate and continue... ” ],
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always seemed to be one or two steps behind my life experiences. This was only the case if writing wasn’t
delayed hour after hour until the end of the day, when the experience had become a weak memory with
vague outlines. Sometimes realising this paralysed me. At other times it caused me to think these circumstances were the reason that the contents of my diary came to represent the crossroads where I lived as a
teacher and investigator.
Ultimately, over the next two academic years (from 2009 to 2011), I dedicated myself to writing. This dedication wasn’t exclusive, as I continued being a teacher at my school, but yes—to paraphrase Murakami— it
was concentrated and constant. Like a long-distance runner, I marked a constant rhythm, controlled my
breathing and pulse and never stopped running. When I finished a page, I noted this down in my diary.
Sometimes, days, even entire weeks, would pass between one page and the next. Seen from a certain perspective, the temporal representation of my writing process revealed my abuse of weekends and vacation
periods that, for better or worse, my family was also forced to suffer. However, the key to completing this
long journey (and this I understood later, when reading Murakami) lay in those days without pages, in those
endless weeks full of tasks and assessments when I was barely able to advance by a few lines. Every day,
or, more accurately, late every night, I sat down in front of my computer, re-read the last few pages I had
written, added some more words and returned to them repeatedly, day after day, until I reached the next
weekend. A narrow path, riddled with ledges, which connected the three summers during which I finished
writing my doctoral thesis.
The account of my investigation—included in the book Relaciones pedagógicas en torno a la cultura visual
de los jóvenes (Porres, 2012)— seems to follow a chronological path, transpiring during the three academic
years it includes. Through an eminently selfethnographic form of writing—which is constantly traversed
by my students’ contributions— my research explores the educational implications of conceiving of the
educational relationship as a conversational encounter when studying the visual culture of young people.
However, underneath the apparent linearity of the story, a whole web of meanings is woven, meanings that
arose from the tug of war with life experiences, at the intersection of multiple periods of time and many
twists and turns. This led me to write from different standpoints—as an investigator, a doctoral student, a
secondary school teacher and a person— standpoints that I attempted to represent using different pitches,
tones and writing strategies.
When one engages in research based on one’s own teaching practice, one is never away from the field,
hence the constantly shifting focus. What has been learned while conducting the research is added to
daily experience as it emerges, converses with and is interrogated by every life experience of every day. The
very nature of the knowledge developed through this research changes, as what is being learned cannot
be separated from what is being done. Thus the knowledge produced is not a way of knowing about the
students but knowing with them. This is a recurrent distinction in my research; although I don’t recall the
when I became able to explain its scope. The aim of my research wasn’t to represent my students (explain
them!) but explain the way in which my educational relationship with them was formed and what I learned
from all this. Therefore, I never approached these boys and girls with the aim of examining their behaviours,
but rather to initiate a cultural conversation with them that would allow us to perceive relationships and
interpret meanings. My goal was to use them—rather than understand them—to re-think and transform
the way we live our educational relationship.
In the context of research, a conversational encounter isn’t, or shouldn’t be, a simple means of keeping track
of or delving into experience. On the contrary, a conversational encounter is a singular moment, an experience in itself, from which new relations and meanings emerge. The knowledge produced constitutes a way
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of knowing “from inside” (Shotter, 1994) that is difficult to transfer other than through resonances that may
occur during experiences with others. Therefore, for me, my students’ primary contribution to the research
was the unique opportunity encounters with them provided me to delve into the meaning of our educational relationship and the subjectivities we populate by participating in and living this shared experience.
My experience as a secondary school teacher who investigated with his students thus became the thread
that connects the multiple foci of an inquisitive journey that questions the everyday classroom experience to
re-imagine potential subjectivities that we may encounter in school, including teaching subjectivity itself. If I
could retitle my research, I would adopt the theme of this brief summary and call it “A walk in the clouds”, as this
is the form that my research assumed month after month. However, this is not the only reason. As a professor
who based his investigations on his own teaching practice, my research always occurs in the space between
everyday experience and daydreaming, between what you live and what you desire, between what is tangible
and intangible: a place between the earth and the sky that is usually populated by clouds.
Annotation #4: Educational research should contribute to producing a type of knowledge that one can only obtain from within his relationships with others, a knowledge that involves, motivates and changes us.

5. Physics and politics
Nobody loves you when you’re down and out
Nobody sees you when you’re on cloud nine.
John Lennon
“Physics and politics” is the name of the 2004 edition of the art-object-magazine La Más Bella, an action and
experimental project in contemporary art editing founded in 1993 in Madrid by Diego Ortiz and Pepe Murciego. Each edition of La Más Bella is based on a monographic subject and includes collaborations from a
wide range of artistic genres. The format and supporting material for each edition is selected by the editors
based on the proposal to be developed.
I was first invited to collaborate with La Más Bella in 2004, for the edition titled “Physics and politics”, which
was printed in a limited run of 1000 copies. The magazine staff included 16 artists who were responsible
for designing 20 x 10 cm strings of banners, similar to those hung at dances, major celebrations and street
parties. On this occasion, the proposed subject concerned the superimposed discourses (geographical, political, identity discourses, etc.) that define our understanding of territory. Each copy contained 32 banners
(two of each model), 15 metres of cord and instructions for each reader —true to the do it yourself philosophy—to produce a string of banners in her own home. Each magazine’s content was supplemented with
a CD-ROM (that I also participated in), a rock with the text: “Souvenir from Spain” and a set of three plastic
school maps that depicted rivers, mountain ranges and Spanish provinces.
Without telling anyone, I nicknamed my banner Moby Dick. The image, produced digitally, depicted an
enormous white cloud on a blue background. The cloud, resembling the old white whale stabbed with
many harpoons, had the flags of the states over which it had flown stuck into it. As a response to the subject
proposed by La Más Bella, the image aimed to problematise the nature of the political and physical, understood as two vectors that define territory, in the nexus between identity and belonging. The strategy was to
substitute the apparently stable, physical space of the ground with the volatile and transitory space of the
clouds. As an itinerant possession, this image often reminded me of images from westerns, with thousands
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of branded cows grazing on the immense prairies of the remote and unexplored American West—another
metaphor for the tension between civilisation and nature that so obsessed authors in the 19th century, the
greatest expression of which was probably Melville’s book.
From a constructionist perspective, this distinction between physical and political issues dissipates—at least
when we interpret it in a dichotomist context, as a conflict between nature and artificiality. Maps are visual
representations and, as such, are always subject to cultural, social, political and economic frameworks. The
rivers, mountains and valleys are as much the result of the designer’s visual culture as the borders and
boundaries. Moreover, this rule continues to hold true, even in the case of the impossible maps from Borges’
story (1981), the layout of which was superimposed, stone by stone, centimetre by centimetre, on the territory it represented. This is not nature but knowledge; and knowledge, as postmodernity has shown us, has
an element of I know and an element of I’m lying.
As was the case in the past with the distant American West, the school is a completely colonised territory.
Like those sets of school maps screen-printed on plastic, the geography of the school is defined by an infinite number of (superimposed) maps, ranging from physical to political maps, without any continuity. The
gate to the courtyard, the distribution and layout of the desks, classrooms, hallways, grades and courses,
the professor and his pupils, the school day, subjects, teaching and learning activities, homework, rights
and duties, levels and groups, the unfolding of events, curricular changes... the bell. This infinite number of
superimposed layers of meaning gives rise to a narrative on the school environment that determines and
defines the boundaries of the thinkable and the possible.
Narratives are ways of establishing how experience should be understood and lived (Hernández, 2007: 9). In
the school scenario described above, for example, we may come to believe that the only way to group students is by age; learning should be precisely defined (within the walls of the classroom, during school hours
and within the sequenced curriculum, which is formally imposed and officially sanctioned); the subjects, like
watertight compartments, are the best way of planning what should be taught; textbooks are the only trustworthy source of information; the faculty is the ultimate authority in the learning process (everything that is
addressed and done in the classroom should be within the parameters of their competence, as the teacher
should be in charge of learning activities at all times); tasks should be singular and predefined (all students
should perform the same task at the same time, and whoever isn’t dedicated to this task is assumed to be
disregarding the learning process); exams are an unequivocal expression of what the students have learned
(Hernández, 2007: 9-10; Lankshear and Knobel, 2008: 61, 66).
As an investigator and secondary school teacher, one of my commitments in this doctoral thesis is to change
this narrative of the school. To do so, rather than following the course charted by the dominant narrative, I
adopted a walker’s strategy: strolling and contemplating the landscape, walking and charting paths, eating
the road dust, that of the countless lines traced in chalk on green chalkboards—which are increasingly
scarce, by the way— taking on off-road trails and exploring paths that aren’t marked on maps. The stories
that fill the text of my doctoral thesis are an attempt to embody the pulse of the experience that I share with
my students every day. According to Kenneth Gergen (2006: 224-225), life experiences are not what drive or
govern the narrative, rather the practices of cultural writing determine the way in which we understand our
life experiences. The narrative articulates our world, our lives and ourselves within the web of social relations
in which we are all immersed. Therefore, in my narrative, I devoted my attention to the entire constellation of
small learning experiences, which are sometimes barely visible, that make me a teacher in my everyday educational encounters—learning that centres on three areas. First, the boys and girls who attend the school
have their own histories and knowledge that they deploy on a daily basis to be, relate with others and
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populate the world. Second, the curriculum is a story woven with the threads of knowledge that students
and teachers incorporate into the shared educational experience. Third, the educational relationship is an
embodied conversational encounter, a link we develop and should cultivate every day.
Annotation #5: Change the narrative to change the landscape.

6. Balloons that imitate clouds
[ So high and wide the sky is
and so light my cloud
so small and light
that there is as well a room for yours. ]
Atzucac
A speech balloon is a specific convention of comics, the function of which is to integrate the text representing the characters’ dialogue or thinking into the iconic structure of the cartoon. The multiple forms it
can adopt help to adjectivise its content. A sawtoothed balloon expresses anger, shouting or that a voice
is coming from a mechanical device (for example, a speaker). A dripping balloon indicates cold, fear, terror,
etc. A dotted or dashed balloon is used when the character is whispering or speaking quietly. Balloons that
imitate clouds represent thoughts and a state of daydreaming.
If the classroom were a cartoon, it would be full of balloons that imitate clouds. I recognise that more than
one would likely contain the endearing image of a saw cutting through a log of wood that represents deep
sleep, especially first thing in the morning. There would also be no shortage of expletives expressed by bottles of poison, skulls, serpents and a teacher’s head on a donkey’s body. However, many of these balloons
that imitate clouds would also be riddled with hearts pierced by arrows, the choruses of popular songs with
melodies that are simply too catchy, discussions on social networks that went unfinished, unmentionable
secrets, secrets that were confessed despite being unmentionable, lies and truths, desires, nightmares and
dreams. If the classroom were a cartoon, its silences would sound to this and many other tunes.
I’m a secondary school teacher and, if I weren’t a teacher, I’m certain that I would never have become interested in educational research. Following the distinction made by Lawrence Stenhouse (2004) between
research on education and research in education (or educational research), educational or educating research has the fundamental aim of understanding practice and enriching the professional qualifications
of teachers; that is, it concerns improving educational practice. However, from the perspective that guided
my doctoral research, improving educational practice has little or nothing to do with efficiency, that is,
with perfecting methods or implementing new intervention strategies to apply a preconceived plan more
efficiently. For me, improving educational practice means a commitment to questioning it. In fact, I’m not
particularly comfortable with the verb improve, as it implicitly contains a notion of progress that does not
accord with a perspective seeking to conceptualise the dominant narratives of school. Thus I prefer to regard educational research as being committed to the transformation rather than the perpetuation, or even
devolution, of official educational policies. In any case, if this transformation results in an improvement (the
aim, after all, isn’t to worsen the situation), this improvement isn’t the consequence of a process of purification modelled on a pre-existing system but is derived from the system’s permanent crisis and adaptation to
the circumstances and contexts of the subjects involved.
This challenges me directly as a teacher, something that concerns my identity as a teacher—not just what
I do but also who am I— and my standing among my students; hence my efforts to meet the challenge
of providing an educational relationship that takes the form of a conversational encounter that should be
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cultivated. This concept is closely related to performative pedagogy, which encourages educators to work
without a pre-defined positioning and avoid setting objectives for the educational process, in an effort to
being from the encounter, the relations and experience of the subjects, without erasing the embodiment of
educational territory (Planella, 2006: 270). This is the way in which we as teachers and students experience
the curriculum in daily situations and relations in the classroom, it is what every person builds and rebuilds
in this intersubjective encounter. It is a region where sanctioned knowledge becomes vulnerable (Gergen,
2006: 340) and permeable to fugitive knowledge, thereby improving access to the symbolic, irrational, corporal and relational domains (Kincheloe and Berry, 2004: 90). This implies recognising the contingent condition “which is non-essentialist and socially constructed” of the self and assuming that learning doesn’t simply come down to acquiring a set of pre-determined skills or competences but also represents, or should,
an opportunity to construct experiences of subjectivity (Hernández, 2007: 81).
Learning, as a practice of subjectivity, is a risky task. “Aprender tiene que ver con arriesgarse”19, say Louise
Stoll, Dean Fink and Lorna Earl (2004: 65), and when I read this, I remember an image of a group of parachutists in freefall that I frequently use as an example in an effort to explain what it means to me to learn with
others. Now that I think of it, jumping with a parachute is an activity that, as in the case of this text, begins,
time and again, in the clouds. According to Roland S. Barth (1990), there is likely nothing in the school that
would have a greater impact on the students—on the development of their skills, self-confidence or behaviour in class— than the personal and professional development of their teachers. Educational practice
constantly encourages us to reflect on whether we have done things adequately and correctly or in the
best possible way (van Manen, 1998: 31); thus —although teachers seldom admit to their pupils that they
are apprentices— the transition of the teacher from ‘someone who just teaches’ to a teacher who is ‘someone who is also learning’ is a crucial process. However, from my perspective, this vulnerable positioning of
a teacher as a learning subject involves an additional transition, deliberately transforming the very nature
of the educational relationship: going from the teacher as ‘someone who learns from their own experience’
to a teacher who positions himself with respect to his students as ‘as someone who is learning with them’.
By entering the learning web we weave in the classroom as someone who is learning with his students, we
help everything to circulate and flow in a different way. As stated by Louise Stoll, Dean Fink and Lorna Earl
(2004: 87), involving students in their learning process changes the nature of the student/teacher relationship, and also involving them in the teacher’s learning process completely redefines this relationship.
The embodied practice of the educational component (van Manen, 1998) provides us with significant learning experiences and knowledge that make us who we are and construct our subjectivity. When we embrace
this type of educational relationship, we are opening ourselves up to a conversational encounter in which
there is always more and less happening than what we expected, an encounter that transcends the merely
academic environment. Educational experience becomes an opportunity to explore other possible subjectivities, which reveals the contingency of the subjectivities we face at school and broadens the horizon of
what we can change, thus making it possible to also change who we are. Metaphorically, my leap crosses
the gap between being a teacher who learns from his own practice and being a teacher who stands before
his students as someone who learns from them. It is a leap that I never take on my own; although everyone
lives this vertigo from his or her own specific experience. This is the nexus that connects the subjectivity of
a teacher with that of an investigator, which—in some way— makes them inseparable.
Annotation #6: Learning is an educational act committed to transformation, which involves both the student and
teacher.

19 “Learning has to do with taking risks”
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7. Cotton clouds
[ Happiness was like those clouds which changed their shape all the time. They had a golden glow, or
they acquired a more greyish colour, without being in the same state for more than a moment. The most
glowing hours pass by fast, just like a whim or a joke. ]
Kyoichi Katayama
Ever since I was little, I was always fascinated by the cotton candy clouds sold at the travelling fair that visited
my village every year during the holiday season. It was a small fair, comprising a few attractions around a
square that, not only due to their old age, seemed to have come from a different time. The carousel was for
the smallest children. The scales were for those who were becoming more inclined towards stronger experiences. The shooting gallery, with its strabismic fair shotguns and the “tombola where you always win, if not
a whistle, then a ball” while brand new portable radios, bicycles and huge cuddly toys awaited an owner,
hanging, unreachable, from the top. The whole set was completed by a few caravans and trucks parked in a
circle, reminiscent of a wagon train defending itself from an Indian attack in the American wild west.
The caravans, which were located in the second line, were the homes of the nomad families who visited us
once a year. I liked to go there at noon, when the fair was closed and the relentless August sun emptied the
streets during the siesta. That week I usually stayed at my grandparents’ house, in a ground floor room that
overlooked the square where the fair was located. In two leaps, I left the house’s doorway to take shelter in
the narrow shadow cast by the high summer sun. I wasn’t alone. The youngest boys from the troupe usually
shared my aversion to the siesta. They were feline and playful kids, fun and razor sharp. They had curious
eyes and a smoker’s fingers; their adult manner revealed a craftiness still forbidden to my school friends and
me. There, in the shadow of the laundry hung between two caravans, is where some of my fondest childhood memories took place.
The largest trailer was where the tombola was located, while the trucks housed the shooting gallery, the
churro stand and sweet shop. The most prized delicacies were the bits of natural coconut, which was kept
fresh by a closed water drip system, and the caramel-coated apples. This was a red caramel that was also
used to make other sweets with forms as diverse as a lollipop or hammerhead. To one side, sold by the same
lady who ran the candy stall, was the machine for making cotton candy. When the machine’s motor began
turning it seemed to activate a specific universe orbiting a small hole in the centre, where the chubby lady
placed the pink powders—sugar with food colouring— demonstrating a disdain discordant with such a
magical task. The centrifugal force that expanded and transformed the sugar into fine threads of cotton was
directly proportional to the centripetal force that attracted boys and girls to that black hole that was the
source of the matter from which clouds are made.
John Dewey (1949: 76) distinguished the prosaic and the poetic, scientific and artistic, the enunciation of
words from their expression to explain the distance between defining and living an experience. This distance can be seen, for example, in science’s tendency to reduce an experience to a set of fundamental principles, while art amplifies and expands it (McNiff, 2008: 34). This is the starting point for a variety of research
practices (Barone and Eisner, 2006; Irwin, 2004) that, gathered under the broad umbrella of arts-based research (Finley, 2008: 72), make use of the personal, corporal and emotional dimensions of experience, imagination and emotions, as well as the intellect, as ways of becoming acquainted with and responding to
the world. Investigating through this lens makes us cultural gleaners (Hernández, 2007) and a/r/tographers
(Springgay, Irwin, Leggo and Gouzouasis, 2008). As gleaners, we search the margins and pay attention to
all types of manifestations and knowledge, although they may seem barely visible, ephemeral, minority or
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residual, to connect them and trace the most unusual relationships. As a/r/tographers (artists/researchers/
teachers), we explore our multiple subjectivities (as artists, researchers and teachers), not as separate entities
but as bodies that can collide, with the aim of being able to explore how the meanings, understandings and
theories generated multiply, interweave and complicate themselves (Springgay, 2008: 37).
As a gleaner and a/r/tographer, I am always searching for images and metaphors that will help me expand
the meaning of what I am attempting to explain—and understand— beyond what I’m actually saying. I
seek images and metaphors that resonate (Conle, 2003: 11) with the reader—connecting him with passages from his own life experience— and in myself. This means of addressing the construction of meaning in
educational research is, beyond more specific methodological questions, what connects me to arts-based
research. Arts-based research uses artistic processes (literary, visual, performative processes, etc.) to explore
aspects of experience that typically remain unexplored by other forms of research. The classroom, for example, provides me with a fascination and vertigo similar to what I experienced in my childhood when I
was face to face with that cotton candy machine, where the lady with the white apron created spongy pink
clouds. One only feels, without understanding it, this circular vertigo, traversed and dragged by this invisible force that connects and overcomes us, too strong and invisible to resist it or contain. All of a sudden,
a chance event breaks onto the scene to become the catalyst of an experience. Woven around a wooden
stick, the cloud becomes visible. With time, one learns to provoke these situations and weave clouds using
the threads of meaning that they trigger.
Annotation #7: The need to open oneself up to the emerging phenomena and promote spaces for empowerment,
knowledge construction and inclusion.

8. Cloud computing
[Some cloud is sculpting,
a mild nacre rainbow,
your weariness of the days. ]
Luís Cernuda
In the current cultural and social context, young people are constantly immersed in experiences of writing
and image production, which they publish and share using a variety of mobile devices. In digital environments, the modes of production, circulation and legitimisation shift and move quickly. Thus, for example,
blogs, photoblogs and metroflogs from a few years ago have given way to Facebook or WhatsApp, and
social networks and cloud computing have captured much of the time young people spend online. As a
consequence, the media I suggest that my students use to build and share our projects at school become
outdated as easily as the transition to the next class that brings new boys and girls to my classroom. Suddenly, publishing a blog is strange for them and far from their usual ways of relating to each other. Thus, for
example, they post the videos we make in class on their Facebook pages, initiating a chain of comments
that grows outside the online space of the subject. Therefore, year after year, I reinvent my teaching practice
to accompany them in these and other new directions. I do not do this because I consider it necessary to pry
into my students’ online social spaces, nor do I consider it necessary to constantly enlist in the latest digital
fad—nothing could be further from the truth— I do this because it is part of a teaching sensitivity I attempt
to cultivate, a way of being responsive and listening to them that underpins the cultural conversation we
weave together.
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The photos my students share on Facebook monopolise a large part of their daily visual activity. However,
the scope of these activities never ends with the production of an image, just the opposite. The image is
only the starting point, a node in a network of relationships that expands due to other practices such as
tagging people who are in the pictures, adding comments or clicking ‘like’. It is precisely the performativity
of this gesture that ultimately led me to regard the visual culture of young people more as a performance
than a representation and, as a consequence, recognise their authorship and agency as cultural producers
in each gesture.
If visual culture refers to the daily process of seeing and being seen (Tavin, 2009: 2), producing visual culture
cannot be reduced to producing visual artefacts. The relational processes conducted by subjects in different
environments by which they recognise, authorise or resist each other (Hernández, 2011c) are also forms of
cultural production. Furthermore, as suggested by Nicolas Bourriaud (2006: 57), an object is as intangible as
a phone call, and a work that consists of eating soup for supper is as tangible as a statue. Ultimately, from the
perspective of relational aesthetics, cultural production (art) is judged in terms of the human relationships
that it contains, produces or sustains (Bourriaud, 2006: 142). Consequently, the image as a visual artefact
gives way to the image as a cultural practice, complex and changing, which adapts to the context it is located in, responds to socially learned forms and strategies and provides embodied, cultural, social and genre
experiences that are ultimately intimately linked to the production of subjectivities. Regarding and showing
yourself becomes an infinite series of visual practices through which meaning is endlessly established and
shifted (Tavin, 2009: 3).
Based on the approach I employ in my teaching practice, devoting attention to the ways in which knowledge is related and circulated by my students is fundamental. However, the scope of this positioning transcends the implications it may have for proposed curricula. Our students don’t always share the ways in
which we relate to knowledge, nor do they have the same intellectual tools to question them. Thus, recognising their own forms of cultural production simultaneously has a methodological, political and strategic
scope. Methodological, as it implies ways of doing things in the classroom that allow for other (educational)
relations between the participating subjects. Political, as it subverts the role the student plays in his or her
own learning process in terms of authorship and authority. Finally, strategic, as it provides us a means of
engaging in a genuine conversational encounter.
Annotation #8: Developing an educational relationship that goes from knowing ‘about’ to knowing ‘with’ the
students can’t be done solely based on an analysis ‘of’ visual culture but inevitably requires producing and experimenting ‘with’ the visual culture of the subjects involved.

9. New clouds
[The clouds pass by
and the sky is clear
of any guilt.]
Mario Benedetti
In his book The Grammar of Fantasy, Gianni Rodari (1983:7) constructs a metaphor for writing and reading
that I would like to borrow to conclude this text. If we throw a stone into a pond—he explains— we will
produce a series of concentric ripples on its surface that will expand ever further and affect the different
obstacles they might encounter along the way: floating grass, a paper boat, the buoy line of a fisherman,
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etc. These are objects that existed, each of them in their own place, and were calm and isolated but are
now united by the oscillation of the ripple, which affects everything. This is an effect that, in some way,
has connected them; it has made them alike. In a very similar way—Rodari continues— a word that was
spoken without thinking, thrust into the mind of whomever is listening, provokes an infinite series of chain
reactions, involving sounds and images, analogies and memories, meanings and dreams, in a moment that
affects experience and memory, fantasy and our unconscious self and is complicated by the fact that a given mind doesn’t remain passive with respect to this representation. On the contrary, it constantly intervenes,
to accept or reject, match or censor, construct or destroy.
The eight clouds that precede this ninth, closing cloud outline strands of thought concerning research on
young people as producers of visual culture that derive from my experience as a teacher and educational
investigator in the context of secondary education. I have named them floating annotations, not because I
adopted the image of a cloud to represent them, but rather to uncover the ethereal and volatile nature of
educational and research experience in which they are inscribed. As in Gianni Rodari’s analogy, in isolation
these eight clouds can be considered nodes of a more complex system, only perceivable if—due to an
oscillation effect that affects everyone— we make them resonate mutually. The decision to throw the stone
into the pond is, as always, in the hands of the reader.
Annotation #9: To produce “new clouds”, include the reader.
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Playing with the Camera – Creating with Each Other:
Video Production and Collaborative Emergence in a
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Abstract
Many contemporary museums try to involve users as active participants in a range of new ways. One way to
engage young people with visual culture is through exhibits where users produce their own videos. Since
museum experiences are largely social in nature and based on the group as a social unit, it is imperative
to investigate how museum users in a group create videos and engage with each other and the exhibits.
Based on research on young users creating videos in the Media Mixer, this article explores what happens
during the creative process in front of a camera. Drawing upon theories of museology, media, learning and
creativity, the article discusses how to operationalize and make sense of seemingly chaotic or banal production processes in a museum.
Keywords: Visual culture, video production, creativity, exhibition design, collaboration, social learning,

youth

The social nature of museum experiences
In current work on visitor studies and museum studies, visiting the museum is widely regarded as a social
event based on the fact that most visitors are members of a group. As well-known museum researcher John
Falk puts it: “The overwhelming majority of museum visitors arrive as part of a social group” (Falk, 2009, p. 99).
At the Danish Research centre on Education and Advanced Media materials (DREAM) we conducted a large
scale national survey on the use of media and museum resources by 13 – 23 year olds. The survey shows
exactly the same picture: only around 1 percent of young museum users visit museums alone; whereas
99 percent of the young users arrive with a group (Kobbernagel, Schrøder, & Drotner, 2011). This includes
not only relatives or school groups but also groups of friends. In museums of natural history, 16 percent of
the young users arrive in groups of friends. In museums of cultural history, the number is 18 percent. In art
museums 27 percent of the young users arrive in groups of friends, and in experience centres and science
centres the number is a massive 35 percent. So museum visits are indeed based on social groups, and
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contrary to prejudice about museums being “boring”, a relatively large number of young people actually go
there with friends in their leisure time.
Arriving at the museum in a group is not the same as also interacting as a group while at the museum;
however, when examining museum-based interaction, it turns out that in-group interaction is significant.
While some groups do split up, most groups tend to spend a lot of time interacting with each other besides
looking at the exhibits. Falk and Dierking’s (1992) data on family groups across museum types show that a
typical group spends 15-20 percent of their time at exhibitions on pure interaction with each other. More
recent studies affirm this and show that couples, for example, spend an average of 20 percent of their time
at exhibitions on pure interaction; negotiating meaning, pointing out objects of interest and so on (Packer
& Ballantyne, 2005).
All in all, it is safe to say that visiting a museum in almost all cases is a social event in which visitors want
to experience something together. Actually I would argue that labelling museum-goers as “visitors” (i.e.,
someone who comes to see) is a misrepresentation of what goes on at most museums. “Seeing” of course
plays a large role in museum activities, but as a social event it is also about doing something together in a
very broad sense and using the museum as a resource. Therefore, I simply refer to museum-goers as users.

The museum as a creative space
A large part of the recent work in museum studies has been focused on trying to emphasize the importance
of making the museum a space for doing instead of simply a space for looking, often to the point of trying
to reinvigorate or even redefine the museum as a space for activity and creativity. This is not as new an idea
as it may first seem; in 1889 the famous museologist George Brown Goode of the Smithsonian Institution argued for a “living” museum. He stated, among other ideas, that: “The museum of the past must be set aside,
reconstructed, transformed from a cemetery of bric-a-brac into a nursery of living thoughts” (Goode, 1901,
p. 243). Goode’s ideas about a living museum foreshadowed today’s many calls for museums to engage
users in new ways. Going through recent literature in museum studies, one comes upon new notions of
what museums can or should be such as: The Responsive Museum (Lang, Reeve, & Woollard, 2006), the Reinvented Museum (Anderson, 2004), the Engaging Museum (Black, 2005), the Constructed Museum (Hein,
2005), the Post-Museum (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000), the Participatory Museum (Simon, 2010), the Interactive
Museum (Drotner, Weber, Larsen, & Løssing, 2011), the Total Museum (Šola, 2010), the Dialogic Museum
(Tchen & Ševčenko, 2011), the Transformative Museum (Drotner, The Transformative Museum, 2010, 25/11),
the Hybrid Museum (Vestergaard, 2012), and possibly more.
Some of the overarching thoughts have to do with encouraging active participation and are very much
in sync with current work in media studies on participatory culture and social media. Media scholar Henry
Jenkins describes a participatory culture as one with the following properties:
1. relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement,
2. strong support for creating and sharing creations with others,
3. some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along
to novices,
4. members who believe that their contributions matter, and
5. members who feel some degree of social connection with one another (at the least, they care what
other people think about what they have created).
(Jenkins, Purushotma, Weigel, Clinton, & Robison, 2009, p. 5-6)
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Jenkins’ description of participatory culture is a rather good portrayal of how most social media work; it also
outlines what it takes for us to create and share. Most museums of course try to involve visitors in some of
these same ways but are challenged by the fact that, unlike Facebook or other popular social media, people
rarely return to a museum, or even to a social museum website, frequently enough to form strong connections in a circuit of exchange. Instead, museums have to rely on the group as a social unit and make sure that
the museum is a good place for a group do to something together.

The Media Mixer
Today the ways of engaging users and the tools for encouraging participation in museums are numerous
and varied: from historical role-playing to art workshops; from digital graffiti walls to archaeological sandbox
excavations.
My studies are based on media production in the so-called Media Mixer at the Media Museum in
Denmark. The Media Mixer is an exhibition room with almost no objects. Instead, the room features a small number of interactive exhibits where users make media productions such as television interviews, newscasts and Foley sounds for film. The users can then edit their videos and share
them online and in the exhibition on screens. The exhibition opened in 2010 and in the following two years I gathered and analysed a range of interviews, participant observations, production
data on 1190 users, and 2374 productions, as well as 245 shared videos made by 13-23 year old users.
The five exhibits in the Media Mixer are fully computer driven and automated and when started they record
the users in front of the camera in one take. This article mainly focuses on two exhibits: The Hot Seat and
The Chroma Key Studio.
The Hot Seat is an exhibit about television interviews. The users choose between two famous television anchors, Louise Wolff and Jes Dorph-Petersen, and different interview topics such as “celebrities” or “living the
good life”. After selection, the users take their places in a small studio equipped with cameras, microphones
and a big display. When they are ready, the display features the chosen anchorperson, who then conducts
an interview with the users. The interview has a relatively simple question-answer structure whereby the
user has a lot of time to answer. If there is no microphone input, the exhibit simply moves on to the next
question, and if the users keep talking for more than 40 seconds, the anchor interrupts and asks the next
question. The interview videos range from 2 to 10 minutes depending on the length of the answers. The
video itself is automatically generated by the exhibit by simply crosscutting between the user camera feed
and the pre-recorded video of the anchor.
The Chroma Key Studio is another exhibit based on real time performance on camera. In this exhibit the
users are recorded in front of a green screen where a background is inserted via Chroma key compositing.
Once again the users select a topic (e.g., “a royal birthday”), which determines the background (e.g., the
royal castle) and a teleprompt. The users then take the role as newscasters and either read the teleprompt
or improvise. There is a box of simple props such as a microphone, coats, wigs and hats readily available. The
recording stops when the teleprompt is finished regardless of user activity or inactivity. Videos are between
1 and 2 minutes depending on the topic and the users get both a video with the appropriate background
inserted and a video with the green background. That way the users are able to insert new backgrounds
afterwards as they please.
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Making videos - alone or together?
One of the key differences between The Hot Seat and The Chroma Key Studio is the accommodation for
multiple users. The Hot Seat was built with a single chair sitting in the ideal position in front of the camera
to create a believable illusion of the user being interviewed by the anchorperson. The interview questions
are also directed at a single user and not multiple users (e.g., “what is your name?” and not “what are your
names?”). The Chroma Key Studio on the other hand makes more sense for multiple users. The studio itself
has an open space with room for a group, and even though there is a teleprompt, it seems natural for a
group to either take turns reading or to just ignore the teleprompt and improvise with each other.
While it may seem to be a good idea to have video production exhibits suitable for both single users and
groups, it poses some problems. As I outlined at the beginning of the article, almost all museum users arrive
in groups and most of them want to have a social experience within that group. The exhibits feature a glass
wall and a live screen on the outside, so if a person is sitting in The Hot Seat the rest of the group can see
what is going on inside. However, being separated by a wall of glass is not desirable when you want to participate together. As a result, very shortly after opening for the public, the Hot Seat chair broke down; even
though the chair was clearly meant for just one person, entire groups were sitting on the arm rests and on
top of each other. When a new chair was installed, it also broke down. Therefore, after a while the singular
chair was replaced with an impromptu solution of several movable stools.
When being interviewed about sitting in front of the camera, many users described either positive emotions
when doing it as a group, or negative emotions with doing it by themselves. One user, John (17 years), who
went to the Media Mixer with his friend Kasper (18 years), reported:
[Earlier] I was in here with my sister, and she was standing on the outside. And I thought it seemed, I don’t know
if you can say meaningless, but it was just, well actually a little bit meaningless and a bit awkward to sit and
talk on your own. Like extremely lonely. Kind of forever alone-ish. (Author’s translation)
John is referring to the Internet meme “forever alone” (which expresses loneliness and sadness) to describe
his experience of producing the interview alone, while his sister was standing on the other side of the glass.
Despite his experience, he returned at a later date with his friend Kasper, and the stools had been installed
by that stage. Contrary to his first experience, John and his friend Kasper described their new collaborative
video interview as like “playing ball with each other” and “keeping each other going”.
Despite featuring multiple stools, the exhibit is fundamentally designed for a single user, which is easily detected by the fact that the virtual anchorperson addresses the users in the singular form; and the users pick
up on this. Content analysis of 62 shared videos from The Hot Seat produced by 13-23 year old users shows
that users are bothered by the mismatch between the singular address and the fact that they are a group.
In two cases users explicitly comment on this feature.
In the videos made in the Chroma Key Studio, group collaboration does not pose the same problem. As a
formalized activity, the exhibit is for one person reading the teleprompt, positioning the body onscreen and
sometimes gesturing and pointing to elements in the virtual background. However, unlike the interview in
The Hot Seat where users cannot ignore the questions being asked, it is possible to take turns reading the
teleprompt, to use the teleprompt just for inspiration or to ignore the teleprompt altogether. Users do all
three, and some users vary, typically starting with reading the teleprompt and then gradually improvising
more and more.
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Collaborative emergence in front of the camera
To analyse and discuss what happens when a group is in front of the camera creating a video, I draw upon
Etienne Wenger’s social theory of learning and on theories of creativity. Wenger’s theory mainly focuses on
communities of practice that develop over time, but a lot of the social dynamics he describes can also be
seen in groups working together on a smaller scale.
An example of such group work is exactly what is going on when groups produce videos in The Chroma
Key Studio and The Hot Seat. Here the video is created in a linear real time process in which there is no way
of pausing or redoing a sequence. It is the experience of “being on camera” and users often describe the
activity as being “live”. Such a creative process is complex and the users react to both the exhibit and to each
other. Very often or always, as I will show, something happens in the moment that neither the design of the
exhibits nor the users’ planning are fully responsible for. I theorize that this “something” can be seen as collaborative emergence, which is described by creativity researcher R. Keith Sawyer as ”a constantly changing
ephemeral property of the interaction, which in turn influences the emergent processes that are generating
it” (Sawyer, 2010, p. 377).
The interaction described by Sawyer is the interaction between group members, and the notion of collaborative emergence; it is therefore very similar to theories about reciprocal scaffolding (Holton & Thomas,
2001). Both concepts describe the same attribute of interpersonal interaction; that the members of a group
engaged in a joint enterprise continually contribute to input that is added to (and changing) the foundation
of the group’s joint enterprise. Wenger’s social theory of learning such joint enterprise is described as “the
result of a collective negotiation process” that is “defined by the participants in the very process of pursuing
it” (Wenger, 1998, p. 77).
One example from the video production in the Media Mixer is given by four 16 and 17 year old immigrant
girls. When they stepped into the Chroma Key Studio, seemingly spontaneously and without discussion
their activities developed into an interview where one group member was a reporter while two other girls
took the role as “thief” and “the thief’s wife”. The last group member was a spectator and commentator offscreen. I interviewed the girls afterwards, asking them about this improvised production:
FATIMA: Yeah, I was the one who had to do the reporting.
Me: Okay.
HANNAH: And I had to... and I was being interviewed.
INEZ: She was the criminal.
HANNAH: I was the criminal.
Me: You were the criminal?
HANNAH: Yes.
Me: Yes. Why a criminal? Was that an idea you just came up with, or...?
FATIMA: That is what... that is what... yeah... that is what we are best at!
Everybody: (laughs)
FATIMA: It’s because we have so much about it in school at the moment.
The short interview snippet shows three things:
First of all the users have a natural relationship to the emergent story about an interview with a criminal.
Where I, as an outsider, wonder why they have chosen to take on these parts, the users themselves talk
about their roles in definite articles and as the most natural thing. The emergent is both real and shared.
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Second of all, the users’ identities and personal contexts play a role. The users point to their own ethnicity
and sarcastically associate their identity as immigrants with the role of a criminal. Ethnicity and prejudice
was a recurring topic for this particular group and they also talk about “immigrant language” and immigration politics during their video.
Thirdly, the users include discourses that are not present at the museum. Neither the discourse about criminal immigrants nor the discourse about theft is anywhere in the Media Mixer. These discourses are included
by the users at their own initiative.
Exactly how different components of identity, contexts, and discourses create collaborative emergence is
impossible to map in detail. Sawyer (2010) describes group creativity as a complex system – that is a system
where the emergent is born in the tensions between order and chaos (often described as “the edge of chaos”). This corresponds with Wenger’s description of the emergent structure of learning in a community of
practice: “Learning involves a close interaction of order and chaos. The continuity of an emergent structure
derives not from stability but from adaptability” (Wenger, 1998, p. 97).
In a group like the one with the four girls’ described above, the adaptability and the shifts between “order”
and “chaos” are rather noticeable. There is a high degree of improvisation in that there are alternating moments of introduced instability through an impulse and stability through the reaction on the impulse by the
group. The result is the collaborative emergent. An example of this can be noted in the following dialogue
from the beginning of the girls’ video in front of the green screen:
FATIMA: Hello, wow I’m invisible (looks at the screen seeing her green shirt makes her almost invisible in
front of the green screen). We are s…(Laughs) We are now standing in front of…(Laughs) a church. And
we have a thief.
INEZ: We have a thief (repeats).
GITA: We have a thief (repeats).
HANNAH: No, I’m not.
FATIMA: (laughs) Oh no, now I’m invisible. (…) Okay, ermmm, so what, what was that all about? (Looking
at Hannah)
HANNAH: Just because I’m a thief (with a heavy dialect).
FATIMA: Come on, man.
INEZ: You are speaking a crappy immigrant language
HANNAH: What you say? Hello? (Exaggerates the dialect even more)
FATIMA: Ermm, what was that all about? You say you’re innocent. Why is that?
This is the first time the girls use the word “thief”. Fatima has taken the part as reporter and intuitively following the conventions of the role she presents the situation for the viewers. She can see the camera’s field of
view on a screen with the background inserted so she can position herself accordingly. Before recording,
the girls chose that they wanted to do a report in front of a courthouse, which would indeed be a good
background for their story about the thief. However, when Fatima presents the situation she looks at the
screen and interprets the building as a church (which it does somewhat resemble). She also quickly casts
Hannah as a “thief” and the two other group members repeat her introduction showing their acknowledgement. Hannah takes on the role and smilingly denies being a thief. Thus the instability by introducing
the role “thief” immediately results in adaptation in the group. The same phenomenon can be observed in
relation to Inez’s off-screen comment about “crappy immigrant language”. Immediately Hannah adapts her
language so it becomes a caricature of “immigrant language” and ultimately the collaborative emergence
shapes a story about an innocent immigrant thief, his wife and a vandalized church.
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If we, as mentioned earlier, accept group creativity as having the dynamics of social learning in communities
of practice, then the girls’ collaborative emergence is an example that “[the ability to] walk the line between
chaos and order, is a characteristic that makes communities of practice a likely locus of creativity” (Wenger,
1998, p. 289). The creativity evolves in an ongoing process of introducing something novel (chaos) and
making the new element useful (order).
This is something that can hardly be analysed at an individual level. Sawyer (2010) suggests that group level
accounts are likely to be necessary when a social system has the following five characteristics:
1) Unpredictability. An example of which can be seen in the girls’ video production in their turn taking;
at any point one of the girls could introduce an element of her choice. Hannah, for instance, could have
been presented as a “police officer” instead of a “thief”, which would have made the story go in another
direction.
2) Non-reducibility to models of participating agents. Nothing suggests that any of the girls are
without influence. Fatima sets the scene but even Inez who is located off-camera, introduce the element “crappy immigrant language”, which is recognized and adapted by the group.
3) Processual intersubjectivity. There has to be some form of intersubjectivity between the girls. The
girls do not necessarily have symmetrical representations but in the process they at least have a will to
coordinate individual points of view in relation to the collaborative emergent.
4) Creativity of the components. The group consists of individuals with a creative potential. Only
through the willingness of the girls to coordinate their creative contributions does it make sense to
account for the creative process at a group level.
5) The cost of explanation. Reductionist models can indeed offer some insight on the details of the interaction between the girls. However, an attempt to include elements like the girls’ individual psychology would result in a model too complex to be useful. In creative processes like the girls’ video production
it is not just methodologically meaningful but also practical to account for the process at a group level.
In addition to Sawyer’s five characteristics of group level accounts, I want to add a sixth element, which is
important in creative productions that are aided by some form of support: the scaffolding of the creative
process. In the cases where support is offered by, for example, a teacher or tutor, it can be accounted for
using Jerome Bruner’s concept of instructional scaffolding as described by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976).
In the Media Mixer and in other museum settings, teachers and museum hosts actually offer a lot of scaffolding in the categories listed by Wood, Bruner and Ross: recruitment, reduction in degrees of freedom,
direction maintenance, marking critical features, frustration control, and demonstration. Nonetheless, the
individual exhibits like The Hot Seat and The Chroma Key Studio, as well as the exhibition as a whole, frame
the creative process, and this framing cannot be explained simply in the terms of scaffolding. Instead I refer
to this framing as design, described by Wenger as “a systematic, planned and reflexive colonization of time
and space in the service of an undertaking” (Wenger, 1998, p. 228). Thus the way an exhibit has been implemented is the result of design, whereas the users’ creative process can be seen as (among other things) a
reaction to design.
If we include design in the analysis of collaborative emergence in the video production exhibits, it provides
some possible explanations for some of the mechanics of creative production. In the example of the four
girls in the Chroma Key Studio, it becomes evident that their creative choices are in a border area between
the designed and the emergent corresponding to the duality designed-emergent in Wenger’s (1998) theory
of social practice. As an illustration, the following exchange of words took place in front of the Chroma Key
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Studio when the girls navigated through the GUI and ended up selecting “crime report” (resulting in a courthouse background) and the journalistic angle “critical” (resulting in a critical wording on the teleprompt):
FATIMA: Of course you select critical (looking briefly at the menu)
INEZ: Yes.
FATIMA: There.
GITA: And then…?
Museum guide: Yes, then you just take the card and enter and start it from within (the studio).
Before the exchange of words the girls had been waiting a long time and were obviously eager to get
started. All four were located in front of the menu screen but they did not talk about the selection of “crime
report” and the implicit choice of the court house background. After that selection the user must select
the journalistic angle for the teleprompt text. One of the girls selected “critical” and commented, “of course
you select critical” without further ado. Immediately after that the museum guide supported them through
direction maintenance and marking critical features (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976) after which the girls enter
the studio. Keeping the interaction with the menu selection in mind, some of the girls’ creative choices
make more sense. Within the studio the girls immediately began putting on some costumes and looking
through the props while having the following exchange of words:
FATIMA: Where is the microphone?
GITA: Are, are, are…?
HANNAH: I don’t know.
INEZ: It is here.
HANNAH: Aww, it isn’t there.
GITA: Are you going to be the criminal? (talking to HANNAH)
FATIMA: Who is criminal?
HANNAH: I am criminal.
EVERYONE: (laughs)
FATIMA: Okay, where is the red button? (to start the recording)
GITA: Should I take this thing?
HANNAH: What should I do?
GITA: Should I wear this?
FATIMA: Okay, are you ready?
GITA: No, I don’t feel like it. (trying on a wig)
HANNAH: Okay.
HANNAH: Hey, what are we going to do?
FATIMA: Five, four, three, get out of the way!
The idea that one of the girls should take the on the role as “the criminal” starts with the question “Are you
going to be the criminal?” Since just before entering the studio the girls selected the topic “crime report” in
a seemingly unreflective manner, it seems, in fact, that at least one of them has noticed the topic “crime”.
After that things go really fast and Fatima who has grabbed the prop microphone and thereby the role as a
reporter asks about the red button. At that point the teleprompter screen is telling the users to push the red
button to begin. Hannah, insecure about the production, says “Hey, what are we going to do?” but at that
time they are ready to start as the red button has already been pushed and Fatima has done the countdown:
“Five, four, three…”.
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Then the video recording starts. The narrative frame set up by the group and the exhibit is that one girl is a
reporter, the other one a criminal and the angle is “critical”. From here the collaborative emergence develops
further, but it is in interaction with the design of the exhibit, as I will illustrate.

Modes of belonging – modes of collaborating
Etienne Wenger presents a model for relations through belonging. In short there are three ways of belonging described as:
1) engagement – active involvement in mutual processes of negotiation of meaning
2) imagination – creating images of the world and seeing connections through time and space by
extrapolating from our own experience
3) alignment – coordinating our energy and activities in order to fit within broader structures and contribute to broader enterprises.
(Wenger, 1998, p. 173-174)
The users in the Media Mixer do all three when they produce videos in the exhibits: they are engaged because they, to a greater or lesser extent, are actively producing cultural meaning with each other and the
exhibits. They imagine by creating images of the world, themselves and their possibilities when they give
input. They are aligning because they use the production logic, style and discourses of the Media Mixer to
some extent.
There are, however, differences in the degree to which each mode of belonging plays a role in a production
process. Some users align to both the content and form of an exhibit but add a playful element of imagination, like this group of 21-23 year old users who recount their Chroma Key video production:
DIANA: [...] it was Cecilia who had it under control, but it was something with subtitles, right? And then
you should… (.)
CECILIA: It was this thing about getting into character…
DIANA: Saying it and acting like. Yeah.
CECILIA: Yes
DIANA: Trying to be in front of a camera…
CECILIA: And being on…
DIANA: And being able to use the image behind you
CECILIA: Yeah
The group had selected the historical Herbert Morrison report from the Hindenburg disaster and they put a
lot of effort into reading the teleprompt correctly and pointing to the background with the burning airship.
At the same time they put a lot of effort into “acting” and visualising the emotions carried in the report about
the disaster.
Other users neither aligned themselves to the form or the content of the exhibit. Two users aged 19-20
recount their Chroma Key video production in which they had selected a children’s documentary about
industrial fishing:
LEO: But I thought it would be a bit more like BANG, BANG, BANG, where in fact it was just to tell [about
some fish (.) at Kerteminde harbour.
MARTIN: About some fish…
MARTIN: At Kerteminde harbour, yeah.
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Me: Okay. What did you think about that?
LEO: That was, that was alright. We danced a little bit and things like that.
Me: You DANCED a little bit?
LEO: Yeah!
After realising that the Chroma Key topic children’s documentary and fishing was not what they expected,
the group started dancing and improvising, completely ignoring the teleprompt, the background and the
selected story about industrial fishing. There were still traces of alignment since the users employed some
of the props in the exhibit, but the process was influenced far more by components of mutual engagement
and imagination than alignment.
Overall, I think that the production processes can be viewed as a form of collaborative emergence in which
there is a hierarchy between engagement, imagination and alignment. One group process can be dominated by imagination with engagement and alignment being less influential; while another group process can
be dominated by alignment with less imagination and engagement.
A hierarchy of these three modes of belonging gives six possible configurations:
• Alignment > engagement > imagination
• Alignment > imagination > engagement
• Imagination > alignment > engagement
• Imagination > engagement > alignment
• Engagement > alignment > imagination
• Engagement > imagination > alignment
It is impossible to measure a creative group production to determine exactly how the weight is distributed
between imagination, engagement and alignment. It is, however, possible to identify some indication of the
different modes of belonging. If a group takes on roles, uses metaphors or creates abstractions, then that
is an indication of the imagination component influencing the process. If a group follows an assignment
strictly, answers yes/no questions with “yes” or “no”, or in other ways act convergent and in compliance with
the expected, then that is an indication of the alignment component influencing the process. If a group
negotiates meaning mutually, find their own forms of expression, and are more focused on presence than
making abstractions, then that is an indication of the engagement component influencing the process.
In my analyses of the video creation processes in the Media Mixer it has been possible to identify such indicators by analysing the videos and asking simple questions such as “do the users take on roles?”
Such questions have been part of my content analysis of 245 shared productions made by 13 to 23 year old
users in the Media Mixer. As a very simple preliminary investigation of collaboration, I coded the productions as being “on topic”; “using the exhibit mechanically”; or “taking on roles”. The categories are binary and
somewhat simplified; but one could add much more refined codes. The advantage of using simple binary
codes is that it was very easy to understand and thus there were no problems with intercoder reliability.
Either a group is “on topic” or not (e.g., if an interview is about celebrities they actually talk about celebrities).
Likewise, either a group “uses the exhibit mechanically” or not (e.g., they read the words on the teleprompter
without further ado); and, likewise, either the users “take on roles” or they do not (e.g., they dress up, act or
present themselves with funny names). The rule of thumb has been that if, for example, users switch from
playing roles to not playing roles, it is simply coded as “taking on roles” because that is the most defining part
of their production. There might be a few rare cases in which it can be difficult to determine exactly what
goes on, but intercoding has shown an almost exact match in interpretation.

274

VITUS VESTERGAARD

From the categories listed above, it follows that a group can only “use the exhibit mechanically” if they are
also “on topic”: A group changing the topic does not use the exhibit mechanically. Such a group would for
instance ignore the teleprompt in the Chroma Key Studio or avoid answering the questions in The Hot Seat.
Therefore there are six logical combinations of the codes:
• On topic – using the exhibit mechanically – taking on roles
• On topic – using the exhibit mechanically – not taking on roles
• On topic – not using the exhibit mechanically – taking on roles
• On topic – not using the exhibit mechanically – not taking on roles
• Off topic – not using the exhibit mechanically – taking on roles
• Off topic – not using the exhibit mechanically – not taking on roles
These simple operationalizations reflect the aforementioned hierarchy of modes of belonging. In a group
process which is “off topic”, where the users are “not using the exhibit mechanically” and where they are “taking on roles” the collaborative emergence is primarily based on imagination, whereas alignment has little
or no part in the process. An example of this is four users around the age 18 who selected the Hindenburg
accident for their Chroma Key video. Instead of talking about the burning airship in the background, one
user conducts an interview with two group members playing a couple. The interview has nothing at all to
do with the selected exhibit topic (the Hindenburg accident) but is instead based on absurd humour and includes a story about the couple having a crabfish instead of a child. This mode of collaborative emergence,
where imagination is dominant and alignment subordinate, I refer to as free imagination. In the same way,
the other possible combinations of operationalizations reflect different hierarchies of modes of belonging.
Inserted in a table with appropriate titles we get the following:
Mode of
collaborative
emergence

Hierarchy of modes of
belonging

Example of
operationalization

Strict alignment

Alignment > engagement > imagination

On topic – using the exhibit
mechanically – not taking on roles

Playful alignment

Alignment > imagination > engagement

On topic – using the exhibit
mechanically – taking on roles

Framed imagination

Imagination > alignment > engagement

On topic – not using the exhibit
mechanically – taking on roles

Free imagination

Imagination > engagement > alignment

Off topic – not using the exhibit
mechanically – taking on roles

Framed engagement

Engagement > alignment > imagination

On topic – not using the exhibit
mechanically – not taking on roles

Alternative engagement

Engagement > imagination > alignment

Off topic – not using the exhibit
mechanically – not taking on roles

This operationalization is very simple and the six types of collaborative emergence could be operationalized
in a range of other ways. It is possible to analyse words, gestures or body language related to imagination,
engagement or alignment, and from that more advanced content analysis could be designed. The point
here is not the particular operationalization but the types of collaborative emergence with each one describing a different way of belonging while producing; or in Wenger’s (1998) terms: different processes of
identity formation and learning.
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Collaborative emergence in the Media Mixer
From such an operationalization it is possible to analyse the ways in which users in the Media Mixer create
videos. From 245 shared videos, 21 have been excluded because of technical problems from the exhibit
such as missing audio. The remaining 224 videos are made in The Hot Seat, The Chroma Key Studio and a
third exhibit called The Sound Box where users make Foley sound for pre-recorded videos. They are distributed as follows:
Mode

Hierarchy of modes of belonging

Number

Percentage

Strict alignment

Alignment > engagement > imagination

76

34%

Playful alignment

Alignment > imagination > engagement

36

16%

Framed imagination

Imagination > alignment > engagement

45

20%

Free imagination

Imagination > engagement > alignment

9

4%

Framed engagement

Engagement > alignment > imagination

44

20%

Alternative engagement

Engagement > imagination > alignment

14

6,00%

There are several interesting things about this distribution. First of all it is worth noticing that a total of 50%
of the videos are dominated by the alignment component (strict and playful alignment). Here the users
have aligned with the topic of the exhibit and followed the formative mechanics of the design. If we include
the types of collaborative emergence where the alignment component has a moderate influence, the percentage is 90. So, we can conclude that alignment has a great influence on the ways in which groups in the
Media Mixer produce videos. That users are loyal to the design of the exhibits is not in itself surprising, but
the percentage is rather high. A lot of users had technical difficulties and a lot of users did not really read the
instructions on the selection screen. Thus, one could expect a lot of users to simply play around; however,
most users try to stay loyal to what is “expected” of them for as long as possible. If, in the end, they are too
troubled with things not working, then they either switch to another mode of belonging in the exhibit or
simply leave before the recording is finished.
In relation to this analysis, it is important to note that the mode of collaborative can change during production. I have coded the videos from the most “extreme” use of the exhibit, so if a group switches between
taking on roles and not taking on roles, then it is coded as “taking on roles”. Likewise it is coded as “off-topic”
if a group begins on-topic but at a later point switches to deal with topics unrelated to the exhibit topic. This
is a pragmatic choice and just like the coding categories can be refined and fine-tuned, the videos could be
split into sequences according to the points where the mode of collaborative emergence switches. I have
not done that and therefore I will just note that shifts do occur.
Even though the alignment component is strong, we should, however, note that 24% of the productions
are based on the imagination component; while 26% are based on engagement. This means that, in fact,
exactly half of the shared productions allow for more freeform types of production. These involve either
active involvement in mutual processes of negotiation of meaning, or creating images of the world and
seeing connections through space and time by extrapolating from one’s own experience. The value of this
should be found in the simple fact that groups are different and want to experience and create in different
ways. Falk (2009) thoroughly analyses how individual museum users are different, and our own national survey of young users (Drotner, Weber, Larsen, & Løssing, 2011) also shows how young people use media and
museums differently. However, groups – and not just individuals – are also different, and they have different
preferences when they create content.
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One example is The Hot Seat exhibit where 45% of the shared productions are dominated by strict alignment. Here the young people use the exhibit as it is designed; to sit in front of the camera, listen to the
questions of the virtual anchorperson and answer these questions until the interview is finished. Some users
however choose to offer a bit of resistance to the predefined sequence of questions posed by the virtual
anchor. John (17 years) and Kasper (18 years) report that they “answered a little bit confrontational” and “was
very sarcastic”. For them it was important to create a dialogue face-to-face and they experienced a big contrast between talking to the screen and a natural conversation between two people:
KASPER: It is probably most optimal for ONE person I think. It is. I don’t know, I think if you sit there, both
people, and must answer some questions, then you can quickly go on and get into something else. If
you are ONE person in there, then you can sit there and see that … you can kind of feel that now I have
to stop because another question is on the way. If you sit in there, TWO people in there, then you might
end up talking to each other and end up doing that thing. Then you can kind of keep each other going
and such.
Me: Mmm. Okay keep each other going how? Was that what you described about you making a bit of fun?
JOHN: No, no.
KASPER: No, if you for instance, the one person says ONE thing and then the other adds with something
and then…
JOHN: And then you can keep on talking and elaborating on a question.
In other words, John and Kasper are saying that the exhibit, in their experience, requires a certain kind of
alignment which is best suited for just one user. Nonetheless, the engagement component was actually
dominant in their production. When they were sitting in The Hot Seat, it was evident that the conversation
was primarily focused on mutual negotiation of meaning between the two friends, even though John was
taking the lead and Kasper was saying less. They reacted to each other to a much higher degree than they
did to the virtual anchorperson; and Kasper says that he “couldn’t manage to sit in there by himself” even
though as he explains:
KASPER: It would have WORKED better but I would feel strange sitting there and talking to a screen,
which it is… that is even though you should imagine that it isn’t.
Thus we can conclude that production exhibits may be experienced as demanding a certain type of behavior. Exhibits may, to a greater or lesser extent, demand alignment, engagement and imagination. A simple
count of productions from The Hot Seat and The Chroma Key Studio show some tendencies in the way
groups produce:
THE HOT SEAT
Strict alignment

THE CHROMA KEY STUDIO

n

%

n

%

28

45%

38

32%

Playful alignment

4

6%

21

18%

Framed imagination

10

16%

32

27%

Free imagination

4

6%

5

4%

Framed engagement

10

16%

14

12%

Alternative engagement

6

10%

8

7%
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Not surprisingly, the imagination component is very pronounced in The Chroma Key Studio where costumes and props clearly indicate the possibility for taking on roles. There are almost as many productions
(27%) with framed imagination as productions with strict alignment (32%).
In The Hot Seat, the alignment component is pronounced and not surprisingly the exhibit seems to demand strict alignment, which corresponds to an ordered question/answer-structure.

Identity work and meaning construction in video production
Wenger’s (1998) theory on social learning puts learning in between concepts of identity and concepts of
social practice. From the examples of production in the Media Mixer, it seems relatively clear that the young
users are positioning themselves and doing something with their identity in relation to their surroundings.
In short, they are doing identity work and constructing meaning. As a frame for discussing this, I will try to
parallel the six types of collaborative emergence with the two components of identity formation as described by Wenger: identification and negotiability. Identification is “the process through which modes of
belonging become constitutive of our identities by creating bonds or distinctions in which we become invested” (Wenger, 1998, p. 191). Negotiability refers to “the ability, facility, and legitimacy to contribute to, take
responsibility for, and shape the meanings that matter within a social configuration” (Wenger, 1998, p. 197).
The six types of collaborative emergence thus describe the actual relation between the components of
identity formation and their constituents in the production process. If a group of users for instance engage
in production where the process is dominated by playful alignment, it means that the group is identifying
in a certain way and that they are negotiating meaning in a certain way.
One example of playful alignment can be seen in a shared video from the Chroma Key Studio. Here a couple,
aged 22 according to the user profile, are doing a criminal report on ”the jet set queen” with a courthouse as
background. A male user wearing a trench coat is reading the report from the teleprompter with a serious
and professional attitude while a female user wearing a wig silently and smiling portraits the “jet set queen”
with exaggerated feminine gestures and pouty lips. During the reading the male user accusingly points at
the jet set queen saying sentences like “the woman thereby was not convicted of possession of the 170
grams of cocaine” to which the female user immediately responds with gestures expressing surprise and
caricaturized innocence.
The situation shows an example of the ways both identification and negotiability take place through a certain mode of collaborative emergence, in this case playful alignment.
For both users, the process of identification is guided by a combination of alignment to the exhibit’s framing
of the reporter (and through his speak the jet set queen) on the one hand, and the users’ ideas and portrayal of a reporter and a “jet set queen” on the other hand. In the female user’s case, she is invoking what
Wenger (1998) calls an identity of non-participation: her caricature of the “jet set queen” leaves no doubt
that the imagination component of her playful alignment builds on dissociation and not association with a
“jet set queen”. In the case of the male user it is more difficult to determine whether he takes on an identity
of participation or non-participation. His seriousness can be interpreted either as association with the role
as reporter or as a subtle caricature based on preconceived notions about accusatory criminal reporters.
The negotiability process is also characterized by a combination of alignment to the design of the exhibit
and certain ideas about a range of particulars. First and foremost, the users align by reading the teleprompt,
so the statements about the “jet set queen” and the way they are formulated come from the exhibit. Some
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users relate more freely to the teleprompter and claim ownership of meaning by rephrasing the text; but in
this specific video production, the male user chooses to stay loyal to the teleprompt. Instead he claims ownership of meaning by stressing certain words and by raising his voice, e.g., when he says “the woman thereby
was not convicted of possession of the 170 grams of cocaine” while accusingly pointing at the defendant.
The female user supports these meanings with her body language, and we are left in no doubt that the “jet
set queen” is in fact guilty as well as incredibly dim-witted. So, with relatively few means of production, the
users are negotiating meaning within the frame, but in a playful way where the imagination component of
creating a certain portrayal of reality is used in the negotiability process.
The duality between identification and negotiability is reflected in the coexistence between going with the
flow of group creativity and resisting the flow by actively claiming ownership of meaning. Wenger (1998)
calls this the dual nature of identity. The process may seem abstract but if it is operationalized as a social
ecology of identity through different degrees of emphasis on alignment, imagination, and identity, it becomes concrete and possible to analyse and discuss.

Final words
Museums are all about experiencing, learning, and understanding the world. For the most part this enterprise takes place in groups, yet groups are rarely a single analytical unit when discussing what actually goes
on in museums. Museum exhibits increasingly focus on creativity and production as a lever for learning,
and in this article I have shown some examples of situations in which video production is used as a lever for
young people learning about media. In designing such exhibits, it is important to take into consideration
the needs of groups. Design, however, only accounts for one side of the creative process. The other side is
emergent. The mechanism of collaborative emergence can by guided by different kinds of scaffolding, but
when it takes place in an exhibit, then design becomes the overall frame for production. Within that frame,
a group process at the edge of chaos takes place. There are different ways of belonging, i.e., ways of relating
to the exhibit, the topics, each other etc. Depending on the relationship between the components, the
process can be categorized as taking place within a certain mode of collaborative emergence. I categorize
the different modes as strict alignment, playful alignment, framed imagination, free imagination, framed
engagement, and alternative engagement. These modes say a lot about how the young people learn by
video production, but they do not say anything about what or how much is being learned. Those questions
are beyond the scope of this article.
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Visual culture as living inquiry: looking at how young
people reflect on, share and narrate their learning
practices in and outside school20

Abstract
This paper discusses the fieldwork carried out by our research group in five secondary schools in the metropolitan area of Barcelona, where we worked with groups of students in the last year of compulsory education to carry out collaborative ethnographies on how young people learn in and outside school. We have
framed this process as a living inquiry that draws on visual culture production. In this project, visual culture
is not a thing, but a way of being, a practice that is formed within the development of a critical engagement
with learning practices. In the text we will reflect on the transition the young people went through during
the inquiry process, as they assumed the role of researchers and contributed to the project. We find that this
project expands our notion of both learning and visual culture, as the project format provides a space that
is able to receive and interact with the contributions of young people.
Key words: Collaborative ethnography, research with young people, pedagogical relationship, informal
learning, learning imaginaries

Learning in and outside school, from objectives to practices
This research experience began with a desire to expand our understanding of the learning practices of
young people. As a research group, we wished to build on the results of an earlier study that engaged
young people in discussions regarding how they relate to, and define, school “success” and “failure” (Hernán20 This research contributes to the national project led by Fernando Hernández-Hernández, Living and learning with new literacies in and outside secondary school: approaches to reducing drop-out, exclusion and disaffection among youth (MEC EDU201124122) carried out by the consolidated research group Contemporary Subjectivities and Educational Environments – Esbrina
(SGR2009 0530), of the University of Barcelona.
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dez-Hernández & Padilla-Petry, 2013). In rejecting the traditional discourse that blames the student for disaffection, our approach has been to study young people’s relationship with savoir, drawing on Bernard
Charlot’s (2000) characterization of learning (i.e., defining learning not as a cognitive procedure but as a
process that involves building a relationship between the self and the world around you), we strive to move
from speaking of learning as a noun (el aprendizaje), to learning as a verb (el aprender). Because this linguistic
and conceptual distinction is easier to make with Romance languages, in English the term learning practices
is used, in an effort to recognize and capture the myriad activities youth engage in that they identify as relevant to their learning, whether or not these practices are recognized by educational institutions.
This re-framing of the study of learning is inscribed in a national context where early school leaving is
an urgent problem. In Spain, approximately 30% of students do not complete their studies beyond lower
secondary education (European Commission, 2011). In response to this educational scenario our research
group has decided to rethink how we approach the notion of learning in educational research. As David
Buckingham (2007) suggests, certain types of digital competence are not formally recognized in the traditional school curriculum. Other studies (Patel-Stevens, 2005) have presented cases illustrating this disconnect, where the out-of-school life of students contrasts sharply with teachers’ perceptions of their in-school
performance. With this context in mind, our interest at the outset of the project lay in charting the learning
that takes place in and outside school, working directly with youth to discuss and reflect on the meaning
they assign to learning in their lives.
This proposal repositions learning not in relation to curricular objectives but to wider social experiences.
However, it does not strive to colonize the private, intimate world of teens, who often actively work to exclude the eye of adults. Rather than inscribe their activities as “learning practices”, we address this issue as
a problem of representation. If the school demonstrates an incapability of recognizing a range of learning
practices, we conclude that what we need to generate are strategies that give an account of, and share, the
practices that youth themselves define as relevant. We ask young people to help develop these narrative
forms, entering into a process of reflection that we characterize as ‘living inquiry’.

Collaborative ethnographies as living inquiry
With this background as our foundation, the research team carried out five ethnographies with young people. The research design entailed two researchers each working with a group of between six to eleven
students in their last year of secondary school (15- and 16-year-olds) in five different schools (also, teachers
accompanied this process in three of the five groups). The double aim of this process was: on the one
hand, the university researchers would provide an introduction to and formation in ethnographic research
methods and on the other hand, the younger participants would document, share and reflect on their own
learning both in and outside school. Together, the research groups would analyze their data and make the
results public.
While this seems straightforward in our project proposal, in practice we found that the term learning is as
complex and complicated for secondary students to discuss as it is for our research group. When the concept is freed from its association with scholastic objectives (i.e., when we refer to learning in terms of savoir
or our relationship to knowledge), we quickly lose our grasp on what it means: learning is everywhere, albeit
in different forms, and this expansive concept loses specificity and significance the more we ponder it.
We anticipated this problem and tried to mitigate it when, prior to our fieldwork, Fernando interviewed a
student in Baccalaureate-level education, who was therefore a couple of years older than the target group.
In an informal interview Fernando described our research aims and asked for her opinion on how to intro-
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duce this project to secondary students. She recommended that we not talk only in terms of learning practices, but speak also of “ways of communicating and expressing yourself”. Our research team took her insight
into consideration and introduced “learning” to our secondary student collaborators by using this phrasing.
Another member of our research team, Xavi Giró, turned the information we gained from this interview into
a graphic (See Fig.1) which we showed the students on the first day of each session.
Because we could not approach learning directly, our research experience did not follow a linear path,
but instead seemed to spiral outward; through dialogue, multiple layers evolved that added resonance to
the understanding of the role and presence of learning in our lives. In each of the five centres, the teams
of young people and university researchers developed strategies and themes that allowed them to independently contribute to the national project. While the experiences were varied, they all can be framed as
living inquiry.
The concept of living inquiry, with its ties to action research, is an effective framework for opening-up research beyond the academy, by acknowledging that everyone is an expert of her/his own lived experience.
It describes the process through which we may adopt “an attitude of inquiry” (Marshall & Reason, 2008, p.
61) towards our professional lives, or in this case, our personal learning practices. This is a critical point in
our project, since we invited young people to participate not as informants but as researchers who draw
on their own experiences to contribute to the investigation. To borrow the distinctions made by Marilyn
Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle (2001), the young people contributed their knowledge-in-practice, through
observations of their classrooms and homes, reflections on how they use different media to communicate
and express themselves, discussions on meaningful experiences from their extracurricular activities, and so
on. From there, the younger researchers were cast as learner-practitioners whose work allowed each group
to develop knowledge-of-practice, and expand our understanding of learning in and outside secondary
school.
At the outset of the research project, we shared with the younger participants a quote that, in part, inspired
the design of the study:
Young people are the most salient witness of what occurs in schools and classrooms, yet at the same
time, they are the most marginalized and excluded. (Smyth & McInerney, 2012, p. 3)
We brought this quote into the research groups in an attempt to show the younger members that there is a
real need in the research community for their participation. We read Smyth and McInerney’s observation as
a challenge, interpreting it as an expression of encouragement to find ways to bring the youth perspective
into contact with a broader, ongoing conversation. We find that living inquiry is a framework that allowed
us to respond to this challenge. Our strategy has been to build out from practice, contextualizing young
people’s experiences so that they may interact with other contributions within educational research.
In addition to thinking about the ways in which secondary students can be considered researchers, the term
living inquiry also assists us in describing the organic, lived nature of our progress. Judi Marshall (1999) has
defined the practice of what she terms “living life as inquiry” as:
... ways of behaving which encourage [us] to treat little as fixed, finished, clear-cut... living continually in
process, adjusting, seeing what emerges, bringing things into question... attempting to open to continually question what [we] know, feel, do and want, and finding ways to engage actively in this questioning and process its stages. (pp. 156–157)

283

mor thN img cnsmrs: Mapping and evaluating research on Young people as Visual Culture Producers

Our invitation to young people to participate in a national research project was a “first” for the youth (and for
several of the university researchers, as well). Therefore an important part of the experience was developing
the attitude Marshall describes here, of being able to cast a quizzical and critical gaze on our own practices.
This is not always lived as a pleasurable process, and the starts and stops, moments of frustration or impasse,
and the more than occasional tangent were inherent to the process as we learned how to research, together.
When we acknowledge that the research process cannot be fully controlled or contained, we are able to
consider the (at times) wayward dynamic of collaborative research as not antithetic to our aims. Living
inquiry recognizes that research is not merely a means to an end, placing value on the journey and on the
transition inquirers (and the inquiry itself ) go though between the start and the finish. From this perspective, the group dynamic becomes a focal point to our process.
During this project, young people were not only student informants but active inquires of their educational
experiences. In order to study learning practices, we first had to develop a new understanding of ourselves
as learners, which was achieved by reflecting on the role of learning in our lives. To this end, the weekly
group meetings through which this project was developed became hybrid sites that negotiated between
the “in and outside school”. The relational space of our collaboration demanded that we construct new
identities as researchers.
Assuming new identities has growing pains associated with it, but it also provides participants with a sense
of agency.
Living inquiry provides a space for young students to openly explore and begin to understand their
own relationship with the world and, in doing so, conceivably push back the notion that they are always
already determined and fated by it (Meyer, 2010, p. 88).
Like Karen Meyer observed in her experience in a primary classroom, we find that living inquiry encourages
us to ask questions and critique what we know. Adopting an inquiring attitude reconfigures our identity as
learners, pushing us into the active role of producer (researcher). The relational space of our collaborative
project was the context where this transformation could take place.
Joanne Rappaport (2008) reminds us that when carrying out collaborative ethnographies, “what happens in
the field is much more than data collection” (p. 7). Our experience testifies to this. Our open-ended research

Figure 1. Diagramming “ways of communicating and expressing ourselves, in and outside school”. The initial map (left)
was designed by a member of the research group to represent the suggestions our young interviewee had shared with
us about how to present our project to students. The diagram on the right shows a young collaborator’s modification
of the diagram, according to her experiences.
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proposal allowed each of the five research groups to embark on reflexive qualitative research (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005), investing in processes of “living, relating and working through questioning and reflexivity”
(Marshall, 2011, p. 174). By opening our experience up to living inquiry we were able to account for the
transition that took place during the process, of researching together.

Reading the world through visual culture
Emerging from our research experience, living inquiry provides a productive lens through which to view
and interpret our fieldwork. However, based on this description of our practice, one may be prompted to
ask: What did this living inquiry look like? What did it produce? (see: Fig.1).
At the start of the fieldwork, the university researchers (two per school, as mentioned earlier) arrived in each
institution to commence an investigation with a small group young people. We brought with us a toolkit of
research methodologies that we wished to share, such as observation, field notes, narrative writing, visual
documentation, and so on. However, together we needed to discover how to use these tools in a way that
served the purposes of the group project. Through practice, we transformed our methodology, mastering
and modifying these tools, and developing new ones, in an effort to respond to the key concepts and questions beginning to emerge within each group.
In an effort to respond to the prompt, how do we learn, communicate and express ourselves in and outside
school, the young people generated different ways and formats of sharing their experiences. In the end, the
project collected data in the following formats: class observations; out-of-class observations; autoethnographical and ethnographical narratives; fictional writing; diagrams; photographs; videos; animation; metaphors (used in conversations); Prezi or PowerPoint presentations; art installations; and more... The result is
a rich, albeit unruly range of data that was continually appraised and added to throughout the fieldwork
process. In other words, there was not always a clear division between the collection of evidence and the
analysis. Rather, as autoethnographers of their learning experiences, youth not only produced ‘raw evidence’
(documentation) but strived to create content that provided commentary, analyses or critical explanations
in relation to the research topic.
In this research scenario of building out from a series of shared narratives (visual, textual and spoken), we
understand that visual culture has a key role in the project as an interpretative framework and critical practice. Its value lies not in terms of the artefacts shared by young people but in the relational space that is
created through the collaborative production and analysis of the data. In other words, we understand visual
culture as living inquiry, as an act of creating meaning by reflecting on and naming relationships between
different elements.
Jennifer Eisenhauer’s (2006) discussion of intertextuality is a productive way for understanding the role
visual culture in this context. In an effort to move beyond the notion that we are “bombarded” by visual
culture, a phrase that describes a unidirectional and binary mode of communication, Eisenhauer seeks metaphors that adequately describe an intertextual mode, characterized by the “multidirectional interrelationship between subjects and objects” (p. 45). Her suggestion to think in terms of weaving resonates with our
experience, providing an image of what it means to be a producer of visual culture. Eisenhauer’s description
of intertextuality refers not merely to a set of hyper-linked images and texts in today’s technologically advanced world. Rather, it is more interested in the path created while navigating from one point to another.
Intertextuality is thus a strategy of interpretation, suggesting that we engage with the milieu of visual culture by adopting an active and analytic approach.
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Intertextuality in this sense is another way to describe an argument we have developed elsewhere (Hernández-Hernández, 2012). From a pedagogical perspective, we consider visual culture as not so much a thing
(objects, images...) but as a relational site where meaning is constructed. It is the connective tissue between
the different points of what we see and how we are seen by what we see. Within educational research, visual
culture acts as a rhizomatic practice that allows us to inquire into cultural ways of seeing or imagining and
the effects they have on us. It reduces the preoccupation with defining meaning and places more emphasis
on discovering how we have learned to produce such meaning. This reflexive stance allows us to explore
the origins from which our imaginaries develop, as well as the meanings we internalize even though they
form part of other narratives and cultural references.
While introducing visual culture as an intertextual way of reading the world, we should make clear that our
position is influenced in part by the notion of multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996; Cope & Kalantzis,
2000). Within a pedagogy of multiliteracies, students are seen as producers of multimodal texts who draw
on visual, audio, spatial, gestural, and linguistic semiotic modes to construct and negotiate meaning. Like
our earlier consideration of intertextuality, multimodality reminds us of the different elements and analyses
in play while reading the world through visual culture:
The different modes of meaning are, however, not simply parallel. Meaning expressed in one mode cannot be directly and completely translated into another. The movie can never be the same as the novel.
The image can never do the same thing as the description of a scene in language. (Cope, Kalantzis &
Cloonan, 2010, p.67).
While there are affinities between this construct of multiliteracies and our understanding of visual culture as
living inquiry, we recognize that literacy is a polemic concept in the educational sector. In the mid-nineties,
the New London Group (1996) advocated for a pedagogy of multiliteracies, arguing that multimodal design
in literacy provided the groundwork that could allow young people to develop the critical engagement
they needed to become producers/designers of their social and professional futures. During more recent
revisions of this initial manifesto Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Cope, Kalantzis &
Cloonan, 2010) have updated and demonstrated the continued relevance of this term, despite the changes
in technology introduced in the last fifteen years, citing “the multimodal relations between different meaning-making processes that are now [still] so critical in media texts and the texts of electronic multimedia”
(Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, p. 24).
The rhetoric within multiliteracies studies that presents students as designers (producers) resonates with
the theme addressed in this volume. However, we must also consider the contemporary critique of the
term ‘literacies’. A multiliteracies perspective responds not only to Freirean notions of transformative pedagogy, but is also associated with neoliberal educational policies that present it as a competence, one that
promotes the production of knowledge workers in response to new market demands. Richard Van Heertum
and Jeff Share (2006) articulate how the wide adoption of a multiliteracies perspective can be counter-productive, observing that:
rather than empowering students, [educational] reforms essentially empower corporations to dictate
the content and nature of education toward their needs and ends, eliding the more holistic approach
progressive educators once stressed. (p.253)
While we recognize the ways in which the term multiliteracies can appear at odds with our research aims,
we still believe it is a productive theoretical framework. An important distinction is that our work does not
see multiliteracies as an objective: it is not a skill we see the young collaborators developing while working
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on our research project. Rather, we refer to multiliteracies, like we do to Eisenhauer’s portrayal of intertextual
communication, in an effort to better understand how an engagement with different narrative formats was
productive for young people who were learning to become researchers. In other words, instead of seeing
multimodality as a technique, we introduce this concept in retrospect, in an effort to describe and reflect on
how young people contributed to the research process.
By working towards an understanding of visual culture as living inquiry, we strive to develop a framework
that reflects our interest in how young people negotiate their participation in a collaborative research project. Under this gaze, visual culture isn’t a thing but an action related to ‘putting something into relation with
another thing’; it is way of interpreting and producing meaning. This project has taught us, furthermore, that
this activity of intertextual weaving is a situated practice carried out in a social context and produces not
only new meaning but a web of relationships. It was through the group dynamic that our research developed into a living inquiry, where we could be attentive to the re-reading, revising, and reflecting that took
place in our effort to study learning practices.

Field notes
By drawing on the experiences of the research
groups, we aim to demonstrate the different roles
visual culture had throughout the duration of the
project. The following is an attempt to illustrate
critical points of our fieldwork, in particular looking
at how the collaborative research with young people was initiated and developed. These moments
serve as interlocking framing devices that allow us
to better understand what took place in our collaborative research groups.

Adopting an attitude of (living)
inquiry

Figure 2. What is “research”? Above, an image of a lab
worker, representing what many young participants
believed “research” is. Below, a screenshot of results from a
Google image search using the word “ethnography”.

Prior to entering the field, our research group
spent time questioning how to approach the
study of learning with young people. However,
when the day arrived to present the project in the
schools, we realized we would also need to spend
time talking about what we meant by ‘research’ itself. We introduced this topic by asking the young
people what they knew about research, and if they
had experience with it.

In the case of one school, the young people responded confirming that the image of a young
woman in a lab coat was representative of how they imagined scientific investigation (see Fig.2). They commented that they knew about “experimental sciences” and that, for them, that was research. One boy asked,
only half-jokingly: “are we [indicating the young people sitting around the table] going to be like the lab rats
in this experiment?”
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The images we presented the young people to start this discussion worked as an informal use of photo elicitation (Harper, 2002), which allowed the group to discuss what we knew already and what doubts we had
in relation to starting a collaborative research project. The university investigators used this conversation to
introduce the concept of ethnographic research. We did so by doing a search for the word ethnography in
Google images and sharing the results. This other set of images contrasts with the first. Instead of showing
a person in a lab, surrounded by instruments we didn’t recognize, the images in the Google search were
of communities of people, mostly taken outside, along with a few illustrations, definitions and graphs. The
second set of images allowed the university researchers to introduce the idea of the “social sciences” and the
type of research that involves people, not lab experiments.
To discuss ethnography further, we tried to relate it back to our project and return the discussion to the
group. For example, the university members introduced the notion of “field”, as a key concept in ethnography, and as a group we talked about where the field was in our research project. This was a hard question
to answer—the nature of the project addresses different sites (in and out)—and we came to an uneasy
conclusion that maybe the field was more about our experiences and our practices, and not related to a
specific location.
During early discussions such as these, our groups rehearsed a way of working together that would come
to establish the group dynamic. Our actions introduced a practice of inquiry—in this case looking at what
research is and how that word applies to our project—that connected to the experiences of the group
members and used visual objects, metaphors or anecdotes to illustrate different concepts and to help generate discussion and reflection.
This was notably different than the type of practices often carried out in the schools we were working in
and initially the reaction of the young people and teachers (where applicable) was hesitant. One centre
encountered nervousness on behalf of the teachers who were part of the research groups. They expressed
doubts and explained that they didn’t trust students to find their way in such an open-ended process; they
were used to providing guidelines for their students and were uncomfortable with their perceived lack of
parameters regarding how the research would unfold. We observed that using research to formulate questions clashed with a more prescriptive understanding of learning held by the schools.
Looking back, we observe that the project was developed by adopting work strategies that guided our
group into adopting an attitude of inquiry (See Fig.1). Introducing “research” into the school environment
produced a shift in the way the young people understood their role in the learning process and created an
environment where they could question and arrive at their own conclusions. Developing strategies that offered different ways for the youth to document, share and reflect on their experiences was a way to develop
a research project that was truly collaborative and not led by the university researchers. The visual element
in different strategies we used was consistently productive; it sparked conversation and fuelled reflection
about what we know. It was also useful for documenting our process and capturing the transition we went
through as we became researchers, together.

Becoming producers
The step towards becoming researchers was achieved through the process of becoming authors. Gaining
“voice” occurred when the young people began visualizing their response to the research question.
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Figure 3. Mapping learning practices. In one school, the group made a mural and converted it into an animation, a
process which was captured on video.

“I also had the
pleasure of sharing
things with others,
and finding that
people who before
I thought were
distanced from
me, now are not
so much, because
we found things in
common.”
Figure 4. On the left, a release form that shows one young person’s change of heart regarding her decision to
participate in the project. On the right, the same participant’s reflections about what she valued most highly from the
experience.

The following passage is an excerpt from the field notes written by Raquel Miñó, our colleague, describing
her experience in one of the five schools participating in the project. Roughly halfway into the project, this
group decided to create a mural and that experience was a turning point for them.
The process, however, wasn’t as easy as I anticipated. When we asked the young people to bring in
evidence, in any format (videos, photographs, objects, songs…), it seemed like we weren’t speaking the
same language. For weeks we kept looking for a solution that would allow us to actually make progress.
When one of the young people shared some photographs and videos in our GoogleDrive related to her
learning practices, I was inspired by Ruth Leith’s (2008) book Doing research with children and young
people to suggest making a collaborative mural. Leith discusses the potential in this type of mapping
exercise, highlighting how it can initiate a collaborative inquiry with youth. In our case, it was the way
that our group transitioned from sharing individual experiences to develop a common narrative.
The mural map quickly became the focal point of our sessions. At the same time, the implication of the
young people grew exponentially, making me wonder at my earlier worries and doubts about the extent
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to which they were interested in participating! I do note, though, that making the mural also represents
the most tangible and practice-based part of the project so far. For the young people, working with visual
languages and manipulating the materials with their hands seems easier than sustaining long, frequently
abstract, conversations about learning.
As Miñó’s observations indicate, the young people were more confident, engaged and creative when taking
on the role of producers. In the case represented here, using images to map their learning experiences was a
more tangible way of drawing connections and bringing together disparate practices and knowledge from
all the group members (Fig.3).

The role of collaboration
Ethnographic work, by nature, depends on the web of relationships that ultimately contribute to the outcome of the project. However, with this particular project we feel that it’s important to recognize that our
data is constituted by what the young people contributed within the framework of this project. While we
also draw from our observations and the documentation of what took place during our sessions, what we
learned in the project depends on what the young people shared and chose to contribute. This made the
group dynamic a key element, and something we spent time on while developing the project. Without the
engagement and eager participation of the group members, this project would not have been possible. A
high level of participation, however, was not a starting point but something that we worked on throughout
our time in each centre.

Figure 5. Left, a screenshot of the private Facebook group one centre used as a way to share files and communicate
with each other during the project. Right, a screenshot of a video of the “outtakes” of the group work, a film showing
some funny moments from the project.

In one school, one young person, Esther, initially opted out of the project after being selected by her teacher, citing conflicts with her academic schedule. Later, she was cajoled into staying by the teacher and a
peer, who was worried about being the only girl left in the group if Esther “abandoned” her. During the first
work session, Esther was uncomfortable talking about anything related to her personal experiences, and
didn’t divulge any of her extracurricular activities, whereas the others seemed eager to do so. By the end
of the process, however, her attitude was different. In her final evaluation, Esther wrote about how the relationships that were strengthened during the project (Fig.4) were one of the most enjoyable and valuable
aspects of her experience.
In our project, we identified ahead of time the need to dedicate effort and care to the pedagogical relationship, an issue Esther’s experience made us even more sensitive to. In an observation that resonates with our
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experience, Elizabeth Ellsworth (2005) has commented on how “the space of learning is the space of self in
relation” (p. 80), a description that refers to more than the just the social relationship in an educational setting, expanding it to include the role of context (place) and objects. In an effort to turn our group meetings
into a relational space we welcomed the sharing of personal experiences—something frequently left out
of school space—and walked the line between serious and social. As we see in Figure 5, the use of social
networks like Facebook, or even the creative use of video (one group made a blooper reel of some of the
funny moments caught on camera) allowed the groups to have fun in the project and tapped into a way
of socialising that most young people felt comfortable with. This atmosphere was generally productive and
most university researchers found ways to incorporate these tangents into the framework of our critical
investigation of learning practices. We discovered that building trust and a sense of the collective allowed
us to create a space where we could narrate ourselves in relation to others, using different languages or
representations to expand our stories. This step was an achievement that directly contributes to the success
of the research project.
When we were writing this project proposal, we stressed collaboration from a methodological perspective,
citing an interest in incorporating the youth perspective. This led us to cite living inquiry as a more democratic (less hierarchic) research design. However, once underway, we found that the young people identified
collaboration as an objective and/or a result of the research. Their opinion, expressed at the end of the
fieldwork, cast a new light on our project. Broadly stated, we could say that our focus prior to the field work
had been to elaborate on the types of activities young people engage in, while considering young people’s
sense-of-self as learners. After carrying out the field work we had to readjust this position and we began to
consider how having a sense of (learning) community, which could support and recognize an individual’s
learning practice, was key for allowing individuals to be able to identify where and when learning takes
place in their own lives.

Inscribing our activities within a wider community
While looking at the collaborations that emerged reveals the role and structure of the group dynamic,
another important factor in this project relates to the external dynamic that evolved in the schools and the
research community where this project was inserted. Where possible, the participation of the young people
in this project was recognized by the institution, counting in some schools as the students’ final research
project for the year. In other centres there was less official recognition, and the project in different schools
ranged from being part of the curriculum to extracurricular or very loosely linked to the school.
The differences in how each school received the project have allowed us to look at how the notion of learning and student are tied together in schools, revealing how learners are inscribed through formal school

Figure 6. Presentations at the university, a new setting for receiving and responding to the research project.
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practices. This was evident in the way that the young people often didn’t feel like or identify as researchers
while doing the project—something that the schools reinforced. Before the final assembly hosted by the
University of Barcelona, where each group presented their results, the young people presented their work
at their own schools, usually in front of the tutors who were “responsible for” the project participants. The response of tutors (who did not partake in the research process) was to ask about things related to the young
people’s participation and whether they ‘got along’ or were ‘on task’. The implication was that the behaviour
of the young people and their ability to complete the assignment were of greater interest than the results
of the work they carried out.
The response was different at the final assembly, where an audience of approximately 80 people watched
the five groups present their processes and conclusions. The public consisted of school administrators,
teachers, researchers and graduate students, as well as some family members who came to see and support
their children. After the presentations the microphone was passed around and people shared their impressions (Fig.6). Young people, researchers and teachers took the microphone in an open-ended conversation
that didn’t privilege age, and in this discussion session, the focus was on the impact and results this project
produced.
Taking the projects out of school environment allowed the work to acquire new meaning and provided a
context where the young people were not presenting as students (i.e., they were not presenting to receive
an evaluation from teachers) but as researchers (i.e., speaking to a public interested in their report on learning practices). This assembly offered the young people a different understanding of their experience, as
they began to see their work as contributing to a wider dialog. After their presentation, two young people
approached the university researcher they had been collaborating with and asked where else they could
present, because this project “should be heard”. They understood the value of their project differently, when
entering into wider community, beyond the school.

Narrative formats, where the process is the result
The final critical element we will discuss about our project returns to the central element of this volume:
youth as visual culture producers. In our project, we have argued that visual culture is an interpretative
stance, better understood as an action and not merely a type of content. In this sense, visual culture becomes a way of understanding and narrating the research process.

Figure 7. Documenting the writing, a social and cyclical exercise.
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Similar to how drawing can be more than the trace left on the page (Pearson, 2001), so too can visual culture
be more than an assemblage. We see it as a way to read the world, where reading is the act of intervening in
and interpreting our surroundings. In the context of this project, as we have noted, the young people found
their voice as researchers by contributing using different types of narrative formats (photographs, stories,
observations, and so on). Their contributions were not randomly selected but tailored to respond to the
research topic. In other words, the young people didn’t just give the university researchers access to their
photo streams, nor did we follow them into their classrooms and home environments. Instead, the young
people carefully chose how to represent themselves within the study, and in doing so negotiated with the
topic at hand. In this way, we came to see that the way the youth documented learning practices was their
way of responding to what this concept meant.
Cast in this light, the material that contributes to this project takes on the double role of documenting and
analyzing the learning practices we wanted to study (Fig.7). Take, for example, the presentations given by
the five groups in the general assembly. While they are not shown in this paper, they occupied a large part
of the fieldwork experience. Much time was spent selecting images, creating Prezis, recording and editing
videos and rehearsing. The exercise of narrating the project, determining how to explain what took place
and why it was important, reveals how the visual and written representation of the process served as the
analysis stage of our collaborative research.
The assembly was a success not just for the students, but was useful for the public as well, because the
presentations student gave were capable of communicating what they had accomplished and how they
had developed the projects. Their visual reproductions spoke both to the topic of youth learning practices
and to secondary students’ capacity to carry out research.

Gaining perspective
The five “moments” of our research project discussed here represent our attempt to read the relationship
between visual culture (production) and the development of a collaborative ethnographic research with
young people. The observations presented here are not meant to provide prescriptive answers regarding
how to introduce visual culture as living inquiry in a research process with young people. Rather than trying
to demonstrate a cause and effect relationship, these scenes emerge as we, the authors, look back on our
experience and begin to decipher and assign meaning to what took place.
Rather than impose a clear or linear framework to this experience, living inquiry allows us to think in terms
of framing. We are not looking for definitive answers but are interested in exploring different ways of approaching the research question. In fact, living inquiry feels right, to the extent that it welcomes messiness
into the process, or at least acknowledges an uncontrollable element. In her discussion of living inquiry in a
higher education setting, Marshall (1999) values the unpredictable nature of this research framework:
How can we judge the value of inquiry? ... Am I expecting to see organizational change from my or
course participants’ efforts? Perhaps. Will it be nicely ordered change? That is less likely. Might it become
messy and chaotic? Quite possibly. And how will I know whether what happens is ‘good’ or ‘bad’? Sometimes it seems, from a systemic perspective, that ‘letting’ things fall apart that I have given a lot of energy
to holding is the better thing. It releases energy. A new pattern of order may emerge. But often what
ensues is uncomfortable, scary, has to be lived as inquiry. (p.165)
We have argued that by introducing the concept of living inquiry, we gain greater insight into how young
people develop skills as researchers. As researchers we had to ‘let go’ of traditional methodology; we pre-
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Figure 8. From a social imaginary of learning to a collective imagination of learning practices.

sented a methodological framework and accompanied the young people as they experimented with it.
In doing so, we learned how the young people could contribute to our project. As the youth shared their
own experiences and used different (not necessarily academic) languages, we began to see the relationship
between inquiry and visual culture production.

Expanding on the social imaginary of learning
While this project set out to study learning practices in and out of school, the very experience of undertaking this research project provides a unique perspective on how young people learn. Jean Lave and Etienne
Wenger (1991) in their study of practice-based situated learning observe, “for newcomers the purpose is
not to learn from talk as a substitute for legitimate peripheral participation; it is to learn to talk as a key to
legitimate peripheral participation.” (pp. 108-9. Emphasis is original). They argue that within a community of
practice, knowledge acquisition is the process of learning to speak and act in intelligible ways.
In our case, the collaborative research we set out to accomplish was not designed to “give voice” to the
young people. However, in order to create a space where their voices could be heard and recognized we did
need to learn to speak the same language, in the sense that we needed to be able to communicate effectively with each other. The common language we developed responds broadly to what we defined earlier as
an intertextual mode of communication, and was created through practice. We found that defining ethnography is not the same as doing it. Our groups needed to set in motion a series of activities that allowed our
living inquiry to take shape, and thus create a space where the young people could intervene as researchers.
Through practice, young people were cast as producers, narrating how they communicate, express themselves and learn in and out of school. This strategy allows for a multi-vocal response to the initial research
question (See Fig.8). While at times our experience felt chaotic, we were interested in maintaining the polyphony; we feel that by expanding the number of narratives and perspectives in play we can bring more
complexity to our understanding of learning.
Likewise, Denis Atkinson (2011) makes a case in favour of breaking with a normative understanding of learning by rejecting a consensus and inviting lesser-heard voices into the debate:
Within a space of dissensus there is a potential for new subjectivations and new pathways for learning,
for new distributions of practice, of speaking about and viewing learning. A space of dissensus includes
an excess, an exception that holds such potential. It is not simply a space of opinion but a political pro-
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cess within which established frameworks and orders, for example, of representation, practice, values
and thought are confronted with the overlooked, the marginalised and the not-known (p., xi).
Framed in this manner, we are interested in the extent to which young people’s visual culture productions,
created within this research project, are able to destabilize our social imaginary of learning (Fendler, 2013).
As discourse, the social imaginary (Taylor, 2004) is a normative consciousness that is external to the individual, whereas a collective imagination (Pink, 2008), inherently plural, is a sum of parts, each of which contributes a unique interpretation of a common context. Working from a perspective that imagining is an action,
and not a mere contemplation, we hope that visual culture production can serve as a tool for pluralizing and
intervening in the ingrained definitions we have about when and where learning takes place.
To conclude, we suggest that visual culture is a pedagogical practice, a way of being in the world that supports an imaginative approach for writing our relationship to learning. It seems to be particularly productive
when this type of practice is activated within a living inquiry, which allows research to draw on personal
experience and be informed by not (necessarily) academic sources. Many studies in educational research
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; MacLean & Mohr, 1999) have contemplated why teachers may want to take
on the role of researcher, and we could ask the same question about students. Gillian Tricolgus (2001) argues that by inhabiting the role of researchers, teachers are motivated by a desire to define their sense of
self. She observes that they “... strive to maintain their individual identity and values by finding ways to be
authentic within the constraining context of their work. One means of finding authenticity may come from
engagement in praxis” (p. 146). So too did our research ask young people to reflect critically on their own
learning practices. In doing so, we arrived at a deeper, richer understanding of when we identify as learners.
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What (and Where) Is the “Learning” When We Talk About
Learning in the Home?21

Introduction
In trying to address the vexed challenge of theorizing learning transfer to make sense of how we learn
across social contexts and what learning might mean in more informal domestic circumstances, Stevens
and his colleagues offer a series of detailed studies of gaming in the home (Stevens, Satwicz, & McCarthy,
2008). They argue that we need to look at the “dispositions and purposes” that people bring with them to
experiences and then consider “what people make of experiences in other times and places in their lives”
(pp. 63–64). Learning, they suggest, is the process of interpretation as people reach back and forth across
experiences (and the meanings that have been attributed to them). Rather than focusing on the learning
experience in isolation, we need to pay attention to how learners conceptualize, contextualize, and reflect
on experiences and to what resources they use and draw on to do this. Stevens et al. suggest that only by
developing methods that allow us to study people across and within a range of settings can we see how
people actively juxtapose, reject, select, contrast, or build on experiences. The research focus then needs
both an intrapersonal historical dimension, reflecting how individuals frame their experiences over time, as
well as a way of describing the types of understanding involved—the language and values that circulate
within those experiences.
In this paper, I will build on the proposal that we need to pay attention to both of these frames through
characterizing the metadiscourse surrounding learning in the home. I suggest that this metadiscourse is
made up of several elements. I will show how a number of families—the subjects of a larger research project
that investigates learning across time and contexts—adopt and use folk “theories of learning,” and I will consider, in particular, how such theories relate to dominant discourses around learning in school. Second, I will
explore how media technologies—and in particular, how the ways that they are purchased and how they
are located in the home—also contribute to dominant conceptualizations of learning and at times almost
seem to stand for a proxy measure of it. Third, I will draw on observations and accounts of how learning is
enacted as a discipline and as a habit within the ebb and flow of family life.
21 This paper was originally published in the 30th issue of the Occasional Paper Series, edited by the Bank Street College of Education (http://bankstreet.edu/occasional-paper-series/30/out-of-school-at-home/what-and-where-learning-when-we-talkabout-learning-home/). We thank the editor, Jennifer Teitle, and his author, Julian Sefton-Green, for their generosity in allowing
it could also be part of this publication. For this reason, the article keeps its original copyright.
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The paper begins with a brief review of the sociological and educational literature regarding approaches
to learning in the home and then sets forth the context for the empirical work. The main body of the paper
describes how learning is constructed, mediated, and enacted in six families. By showing that who defines
learning in domestic contexts, and on what basis, is subject to a series of class-based, inherited, and aspirational discourses and social imaginaries, the subsequent discussion and conclusions aim to question
assumptions about how we talk about learning in the home.

The Home as a Site for and of Learning
The home is a hotly contested presence in educational discourse. Paradoxically, however, it is not a place
that is frequently visited by many teachers or even educational researchers. We may see many representations of homes in documentaries and fiction—the lives of the kids in the HBO TV series The Wire are a good
example of how the lives of “other people’s” children can gain great currency in academic circles—and
teachers in staff rooms around the world may speculate endlessly about the lives of their charges at home,
but we know our own homes best and often use that knowledge metonymically to stand for the idea of
home in general.
Home is both a deep and a broad concept with a high degree of emotional resonance (Brooks, 2011). It may
appear just to describe the place where we live, but in effect it is also an analytic concept that needs to be
distinguished from the idea of both “household” and “family.” In the academic literature about the ways that
media technologies are “domesticated” as they are brought into the home and given meaning and purpose
through often ritualized, quotidian, and everyday use, the home becomes a key site of both consumption
and contestation as it is given meaning and purpose by prevailing discourses and social actors (Berker, Hartmann, Punie, & Ward, 2005). The home is not a neutral space, nor necessarily imbued with all the qualities of
retreat and security that we find in the more romantic considerations of it; rather, the home is in the front
line of current debates about gender, family, and power.
Sociologists of the family have spent much time in the home watching, listening to, and engaging with
family members going about their daily business. Although it is always difficult to imagine how any form
of academic research could fail to be intrusive and in some ways affect the rhythms of daily life, scholars
like Lareau (2003) or Pugh (2009) have found ways to show how talk within the family, the organization of
everyday life, the disposition of financial resources, and the materiality of everyday practices all combine to
make homes quite particular experiences and key sites for the production of identity and the investment of
various kinds of social and cultural capital.
Thirty to forty years ago, educational research focused much more on children’s lives outside of the school.
This was for two reasons. First, the research occurred in the context of a public debate about education that
was concerned as much with the whole life of the young person—including an entire set of values and
capabilities that were expected to exist outside of the curriculum—as it was with formal schooling. Second,
it was written from a pedagogic perspective, as a way of understanding what young people brought with
them to the school, and therefore how school pedagogy and curriculum might be oriented from such
starting points. Academic collections such as Life in School: The Sociology of Pupil Culture (Hammersley &
Woods, 1984) typically focused on the ways that the broader aspects of social life—such as housing, ethnicity, family structure, and gender identity—intersect with formal and informal curriculum and social relations
within the school. In the United States, the notion of “funds of knowledge” (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005)
has gathered considerable traction as a way of describing the sets of practices, expectations, social relation-
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ships, and folk theories of learning in which young people’s out-of-school learning is embedded and which,
it is suggested, need to be negotiated by both home and school.
At the same time that educationalists were particularly interested in the sociology of young people’s lives,
groundbreaking work in linguistic anthropology was beginning to shed light on aspects of language use
and learning in general. Heath’s classic study, Ways with Words (1983), opened a whole series of approaches
to understanding the interrelationships between language use in family and in other informal and community contexts and modes of learning. Her study of language in the family and its role in all aspects of family
life helped open up the home as a site for and of learning.
However, it may also be fair to say that the gaze of educational research has moved away from exploring the
texture and meaning of young people’s social worlds toward a more tightly focused concern with learning
transactions within the school (Ladwig, 2010). Whereas educational theory in the past was possibly more
agnostic about what constituted learning, and certainly more prepared to describe and theorize kinds of
learning developed outside of the classroom, the politics of educational research have moved much more
into an arena concerned with standardized testing and comparative benchmarking, all of which imply a
much more closed understanding of learning outcomes (Schwartz & Arena, 2013). Much has been written
about this shift; it is both a political move bound up with the reconfiguration of public education (Berliner
& Biddle, 1999) and also an indication of the changing nature and purpose of academic research in this field
(Glass, 2008). Some of the complex shifts in the relationship of research to policy as well as in public education were well captured by Luke (2011).
Perhaps paradoxically, contemporary and recent research into learning outside of the school has therefore not started by disinterestedly trying to capture what learning might mean across social contexts as
understood reflexively by participants, but has often looked at how the home can be recalibrated as a
supplement or complement to the school. In a recent publication, I have explored how a range of research
into learning in informal, semiformal, and nonformal learning situations—particularly in after-school and
community-based settings—is hamstrung in theorizing and defining the kind of learning that might go on
in these sectors by a conceptual inability not to frame learning in school-like terms (Sefton-Green, 2013). At
the same time, the very nature of academic research itself plays a part in this process, as the phenomena
such research defines as learning and the methods it uses to characterize such learning also define and determine learning outside of the school context. The more we are interested in finding out about other kinds
of learning beyond the school, the more we risk formalizing the informal as we subject everyday practices
to the basilisk stare of the academic gaze.
These two dilemmas—finding out what kinds of learning go on in the home and discovering how they are
defined as such, and by whom—underpin the substantive inquiry of this paper: what might learning mean
in the homes of the 13- and 14-year-olds who were the subject of a recent research project? The rest of
this paper will outline what it might mean to research learning in the home and will characterize different
learning continua that we discovered. In particular, I will pay attention to how the discourses of learning as
defined by the school and the immediate public set of values around education today have penetrated or
are negotiated by different kinds of families in these case studies.
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The Research Context
The data in this paper are drawn from an ongoing project, “The Class,” conducted in collaboration with
Sonia Livingstone and funded as part of the MacArthur Foundation’s digital media learning initiative22. We
worked with one class of 27 13- to 14-year-olds. We spent one academic term with them at school, getting
to know them and attending all of their lessons across all of their subjects as well as observing them within
the ebb and flow of the school day. We were interested in their friendship groups as well as the dispositions,
motivations, and interests they displayed or talked to us about at school. We then visited them at home and
met their parents. Each child took us on a media tour of the home, photographing all kinds of media and
talking about the daily use of them. We became the young people’s Facebook friends, and we spoke with
them in particular about their uses of social media and the Internet in general. Other aspects of the project
that are not developed here include following up with young people in the study who have particular
hobbies or interests, such as playing a musical instrument or participating in sports, as well as considering
how they all were making academic subject choices and beginning to imagine future careers at this stage
of their schooling. All in all, we have gathered an enormous range of data in the study, including participant-observation field notes, focus-group discussions, digital footprints, social network relationships, as well
as small-scale surveys and the schools’ records of the pupils’ behavior and academic progression. We also
have interviews with the young people and their friends, families, and teachers23.

Researching the Phenomena of Learning
Our work in the home thus addressed activity across a number of domains, from interaction in the family to
gaming, engagement in community activities, hanging out with friends, and solitary participation on Facebook or other websites. Determining what constitutes learning across these activities and the relationship
of such learning to other more formal educational experiences is thus significantly an analytic question as
much as it is an empirical one. Where and in what forms can we “see” or describe any “learning”? Since we set
out deliberately to explore all kinds of learning, especially those not captured by the way that school frames
it, we were inevitably entering into an opaque or fuzzy terrain.
I report here on three kinds of learning. First, there is the talk—within the family, by the young people
themselves, and by teachers—about learning in the home, where what is meant by learning is given particular value. How notions of attainment and achievement as practiced in the school became incorporated
in everyday family life was also crucial here. Second, we have pursued the way that talking about learning
is now indistinguishable from talking about access to computers and other media technologies, including
books. This is partly a question of how resources are framed in the current era. It also expresses the mediatization of learning. Mediatization is an emerging and by no means uncontested concept that captures
not simply the mediation of all kinds of experiences but the specific historical processes by which the media—including their institutions, practices, and texts—are gaining an ever-expanding grip over all aspects
of human life (Lundby, 2009). While it is true that we asked the young people to take us on a media tour of
the house, thus possibly biasing our focus, we were surprised by the centrality of all forms of media to the
dominant conceptualizations of learning in these homes. This opened up for us a theory about the mediatization of learning in the home in general. Finally, we witnessed or heard about certain habits or disciplines
involving concentration, motivation, engagement, and, above all, a narrative of development (Watkins,
2011), whether in gaming or playing an instrument. These habits or disciplines and participants’ reflections
22 The London School of Economics and Political Science, “The Class,” http://www2.lse.ac.uk/media@lse/research/The%20
Class.aspx For a further description of this project, see the Digital Media and Learning Research Hub, http://dmlhub.net/
23 We are currently writing up the work as a book. For ongoing details about publication plans, see www.julianseftongreen.net
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on them seemed to us to constitute an embedded theory of learning, native to each particular situation;
and although the observation of such habits is subject to the researchers’ privilege, in that we looked for
them, they seem to constitute a third dimension of the ways that learning might be said to be constituted
in the home. These three phenomena—discourse, mediatization (and associated uses of technology), and
habits—constitute the evidence on which our analysis here is based.
I am particularly keen on being as transparent as possible about the interrelationship of methodology to
theory because in general the whole field of nonformal learning is not as scrupulous nor possibly secure as
discussions about learning in more formal contexts. At the same time, the exploratory nature of theorizing
nonformal learning also raises questions about what we take for granted in the contexts that we acknowledge as educational. This double perspective is an important reason to consider nonformal learning as a
conceptual irritant in the day-to-day practice of normalized talk about schools and learning.

School at Home
The most explicit example of the penetration of school-based forms of learning into the home concerns the
family of Yusuf24. He was the eldest of four children, and his family had emigrated from East Africa when he
was very young. His father had been a trained nurse but was now working on the railways in London as a
ticket inspector. His mother spoke very limited English but Yusuf, his siblings, and his father were fluent. The
family were devout Muslims, and Yusuf attended Koran school twice a week after regular school. He talked
to us about the discipline of studying the Koran, which involved a considerable amount of rote learning
even when he did not fully understand the content; progression through the surahs (the sections or verses
of the Koran) was determined by his ability to repeat them by heart. The Koran school also offered a more
open, discussion-based lesson reflecting moral and social issues. In addition, Yusuf had previously attended
a supplementary school—run by the local education authority—where he worked on his math, science,
and English. At school he worked conscientiously in every lesson and was in advanced classes for math and
science, although he received remedial attention for his English. He had been screened for various kinds of
learning difficulties with a special attention to dyslexia, but no formal statement of his educational needs
had ever materialized.
As in many migrant families, in Yusuf’s home there was an incredible focus on formal academic attainment,
with the belief that achievement at school would lead to earning qualifications and, by implication, a higher
income than his parents’. To this end, his father had purchased an integrated series of math and English programs on CD for around £3000 ($4700)—a considerable expenditure for any family, and especially for one
with such modest means as Yusuf’s. The CDs provide a series of graded activities and tests; when a certain

Fig X.1

24 All names are pseudonyms.

Fig X.2
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number of tests have been passed, the company that makes the CDs issues bronze, silver, and gold certificates. The family had received a flyer advertising this product from the primary school of one of Yusuf’s siblings. One of the family’s upstairs bedrooms had been turned into a “classroom” and, as demonstrated in the
picture below (Fig X.1), the progress of all of the children was made visible to the entire family. Progression is
defined simply by completion of the various tests, shown here as one of the cells in the charts for each child.
Although the curriculum for these activities was equated with the ways that the national curriculum in
England defined outcomes, it was unclear whether the young people made connections between this and
the kind of testing that they received in school. The school did not appear to know that Yusuf was engaged
in these activities at home, and even though he was given small-group support outside the classroom, the
group teacher had no idea about it either.
The family was quite regimented about the disposition of time and resources allocated to supporting progression through the CD programs. When I visited, the father described himself as a sort of head teacher
(school principal) within the family, and the whole family very proudly showed me Yusuf’s framed certificate
that he had received when he had completed the requisite number of tests to attain the bronze award.
Although the upstairs room had been fitted out as a study and decorated in ways that we have seen, the
rest of the educational apparatus (books, workbooks, television, and computer) were kept downstairs under the surveillance of the adults. In ways that recall the descriptions by researchers 10 years ago of where
computers were situated as they came into family life (Livingstone, 2002), the sole computer in this house
was shared by all the members of the family and kept under the stairs. In Fig X.2, it can be seen next to the
television, facing the family seating and dining area.
The rack of the CDs for the education program can be seen on the wall between the television and the
computer. Books, worksheets, and other tests were all kept in box files in the kitchen next to this room.
The overall impression from a series of interviews with Yusuf as well as from visiting the family was of a
highly regulated, controlled use of time. The children’s use of the computer was in an open, shared space
and therefore could be scrutinized and regulated by other members of the family. Yusuf was quite an avid
user of Facebook but did not express any conflicts between desires for privacy and this enforced openness.
All the children were expected to complete a certain number of tests—and fill in the appropriate cells in
the wall chart—on a weekly basis, and as we have already noted, Yusuf also spent time at a supplementary
school and the Koran school. Given that his father frequently worked afternoon and evening shifts and that
Yusuf was not that fluent in his home language and therefore in some respects was not able to completely
communicate with his mother, the family demonstrated a very high degree of discipline and endeavor. All
of these activities, it should be noted, either mimicked
or echoed forms of school-based learning, with graded progression and formalized testing. Working your
way through this highly structured, regulated system,
open to scrutiny, defined learning in this context.

Looking Like School

Fig X.3
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Of course, many homes cannot provide this much personal space for each member of the family; additionally, the availability and use of laptops as shared communal devices also undermined this model. Whether
and in what ways the singular study space was used for educational purposes (however we or the families
define this) is also a key question for us.
In several homes, parents clearly strove quite hard to provide this level of study space. However, whereas
Yusuf’s family—and his father in particular—went to great lengths to replicate in their home an elaborated version of learning at school, we did not see this superstructure created elsewhere. Indeed, what
distinguishes Yusuf’s learning is not just the use of computer technology but its extension into paper and
book forms, its threads and connections to a range of online activities, and its blend of discipline and the
appearance of progression. In many other homes, children and parents went to great lengths to create the
circumstances for learning, which—as we have explained, and as can be seen in Fig X.3—are almost generic and formulaic, but which in practice act like simulacra, imitating the superficial appearances of study
without providing any content.
This phenomenon is obviously related to cultural capital (Field, 2008). In Shane’s family, no expense was
spared in procuring what his mother had been led to believe was necessary to support his learning. However, to all intents and purposes, the equipment lay unused. Shane’s bedroom was clearly divided into activity
zones. In one corner there is a bed; in another area, equipment for more physical play—a small air hockey
table and a boxing punch-ball; and in another, the divided computer centers for gaming and work, with an
Xbox and—placed diametrically opposite it—a PC. This distinction between work and pleasure was repeated in a number of the boys’ bedrooms: a computer is for work, but the Xbox or PS3 and monitor are for fun.
However, Shane barely used his PC. He was unable to show us any software he used beyond a browser, and
(with one exception) in effect used the computer almost exclusively for YouTube, web browsing—mainly
shopping—and Facebook and only occasionally for doing research for school work, although the latter was
constantly cited to justify and explain using computers in the home. There were no technological extensions (books, etc.) in this house, and no discussions about participation in other focused activities; the only
practices in Shane’s home that were counted as learning—in that they involved discipline, progression,
and a theory of development—were sports related. Shane took his soccer seriously; he was a member of
the school club and also played with his friends in a semiorganized fashion during vacation. However, it
was very difficult to sustain a conversation with Shane about soccer as a serious endeavor which he was
knowledgeable and passionate about, primarily because he was not used to conceptualizing it in this way.
Shane did use his computer to find out information and strategy to support the games he played on the
X-box. There is considerable educational research exploring gaming as learning in the home, of which the
best known is What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy (Gee, 2004). Shane was a
keen gamer, although as for many of the other boys in this class, gaming primarily offered him an opportunity to stay in touch socially with his friends. This is perhaps especially important in an era of enforced anxiety about freedom to roam outdoors. For Shane, learning to play games and to progress within them was
absolutely limited by what he needed to know to be able to compete with his friends when they played the
popular Call of Duty and FIFA games. As was the case in the discussions about soccer, Shane didn’t possess
a vocabulary or a language to talk about strategies he might deploy to improve his game performance,
and he certainly didn’t take an interest in any metatextual practices—like reading magazines or looking
up game cheats—beyond those which might be necessary for him to participate at the same level as his
friends. For him, gaming was very much a means to a social end, and all learning involved in developing his
skills was defined in terms of performativity—that is, what he needed to be able to do to be able to beat
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his friends. While, as we will see below, some of the other young people were interested in more open-ended gameplay and developing knowledge about games and more complex metagame strategies, Shane’s
game-based theories of learning were bound up solely in can-do attainment. Ironically, I might suggest, this
echoes the emphasis on performance and outcome he might have found at school.

Class and Confidence
I have suggested so far that in some ways, learning in the home cannot escape some of the forms and
genres that it takes at school. Although Yusuf and Shane’s cases exemplify different kinds of continuity with
school definitions of learning, both boys seemed to find it difficult to escape that paradigm. In the more
middle-class households, however, some families had moved beyond the simple provision of technology as
a proxy for learning and showed ways that they contextualized school-based study within other competing
frameworks, suggesting that for these families there was a discourse of learning either beyond or alongside
the school.
Dominic and Sara both came from affluent middle-class homes with parents in high-status professional occupations. Sara’s mother’s family had migrated from India, and both young people lived within a quarter of a
mile of each other in large homes where each child had a private bedroom. Both Dominic and Sara enjoyed
school and were doing very well academically. They both, in different ways, participated in a wide range of
extracurricular and out-of-school activities. Dominic was a serious athlete and a member of both the local
cricket and soccer clubs as well as of the school teams. Sara was doing an additional qualification in astronomy and was involved in Shakespeare workshops arranged by the school25. They both exemplified the kind
of busy lifestyle with scheduled leisure time activities that Lareau describes as “concerted cultivation” (2003).
However, Lareau’s analysis of what almost amounts to a form of investment by parents as a form of human
capital may not be sufficiently sensitive to the ambiguities and tensions in these childhoods. Unlike Yusuf,
both of these young people were given considerable freedom in how they chose to spend their time, and
both sets of parents encouraged and supported a wide range of activities. These were not undertaken
simply to contribute to the development of a future CV; involvement in them clearly stemmed from deeply
held beliefs about the ways that engaging in other forms of learning, alongside that of school, were deemed
to be important. Indeed, overemphasizing academic performance was considered in some senses undesirable.

Fig X.4

Dominic is the middle child of three brothers, but despite the fact that his was an affluent home—and that
the father worked in IT for a bank—the boys and their
mother shared two computers between them as a
deliberate strategy to encourage sharing, to regulate
potentially antisocial behavior, and to mitigate against
obsessive solitary game-playing. In fact, as we can see
in Fig X.4 below, Dominic’s bedroom was unique in
our study in that he did not have any kind of screen in
an office-like study space.

25 At 16 on completion of statutory education, students sit examinations in England called GCSE’s. These examinations are
offered in subject areas, English, Maths, Geography etc etc. Typically students will sit around eight subjects but able students
may sit additional subjects earlier taking up to 12 exams in total.
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While Dominic did have access to an iPod touch, the family was very determined keep the boys from engaging in private screen-based activities in their bedrooms. The family did have an Xbox in a dedicated
playroom for the boys, who therefore had access to virtual and online lives; however, studying in this home
was organized to support directed purposive work with very clear boundaries. Dominic used the laptop in
his room to complete assignments, but it didn’t “live” there. The technologies in this house were not simplistically and directly equated with what it means to learn, and indeed Dominic’s progress in his performance
in sports was considered as important as his progress as in academic study. He was encouraged to take
sporting activity as seriously as anything else. Shane played as much soccer as Dominic, but Dominic took
preparation for games, commitment on the field, and collegial relationships with his friends on the team far
more seriously as something at which he could always improve and develop. Indeed, Dominic’s club soccer
coach had made him player of the year because of the way that Dominic concentrated during the game
and was consistently serious in considering strategy and talking to, encouraging, or leading his team-mates,
as well as in paying attention to the work rate of the whole team.
In a similar fashion, Sara was encouraged by her family to take her hobbies seriously. When we first visited,
she was making a whole series of Play-Doh sculptures, and she brought to whatever activity she was engaged in the same level of earnestness and commitment that she brought to her academic studies. While
the family was obviously aware of the difference between earning a qualification in astronomy and making
Play-Doh figures, it was noticeable how Sara approached everything with a similar intentness. In her home,
there was an emphasis on achievement and on developing skills across all domains.
I would not suggest that either Dominic or Sara’s family did not take school seriously, but they both clearly had the confidence to see learning at school in concert with achievements elsewhere, and they were
prepared to support their children’s growth and development across all domains, possibly—although we
never asked this question—because they realized that there is a transferable ability to learn across different
contexts. To be sure, the idea of achievement and progression was equally important to them. However, it
may be that the family discourse about learning took place at this metalevel, where doing your best, working hard, learning from your mistakes, working with others, and other more intangible character traits were
rewarded and sustained by this range of family practices.

A Hierarchy of Learning Practices and Knowledge Domains
One of the features, then, of more privileged middle-class homes is that the members have a more general
understanding of learning than a narrow instrumental view that only recognizes the outcomes that schools
have come to measure so explicitly (Schwartz & Arena, 2013). Our observations of our final pair of young
people, Adam and Giselle, begin to shed light on how participating in more marginalized but recognized
communities of practice can constitute another perspective on learning in such middle-class households.
Both of these young people came from relatively well-off homes, and both, as it happened, had one parent
who had moved to England from another European country. Both sets of parents were highly educated.
Giselle was interested in a wide range of art-related practices. She drew, performed, and played music and
had a sense of herself as an emerging artist who in some way would be able to develop a career in the arts.
At home she played Minecraft on a server run by one of her cousins, and she also developed a Tumblr blog,
among other things. Her parents encouraged both of these practices, and they discussed her progress in
both domains with her and supported it. Besides encouraging her to practice for her music lessons—and
transporting her to them and back—Giselle’s mother, herself a trained artist, also worked with her daughter
on her art. Giselle described to me how when they went on vacation, she and her brother used dedicated
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sketchbooks as part of the holiday ritual. Giselle’s mother had also run a small after-school club for art when
Giselle was younger. Thus, professional practices—such as using the sketchbook and criticizing and developing art together or talking about and sharing photography—were normalized within day-to-day family
activities. In addition, the structure of such activities framed the development of less conventional pursuits
like Tumblr and Minecraft.
Giselle’s father, who did not play Minecraft himself, knew that Giselle and her younger brother were very
active on the cousin’s server and that Giselle also played a dominant role in supporting and advising new
players and legislating about behavior and developments in the fictional universe on the server. Neither
parent directly supervised Giselle’s online play, although there was a certain publicness to it, in that she
used her laptop in a corner of the living room, and of course her parents knew the cousin. Her father was
extremely interested in talking to us about her play on Minecraft and, without knowing about any research
about gaming and education, clearly saw the activity as incorporating a range of learning processes. Unprompted, he spoke to us about how the play developed technological fluency and also about learning to
behave in a virtual social world. Giselle and he talked about some of the game’s design issues, such as developing customized skins for building textures. He clearly treated her participation with a certain equality
and seriousness, recognizing that it involved a degree o responsibility on her part. He had no qualms about
supporting her in this fashion in engaging in Minecraft.
As our year with this class progressed, Giselle actually began to lose her interest in Minecraft as she developed other social foci. She devoted a fair amount of energy to her Tumblr blog which, at that time, was
predominantly driven by concern with a developing identity—expressing and sharing feelings—but which
was als a way of developing her aesthetic sensibility, in that many of the images she collected were of interest to her from a specifically artistic point of view. That was how she explained why or how she chose the
images for her blog. Again, her interest in Tumblr was intense for a few months, and then it too declined. In
the context of this paper, I want to suggest two important features about Giselle’s participation in Minecraft
and Tumblr that relate to her family’s conceptualization of learning. First of all, the family was agnostic about
what constitutes a learning domain and was therefore quite happy to respect her participation in Minecraft
as what we might term a “community of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991) in ways that clearly identified that
participation as a form of learning progression with serious and valuable but intangible outcomes. Second,
she had learned to frame her activity on Tumblr as in some ways an extension and development of her other
embedded artistic practices. In that sense, this hobby contained a series of types of learning that were quite
explicitly related to other more formal outcomes and that drew on a wider set of formal discourses, in this
case about aesthetics and taste.
By contrast, when we first met Adam, he was very keen on constructing himself as a serious games player.
Unlike Shane, Adam clearly engaged with the challenge of gaming and the world of the games themselves
with a high degree of affective investment; it seemed as if gaming was the most important thing in his life.
Indeed, his mother certainly was very anxious about the amount of time he spent playing games and had
in her own mind positioned gaming and schooling as in some ways oppositional domains within family
life. From her point of view, Adam was enthusiastic, motivated, and obsessively interested in gaming, and,
in contrast, uninterested and demotivated with respect to schooling. The games themselves were a source
considerable family conflict, as Adam’s parents found his interest in militarized shoot ’em ups problematic, and his mother talked to us about her concerns about him appearing to derive sadistic pleasure from
inflicting pain and the enjoyment he seemed to take from fictional killing. Adam himself was very clear
to us about his interpretation of the meaning of these kinds of games (in particular, Call of Duty). He was
frustrated that his parents did not allow him to buy games that had been certified for people older than
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himself; indeed, he revealed a range of strategies that he deployed to get hold of such games. He clearly
found game-playing absorbing and challenging in ways that he and his family explicitly counterpoised with
his experiences of school.
This is not to say that his family had conceptualized game-playing as educational in any way, although they
were familiar with some of the broader public arguments about such claims, derived from the scholarship
referred to above. Rather, they contrasted Adam’s enthusiasm, commitment, emotional investment, interest,
and focus with regard to game-playing with the opposite behavioral traits that he exhibited with regard to
schooling. Unlike Shane’s family and the families who had set up work/play bedrooms, Adam’s family characterized this opposition, in some ways, as a conflict between modes of engagement.
It was certainly true that Adam’s game-playing was qualitatively different from that of the other young
people we interviewed, with the exception of Giselle’s engagement with Minecraft. Adam had access to PC
gaming as well as an Xbox and was as interested in more exploratory, open-ended games—like Skyrim and
a skating game that allowed him to experiment with moves and sequences and to be led by the qualities
of the game in a less directed fashion—as he was in more scripted games. The first time we visited Adam’s
home, he was less concerned with the kind of social interactions that we observed in relationship to Shane
and more focused on mastering the game, rather than simply being measured by leveling or other forms
of outcomes-defined metrics. He showed us a number of surrounding texts from magazines, websites, and
other sources that he explored in relationship to gaming. I am suggesting here that for a variety of reasons,
both negative and positive, Adam and his family had in some ways the confidence to define his interest in
gameplay as a form of learning—one that, furthermore, stood in opposition to what school might offer. Yet
this was a contradictory and fraught position. Did he and his family use the idea of learning in gaming as a
way of justifying and giving status to what in other terms was characterized as a form of troubling and delinquent behavior? Structuring gaming as an oppositional domain to schooling at least implicitly bestowed
some of the status of schooling onto Adam’s achievements in the virtual world. Or do we interpret the fact
that he characterized game-playing as possessing deep values that we associate with learning as a resistant
insight that he generated himself as a way of marking off his adolescent identity from the childhood narrative beloved by his parents? We cannot know the answers to these kinds of questions, but the interesting
thing in the context of this paper is how game-playing had become imbued with the qualities of an educational discourse, albeit one with negative connotations.
When we finally visited him later in the year, Adam had moved away from this position and was eager to
stress how game-playing had become a more neutral, disinterested domain that allowed him to connect
with his friends. He told us that he could often maintain parallel conversations and interactions online at
the same time as playing either in competition with or alongside his friends. He seemed to have reached
some sort of rapprochement with his family about game-playing, and they now had less concern around
questions of violence and killing. In this interview, he strongly resisted the idea that he was a serious gamer
and was anxious to characterize his gaming as a form of sociality. Although he was still happy to show off his
prowess, his interest had drifted away from open-ended exploration toward a more managed relationship
with gaming as a leisure pursuit. In some ways, then, I would speculate that gaming was beginning to lose
its status as a learning domain and that Adam had additionally become far more involved in his schoolwork;
in particular, he took a German public examination early, as he was bilingual. It is difficult to say quite how
we can configure and calibrate the interrelationship of reward and interest in formal schooling alongside
the negotiation positions in the family and how much informal domains like game-playing act as the terrain
for these kinds of conflicts.
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However, prowess and interest in nonacademic domains were characterized by both Giselle and Adam and
their families in ways that clearly embedded the young people’s activities as part of a larger and longerterm trajectory of the development of what has been characterized as a learning identity (Wortham, 2005).
In these homes, the child’s interest and engagement was immediately framed by such a discourse, and
although the story of Giselle and Adam’s development shows both incorporation and conflict, respectively,
what unites them is a shared family concern with the nature of learning itself. Both homes had very different
attitudes about the value of constructing learning in these nonformal domains—almost with their own
separate hierarchies—but the two families shared a common frame.

Conclusion
In some ways, I am tempted to suggest that the definition of learning is a bit like those elusive definitions
of art—subject to opinion, personal preference, tradition, and ideology. Claiming learning in the home as
learning almost always seems like a plausible strategy, but only if there can be consensus and mutually
understood points of reference. The tensions over the value and meaning of computer games illustrate this
both positively and negatively. The work that Shane was putting into developing his social relationships
remained present but almost unarticulated, except to us. In Giselle’s household, learning domains were
extended to include art and Minecraft, while in Adam’s, nonacademic activities were much more problematically acknowledged as learning. The contrast between dominant versions of schooling and learning for
Yusuf, on the one hand, and for Dominic or Sara, on the other, show that any simple idea about learning in
the home needs to be considered from a sociological perspective.
Building on Stevens et al.’s (2008) work, discussed in the opening of this paper, I have argued that we can
break down learning experiences across what has too often been seen as the singular entity of “the home”
into three dimensions. First, there is the tacit agreement among family members about what is meant by
learning; second, there are the activities associated with such a definition in terms of disciplines or habits;
and third, there is the role of media technology as medium, surrogate, or proxy for the learning itself. I have
suggested that for any one child, these frames determine the meaning of learning in an ever-changing
process of definition and redefinition.
As we explored how change over the year-long course of our research constructed particular kinds of opportunities and directions which were either taken up or rejected by, for example, Adam or Giselle, we could
see this struggle for meaning within the trajectory of one young person over a period of time. The learning
we observed in these homes is clearly not a constant entity. This too should counsel us against any simplistic
notion of what it means to talk about learning in the home.
Finally, it is worthwhile considering, as Wegerif has recently suggested, that learning is only really enabled,
constituted, produced, or made visible—there is no simple verb to choose here—through dialogue (2012).
In this respect, as we probed into the lives of these young people, made enquiries about what they took
for granted, and asked them and their families about both their everyday and long-term aspirations, the research process itself had to play a key role in facilitating a reflection about the very nature of learning. Adam
especially—but probably all of these young people in different ways—found our interventions helpful in
constructing gaming as a more serious form of endeavor than his family discourse conventionally allowed.
In other words, the very act of talking about—and certainly of researching—learning in the home gives it a
validity that it does not normally possess. It grants it status and constitutes it as a phenomenon. The more
we are interested in expanding our understanding of learning in the home, the more we look for it, the more
we bring it into being.
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