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ABSTRACT

Many young people use the interactive web, or Web 2.0, in their everyday lives, primarily 
for socialising and entertainment. Particularly empowering to learning are abilities to 
produce content on the world wide web, and a critical, reflective, metacognitive approach 
to using the web. In the face of a growing ‘participation divide’ between youth who have 
opportunities to engage in these higher order participatory and reflective literacies and 
those with fewer opportunities, there is an urgent need for teachers to expand literacy 
instruction. This article offers examples of classroom practices that draw on social elements 
of Web 2.0 that are favoured by youth to support less practised usages required for learning. 
Specifically, we describe ways of using new literacies and new forms of texts for locating and 
critically examining information, and ways of sharing and building knowledge within the 
participatory and creative landscape of Web 2.0.

How can schools meaningfully support development of all students’ new literacies, particularly 
those literacies engendered by Web 2.0 that ‘foreground interactivity and collaboration 
around shared content’ (Davies & Merchant, 2009, p. x)? While social and entertainment-
based literacies such as those used for social networking, photo sharing, gaming, and instant 
messaging are common practices amongst youth, learning-based literacies such as critical 
analysis and production of self-created content are practised only by a minority (Luckin et 
al., 2009; Ito et al., 2008; Samuelsson, 2010). In this article, we suggest some ways that 
teachers can tap into the social attractions of Web 2.0 applications to support students’ 
learning in school.

The	new	web	and	new	literacies
The ‘social web,’ or Web 2.0, is integral to expanding notions of new literacies. High degrees 
of activity and criticality with Web 2.0 applications are associated with empowerment 
because these abilities enable participation, invention, and knowledge-building (Jenkins, 
2006; Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). Castells (2002) argues that lack of opportunities to 
contribute to today’s networked society is ‘one of the most damaging forms of exclusion in 
the economy and culture’ (p. 3). Schools have a responsibility to address the inequities of 
new literacies competency amongst today’s youth.

Supporting new literacies development is not just a matter of a revised literacy curriculum. 
New literacies are not merely technical or ‘operational’ competencies but are situated within 
a new mindset about knowledge. Lankshear and Knobel (2006) distinguish new literacies 
from conventional literacies in that
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the more a literacy practice privileges participation over publishing, distributed expertise over 
centralized enterprise, collective intelligence over individual possessive intelligence, collaboration 
over individuated authorship, dispersion over scarcity, sharing over ownership, innovation and 
evolution over stability and fixity … the more we should regard it as a ‘new’ literacy. (p. 21)

These new literacy practices are inherent in the Web 2.0 landscape that is familiar to many 
of the Net Generation, but not yet embedded in school literacy practices. The ease of 
transforming existing visual, auditory, and textual content into new multimodal content; 
opportunities to represent ideas and the self to new and wide audiences; and the provision 
of openly interactive, collaborative and supportive environments in which to build these 
representations and explorations are afforded by Web 2.0. Jenkins (2006) argues that these 
affordances align with features of the participatory culture that drive political, social, and 
economic life today.

Schools	and	Web	2.0
Although trends to more usage of Web 2.0 applications in schools are reported (Grunwald 
Associates LLC, 2009; Johnson, Smith, Levine, & Haywood, 2010), the tools are still 
being used in a 1.0 or consumerist manner (Bryant, 2007; O’Brien & Bauer, 2005). For 
example, we found in our research that students use Wikipedia to get information for both 
in- and out-of-school purposes, but they do not log in to add or edit information (Author, 
2010). Wikis, such as Wikipedia, are designed for collaboration, critical analyses, discussion, 
and continuous rewriting. Similarly, a recent survey of K–12 teachers in the United States 
(Grunwald Associates LLC, 2009) found that 76% use digital media in their teaching, but 
predominant purposes (for over 50% of teachers) were for student activities/games (skill and 
drill on the Internet), finding professional resources, and finding information sources for 
students; and much less (for under 30% of teachers) for ‘mindset two’ uses such as student 
blogging, social networking, and contributing to websites.

Supporting	participatory	literacies	in	the	classroom
Expanding literacies for learning include criticality, metacognition, reflection, and skills for 
creating and publishing content (Ito et al., 2008; Luckin et al., 2009; Samuelsson, 2010). 
The ways in which schools respond to these literacy needs can enforce traditional mindsets 
about learning and knowledge, or can extend into ‘mindset two’. In this section, we draw 
on Leu, Kinzer Coiro and Cammack’s (2004) conception of new literacies that ‘allow us 
to use the Internet and other ICTs to identify important questions, locate information, 
critically evaluate the usefulness of that information, synthesize information to answer those 
questions, and then communicate the answers to others’ (p. 1572). Our examples and ideas 
provide starting points for using new literacies and new forms of texts that can help teachers 
shift to ‘mindset two’ uses of Web 2.0 in classrooms. We hope to contribute to the growing 
awareness of the need to transform our understandings of literacy and literacy education, 
within the language arts and across the disciplines. The first two sections refer more to 
consumer activities (locating and critically examining information); the third section focuses 
on content production activities.

Locating	and	organising
Web 2.0 brings a new perspective to finding online information. Instead of using commercial 
search engines like Google and Yahoo to locate information, it is now possible to find 
information in more social and participatory ways. This section focuses on such strategies 
as well as building a critical mindset about the content and design of the world wide web.
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Social bookmarking sites such as delicious.com and diigo.com are examples of collaborative 
cataloguing and indexing tools. They can also act as a search engines that collaboratively give 
the users the influence of ranking. Though these sites are commercial ones as well, they give 
more weight to what regular users deem important than traditional search engines. They 
rank information based on how many other people have bookmarked sites rather than basing 
rankings on keyword and associated links. For example, if we go to delicious.com, we are 
able to search for information that other people have bookmarked or tagged. We could also 
search the bookmarks of a person who we know to be knowledgeable on a particular topic. 
Students could search their teachers’ bookmarks or the teacher could share the sites that 
s/ he has bookmarked on a given topic with the whole class. The social bookmarking site 
diigo.com further allows students to annotate the web by highlighting passages and adding 
sticky notes. This can be done collaboratively as well as by forming groups on the site. This 
way many students could annotate the same pages, making it a social space.

Learning how to annotate a web page and how to read material with annotations is a 
new literacy skill in need of attention. How does one go about reading material efficiently 
with sticky notes and highlights all over the page? Do other people’s annotations add to the 
understanding of the material or hinder it? In what ways can users add to the content by 
annotating critically and usefully and not filling the page with spam? How can they use tags 
proficiently to make searching a more efficient and beneficial practice?

The act of socially bookmarking and tagging sites turns the passive and static act of 
searching into an active and dynamic one where the user is now participating in website 
rankings and contributing to the key terms that are being employed to describe websites. 
What may seem like a simple task of adding explanatory words to describe a web page or 
thinking up possible search terms to locate desired bookmarked pages is in fact a complex 
process that is a new social literacy practice in need of deeper understanding and instruction.

Critical	literacy	of	the	internet
A critical literacy framework views discourse, including information, through a political, 
social, and economic lens (Fabos, 2004; Kapitzke, 2003; Lankshear & McClaren, 1993). 
Teachers of critical literacy encourage their students to deconstruct the text by understanding 
the foundation and conflicts that lie beneath the surface content and the relationship that 
the text holds with other text(s). They encourage readers to examine issues of class, gender, 
race, culture, and hegemony in the aim to advance democracy. Students need to understand 
that all text including the complex text of the internet is built on economic, political, and 
ideological interests (Selwyn, 2009).

The following example describes how even young students can critically analyse content 
on the seemingly neutral and lauded National Geographic for Kids website (Kapitzke, 
2005). Focusing on a game that purports to inform young people about the production of 
ice cream, Kapitzke describes ways that teachers can guide even young children to critically 
interrogate text from examining the seductive language and images, noticing the intrusion 
of commercial interests, and uncovering the ‘gaps and silences’ such as any information 
about health implications of consuming ice cream and who gets to eat ice cream and who 
doesn’t. This approach emphasises the application of critical literacy in digital texts and 
goes beyond the conventional skills of evaluating information such as checking for currency, 
accuracy, and author qualifications. This approach can be adapted to use with all internet 
resources that students would use in school.
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Building	knowledge:	sharing	and	presenting
Traditional approaches to communicating and presenting learning are tied to Lankshear 
and Knobel’s (2006) notion of ‘mindset one’ in which the teacher is the main audience and 
evaluator, and the students’ presentation to this authority means the completion of learning. 
The issue is not the nature of the media used for presenting learning (print or digital), but the 
assumptions underlying the learning process and knowledge. The examples in this section 
use Web 2.0 applications in ways that promote attributes of ‘mindset two’ learning and 
knowledge: participatory, collaborative, multimodal, democratic, and distributive. Examples 
in this section also shift students’ role from consumer to producer and raise new challenges 
for teachers regarding students’ meta-awareness of issues related to ethical practices inherent 
in re-mixing, respectful interactions with collaborators, and consciousness of the virtual 
presentation of self.

Wikis
Teachers are setting up wikis for a variety of classroom activities. We found examples of 
teachers who are using this collaborative software to allow a class to work with one another 
in creating a narrative or non-fiction writing piece. Each student in a class contributes to a 
portion of the prose and the different portions are then linked and hyperlinked together. 
Students edit one another’s writing and comment on changes that have been made. We 
encourage teacher facilitation around ethical implications. For example, because such 
activities involve students deleting and changing their peers’ work, it becomes important to 
learn respect for other people’s voices.

Wikis support composing in a multimodal manner by supporting images and videos that 
can be incorporated into the writing. When options to hyperlink images, video, and other 
material become easily available, the likeliness of using content belonging to others increases. 
In the wikis we observed, the images and videos that were linked to the student-created text 
were taken from sources off the internet. Often these sources were not cited, bringing up 
important issues of copyright and plagiarism.

In partaking in collaborative wiki contributions, problems may arise surrounding 
ownership of work. Does the whole story belong to all students who contributed to it? 
Do students only have ownership rights to the portions on which they contributed? These 
questions need discussion and facilitation at the outset of such projects. Researchers claim 
that infusing new genres such as wikis, blogs and txting into content learning, not just 
language arts, needs more attention (Selwyn, 2009; Walker, 2010).

Trustworthiness and bias become important issues in such contexts. For example, will 
students automatically trust information that their peers have posted? Will they choose to 
learn that material ahead of accessing more expert opinion? It is possible that students will 
then change their opinions based on what is stated and choose to contribute to the wiki by 
elaborating on a point that another has made instead of offering a new opposing idea. The 
direction of their thoughts and writing then may be highly biased by what their peers have 
written. Teachers, therefore, need to play an active role when incorporating wikis in their 
classroom by discussing critical and ethical issues surrounding them and facilitating their use 
to encourage individual voices in collaborative ways.

Video sharing
Though it has commercial interests in mind, YouTube is an example of how the internet has 
the potential not to follow in the steps of media that came before it. Television and radio 
started as public goods, but were quickly commercialised. Though this seems to be the 
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trend for the internet as well, sites like YouTube allow for the average person to have their 
own channel and broadcast their own material, something that was not possible with former 
media. As users we do not have control over the advertisements that appear on our page; 
however, we do have the outlet to broadcast our views. It therefore becomes critical to be 
responsible with the information we disseminate.

YouTube has been used in a classroom setting to show archival or educational videos 
that might otherwise be quite difficult to access. Students are able to participate by leaving 
comments for the creator or others. For example, teachers have posted their own instructional 
videos on YouTube for student and public use. In turn, students have used YouTube to post 
theatrical and creative work in all subjects, allowing their work to be widely distributed and 
allowing exchange about their ideas.

Because this posting happens in a public space, it becomes particularly important for 
students to understand the ethical and political context behind their work. Is the content 
they posted hurtful towards a person or group? Is the information they are publishing 
accurate and reliable? Are they contributing to knowledge or to misinformation?

Social Network Sites (SNS)
Some debate exists over whether educators should embrace SNS and use it for learning 
purposes or whether they should leave it for youth to have as their own form of networking 
and communicating. Will the fun of social networking be lost if it is incorporated into 
classrooms for different purposes than what students normally use it or will this mode engage 
students further in the learning process? Also, controversy has arisen over privacy issues and 
the ethics of making our students’ lives publicly available over the internet. Much of this 
literature, however, refers to popular SNS like MySpace and Facebook where everyone is on 
the same interface. With applications like Wackwall and Ning, it is possible to create private 
social networks that are for a niche group. So classrooms can create their own networks 
and name them to fit their subject and classroom personality. These networks provide low-
barrier opportunities for students to create and/or publish content to the web (it can be 
kept private within the group). Each member of a class joins the network, posts pictures and 
videos about the topic at hand and communicates with their classmates. This content can be 
drawn from existing resources or students can post their own self-created photos and videos 
about the topic.

Students’ contributions to such sites need careful consideration. An opinion shared orally 
in class will likely fade quickly even if it is a controversial one. Opinions posted on a SNS take 
on a far more permanent place and have a larger reach. Just as it is important for students 
to learn critical literacy skills when it comes to accessing, understanding, and synthesising 
information, it is equally important to learn how to carefully craft our words to adequately 
meet our purposes. Nuances such as irony can be easily lost in text and the intention of one 
person’s comments can be misinterpreted by others. Again, this brings forth new literacies 
skills that need support in the classroom.

Shelfari is a SNS that revolves around books. Members can join groups specific to their 
literary interests, share literature opinions and recommendations, and blog about book 
content and other related aspects, such as book releases and author signings. Students could 
find books about topics of interest recommended by others, add their own top finds on this 
topic, and converse with students in other communities who have collected similar texts. 
They can also add reviews and rate the books. Taking part in this social network of books 
may allow students to become more critical consumers of text, taking into consideration 
their book choices based on reviews that others have written or selections that like-minded 
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individuals have chosen. It also exposes students to a global context of book recommendations, 
widening their sphere of literature. The act of tagging books, rating them, and writing short 
reviews enables students to reflect on the books that they have read. Furthermore, it places 
value on their opinions as their ratings, tags, and reviews get aggregated with that of other 
users forming a community of knowledge. Now others will make book selections partly 
based on their opinion.

Because SNS are popular outside of the school context, they allow for a convergence 
of students’ academic worlds with their personal ones. Issues of identity, connectivity, and 
community can help impact the school culture and may play a role in affecting student 
learning.

Towards	a	literacy	of	empowerment
The examples that we have provided are less about the new Web 2.0 tools themselves, and 
more about selecting tools that support development of powerful new literacies  – those 
that enable thoughtful and critical participation, and collaboration in the creation of new 
understandings that are widely distributed. We understand that these tools have drawbacks 
such as commercial interests. We encourage approaching their use with students with a 
critical eye and learning about agendas and potential traps of the businesses behind the tools 
and incorporating such lessons within the same classes where the tools are being used.

Another trap to avoid when incorporating any of these Web 2.0 applications is to take care 
not to use them in ways that enforce traditional assumptions about learning and knowledge 
(Bryant, 2007). These applications are not only new technologies, but new genres and new 
literacies as well and thus require new forms of contribution. Are our students just writing 
a series of short term papers and posting them under the guise of blogs, wikis, or social 
networks; or are they using the software in innovative ways that stimulate them to learn, 
collaborate, share, and create in democratic ways? Encouraging posting in different modes 
such as image, video and audio files would be one way to embrace the new uses of these new 
literacies. Another way would be to encourage a variety of forms of writing including txt 
speak, verse, narrative, and non linear forms of writing. It is difficult to make suggestions of 
such forms or to conceive what could be, but what could be will never be if the opportunity 
for exploration and expression in different modes is not offered or is overshadowed by more 
traditional forms.

The new genres and new literacies are not confined to youth and personal and recreational 
spaces, but have infiltrated society, commerce and government. However, it is not the 
majority of youth who participate in new literacy genres. At the very least, the introduction 
to such genres and the demonstration of how they work could entice many other students 
to participate in this world. Teaching in the ‘mindset two ‘context entails shifting traditional 
power relationships between students and teachers. Teachers and students have much to 
learn from more knowledgeable students. We recommend visiting the growing number of 
SNS that share ideas and discuss rising issues. For example, Web 2.0 classroom (http://
web20classroom.blogspot.com) is a space for educators who are currently incorporating 
Web 2.0 practices within their classrooms, and ‘Ning in Education’ (http://education.ning.
com/) is a place for educators who are incorporating Ning within their practice.

Ultimately, we must recognise Web 2.0 – and its infinite iterations and transformations –
is here to stay even in the face of new web developments, and that young people will inhabit 
these worlds with or without acknowledgement in schools. The crucial role of schools in the 
world of the evolving web is not only to use it to engage students and support their learning, 
but to guide students in ethical and socially responsible use of the increasingly complex and 
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global worlds of the web. As Gee (2010) argues, ‘It is the study of new digital tools and new 
forms of convergent media, production and participation, as well as powerful forms of social 
organization and complexity in popular culture, that can teach us how to enhance learning 
in- and out-of-school and how to transform society and the global world as well’ (p. 14).
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